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Prologue
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Serafina


Today is the day I become a leader. 
Today is the day I start my rule over La Cosa Nostra.
Following in my father’s footsteps isn’t something I ever wanted, but it’s an obligation I must fulfill for the Bianchi name. I knew this was coming, though. Maybe not this exact moment, but I always knew I would be locked into this family. I never had the option, the choice. La Cosa Nostra is all I’ve ever known, and it’s all I ever will. 
For the last three years, I have been primed for this. With my grandfather’s deteriorating health and my own father’s decision to take a step back, I’m now being thrust into the spotlight. I wish I could say I was ready, but as I sit staring out at the shimmering waters of the Mediterranean, I’m not so sure.
“Ready?” my father asks.
“Yes,” I rasp, wiping my sweaty palms on my pants, while losing all confidence in my words. My mind has been racing since we landed in Italy yesterday, and despite my father’s efforts, I’m nervous as hell. The picturesque landscape I’ve been staring at for the last half an hour does nothing to settle my nerves either. I’ve spent the better part of my morning wondering if I’ll be any good at this, wondering if this is truly my calling or just a last ditch attempt for my father to keep our family at the top of the hierarchy.
I stand up and dust off my tailored trousers, my heels clicking on the wooden flooring as I turn to face the man about to seal my fate. I suppose I should feel some relief with what’s about to happen. Usually, women in our position are sold off, married to the next powerful family in a bid to align loyalty. Not me. I’m the heir, the one and only to the family name. And the first female in our family to hold this kind of power.
Fortunately for me, I have the skills and knowledge to lead this family— it’s the confidence I’m not so certain of.
My father holds the door open for me, eyes dragging down my white pantsuit. “You should have picked a darker color,” he comments, fingering the lapel on my jacket. “Blood stains.”
“Of course,” I mutter, ignoring the urge to roll my eyes. Even though we are close, my father can’t resist pointing out my flaws—in this case, the color of my outfit. 
I see his point, though. These events never go as planned, and with tradition being scrapped, I’m anticipating some violence. Fortunately, no weapons are allowed during this ceremony, but that doesn’t mean I shouldn’t keep my wits about me. There’s always after.
I notice the tension straight away. There’s a heavy atmosphere as we enter the library, almost like every man here is out for blood— my blood.
Maybe I should have worn black.
My grandfather sits at the head of the table in the center of the room. His hands are linked and resting easy in front of him. Ten other men surround him, each wearing the same solemn, impatient expression as the other.
As I approach, they all stand. They bow their heads discreetly, but I don’t miss the distaste marring some of these men’s faces.
Only some.
We’re in a new era now. This is the new generation of La Cosa Nostra, and I’m the one these men have to obey. Of course, traditions have always favored the males. But there are guys here who respect my family’s decision; who respect me, including my best friend, Enzo.
He stands closest to me, at the other end of the table. His eyes glance up to me as I get closer, a look of respect and admiration swimming in them. With dark hair and dark eyes, this man is undeniably handsome, but that’s as far as our appreciation for one another goes. He has always been my rock, my confidante. We’ve grown up together, seen the best and the worst of one another, so it goes without saying that he has my back today.
I take my seat, and in uniformed silence, the rest of the men descend to their own chairs.
My grandfather watches me intensely. While he all but encouraged my father to announce my position, I still feel the bitterness over the fact my mother never bore another child, a male heir. Like in some way it was her doing that I came out her womb a girl. Still, he’s taking this situation with the grace and confidence of a man born into this role, born to lead the family. It’s the very reason he is leading this ceremony and not my father.
As a recent leader, he must remain silent and allow the room to speak up. My grandfather might be family, but he is also the oldest here. As far as hierarchy goes, Mafia or not, he is the most respected man in the room.
“Thank you for joining us,” my grandfather announces abruptly.
All eyes turn to him. All attention is solely on the man at the head of the table.
“First of all, as far as tradition goes—”
A man to the right of him scoffs, eyes narrowing onto me.
I shift uneasily in my seat. As much as I want to put on a brave face, I’m the only woman in this room. I might have allies here, but there’s no denying I have enemies, too.
“Verdi, do you have something to say?” my grandfather asks, his glare matching the threatening tone of his words.
“She doesn’t belong here, and you know it,” Don Verdi snarls. “Women have never ruled the families! This is obscene, this—”
“This is the new generation,” I quip. I feel Enzo squeeze my hand, a show of support and strength I didn’t know I needed, but I refuse to tear my gaze away from the man ahead of me. “It’s about time we set a precedent for future families, don’t you think?”
“This is not how La Cosa Nostra is ruled.”
“No, this is how La Cosa Nuova is ruled,” I retort.
Don Verdi sits back in his chair, folding his arms across his chest. He keeps his lips firmly shut at my words. Clearly, whatever he has to say, he has realized he won’t be heard here. His son, however, sits to the right of him, rolling his eyes.
Luciano and I have history— a really shitty history involving a romance that should never have happened. That was back when I was sixteen and immature. I didn’t know any better, and when it came to Luciano, I truly thought I was in love.
Oh, how naive I was ten years ago.
I still don’t know what I ever saw in the man. He has good looks, great charm, but that’s as far as my compliments stretch. When it comes to Luciano Verdi, he is every father’s worst nightmare. He’s the boy they tell their little girls to avoid. He’s the asshole all girls crave until they’re ruined. And he has made himself my competition.
I watch carefully as his lip curls, eyes setting on me before darting to my right. I know exactly what he’s looking at. My best friend is less than tolerable of Luciano and his ways. He was there to pick up the pieces when things between Luciano and I exploded catastrophically. Now, when it comes to me, he takes no prisoners. He’s not afraid to protect me, to stand up for me, or use his fists to set an example. 
With the way they curl up tightly beside me, I know he’s sending a warning, one that seems to be received rapidly by the Verdis.
“Does anyone else have any reservations?” my grandfather asks the table. “We talk freely now.”
A few grumbles resound around the room, but other than the inaudible comments, nobody actually speaks up.
“Okay,” my grandfather nods before turning his attention to me. “Your vouching family?”
I turn my head to Enzo, who promptly stands. “I am here to represent the LaRosa family. We align ourselves with the Bianchis, we pledge our loyalty and obedience to Serafina Bianchi as our leader and I personally vouch for her.”
“Of course, you do,” Luciano remarks.
My grandfather raises a hand in the air, abruptly halting any more comments. I knew this was going to be difficult, and it’s no surprise the Verdis are the ones with the grievance. They truly believe they should be the ones leading this ceremony, with Luciano taking the mantle. The problem is, that asshole couldn’t lead an alcoholic into a bar, and that’s putting it kindly.
“You’re treading on thin ice already, Verdi.” My grandfather flashes a warning to his right. “Disrespect will not be permitted here, old ways or not.”
“Of course,” Don Verdi mutters, dropping his head in submission. His son doesn’t mirror the action, instead, he glares at me like I stole his favorite toy.
To the right of the table, my grandfather’s assistant approaches. He grips a rolled up piece of parchment in one hand, and a blade in the other—the only weapon allowed in the ceremony. The assistant unravels the paper, and weighs it down with two inkwells—one for me, one for Enzo.
Enzo is the first to head to my grandfather, and with a nod from my own father, I approach.
I watch as Enzo takes the knife and presses it to his palm. He doesn’t even wince when the blade breaks the skin, or when he squeezes his fist tightly to expel a few drops of blood into a shallow inkwell. He takes the pen in his right hand, dipping it into the inkwell before signing his name on the parchment.
Old way, new Mafia; we still follow certain traditions. Signing your name in blood is a lifelong commitment. It’s a vow to honor, protect and remain loyal to the family name. Every time a new leader takes their place, these contracts are signed. Bound in blood is the oldest tradition, and sadistically, one I’m looking forward to.
Enzo turns and holds his tattooed hand out to me. Resting my hand in his palm, he turns it over, and drags the sharp edge over the flesh. I wince as a delicate scarlet flow of liquid appears, and with his help, Enzo guides the blood droplets into the second inkwell.
Dipping the pen into the deep red liquid, he hands it to me. Admiration flashes across his face, quickly and almost unnoticeably. This is it.
I lean forward and sign my name in its rightful place, beside Enzo’s. And then I release a long breath, one filled with anxious hopes and uncertain possibilities.
“Donna Bianchi,” Enzo announces to the table, lifting my arm into the air.
The table follows in unison, despite the reluctance. “Donna Bianchi!”
[image: image-placeholder]“First thing on the agenda…?” Enzo asks as he bandages my hand. 
We’re all out on the terrace, continuing the celebrations. Many of the men have stuck around, but it doesn’t go unnoticed that Don Verdi and his son have disappeared. I’m not surprised, really. They tried to talk to my father after we left the library, but I don’t think it went down well.
“Tell me,” I reply, never letting my attention leave the people in front of me.
I know Enzo would never let anything happen to me. Not just because of our relationship, but since Enzo pledged his irrefutable allegiance to me and my family, he has in turn become my second in command. It’s funny how things work out in this way of life, but I don’t think he minds one bit.
“Is it too soon to deliver a kill order?”
“On who?” I frown, turning to him.
He rolls his eyes, sighing as he lights up a cigarette. “You know who.”
“Enz, if we could kill everyone we hated, there wouldn’t be a Mafia. Sometimes we have to set aside our differences for the family.”
“Spoken like a true leader,” he teases, nudging my shoulder.
“If you say so,” I grumble back. The nerves of the day still haven’t left me. I’m still reeling in self doubt and uncertainty, and I have a weird feeling in my gut that today went far too smoothly.
“La Cosa Nostra needs someone like you. Or should we be calling it La Cosa Nuova?”
A chuckle falls from my lips. He always knows how to distract me, to cheer me up. I appreciate the hell out of the guy because he has already done too much for me.
“Relax, you’re going to be great,” he says, leaning in to drop a kiss on my temple.
Somehow, his words don’t settle that uneasy sensation somersaulting in the pit of my stomach. And it only increases when I hear the commotion coming from around the corner.
It’s the gun shot I hear first.
The rip roaring ripple as it pierces the glass on the table in front of me.
“Get down!” Enzo bellows.
Before I have time to react, he’s shoving me to my knees, protecting me with his body as he pulls out his gun and starts shooting.
The entire yard is filled with the racket of gunfire. It’s like we’re on a battlefield; bullets of all calibers fire at one another, shattering glass that spills across the cobbles at my feet. A body drops beside me, my blood running cold. It’s one of the old families, Fontana.
I’ve spent three years preparing myself for this role, but dead bodies will never be normal for me. As I look at the collapsed man, I feel the bile rising up.
“Sera! Get inside!” Enzo yells out over his shoulder. 
I stumble forward, as my best friend reaches for me. Wrapping an arm behind me, he holds me to his back, acting like a human shield. He guides me to the patio doors, where glass decorates the ground.
“It’s the Verdis.”
Without warning, my body is forced through the gap. My legs give out, but Enzo catches me effortlessly, placing me upright.
“You need to hide!” he orders, squeezing my hand. “I’ll come find you.”
I can’t let go, though. Fear has me frozen in place as I stare back at my best friend, silently pleading. 
“I can’t, Sera.” He shakes his head, his lips thin and eyes grow dark. The weight of his unspoken words claw at my chest, and it aches knowing what he isn’t saying.
“You can!” I scream, yanking at his hand and trying to pull him through the doorway. “I’m not going anywhere without you!”
“No! Sera!” He grips my shoulders and shakes. He shakes me until the tears form in my eyes and bottom lip wobbles. He shakes me until he forgets why, and then he pulls me into his arms and holds me tight. “I vowed to protect you, and that’s what I’m doing.”
“Please, Enzo. Come with me.” The words are barely audible against his chest, over the gunfire rumbling around us.
He kisses my forehead, a gesture that means more now than it ever did before.
And then I hear it.
I feel it.
The gunshot rings so painfully loud that my brain can’t comprehend a thing. Enzo’s body shudders against me under the quaking force. And then he collapses, his eyes wide and mouth parted. He drops so heavily to the ground that he takes me with him. 
My suit is doused in dark red, my father’s words haunting me. Red blood pours from behind Enzo, and we’re lying in it. We’re surrounded by the heavy flow of a wound I can’t see, of what I can’t stop.
“Enzo!” I cry, cupping my best friend’s face. “Enzo!”
He reaches up to my face, one heavily bloodied hand smearing across my cheek, but I don’t care.
“Sei tutto per me,” he whispers.
“No!” I wail. “You don’t get to say that to me!”
A whisper of smile graces his lips, just for a moment. It’s a sliver of time that grants me just one more look into the eyes of my best friend. One more glance at the little boy who grew up to be the man who protected me from harm. One more absorbent gaze at the guy who became everything to me and I never told him.
Then, his hand drops and his eyes close. And all I’m left with is blood. His blood.
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Serafina


I stare out from my office that overlooks the city below me; at the vast expanse of blocks and buildings that make up Iris Bay, California. Far down, towards the edge of the city, the water that makes up the bay glistens under the morning sun, and what I wouldn’t give to slide my toes through the sand and revel in the heat. It’s not the same as the beaches in Sicily, but they’re just as beautiful. 
I’m instantly brought back to the moments where Enzo and I would race down to the beach, dive between the waves and laugh like idiots. Every weekend since we were kids, we would pack up snacks and head down there, the ritual never changing as we grew up.
Now, everything has changed.
I have a family to lead, a business to run and so many jobs to do.
“Are you sure we can’t go to the funeral?”
I turn my head to meet Levi’s gaze. He’s Enzo’s cousin and my new second in command. By no means has he replaced my best friend, but I need someone equally as fierce and protective, someone I trust just as much as I did Enzo.
After what went down at my grandfather’s in Sicily, three weeks ago, I’m not taking any chances on my safety or Levi’s. A feud has started between the families. There’s a vendetta against the Verdis and I’m counting down the days until I can finally get my revenge.
“I’m not going, Levi.” I close my eyes and fight the tears that threaten to escape. “I won’t stop you from going, you know that. You need to pay your respects to your cousin.”
“Enzo would have…” Levi says, clearing his throat and I wince at my dead best friend’s name. “He would have wanted you there.” 
“He would also be alive if it weren’t for me, so don’t—”
Levi marches forward and cups my cheeks between his palms. “Look at me.”
I meet his dark eyes and swallow hard. I don’t think I’ll ever get used to the similarities Enzo and Levi share. The way their hair flops in front of their face when they tower over me, the way their lips thin and jaw clenches when they’re fighting to say what’s really on their mind. The only differences are Levi’s curly hair and Enzo’s tattoos.
“You need this closure. You deserve to say goodbye, too.”
Gripping his wrists, I pull away from his touch. It’s cold and hurtful, but I need the space. “I don’t deserve anything, Levi.”
“Don’t do that, Sera.”
I turn away, opting to look out of the glass window instead of at my second in command.
“He died protecting you, and I have no doubt he would have done it again if he had the choice.”
But he didn’t have a choice, I feel like saying. However, the words get stuck in my throat. 
I’ve done nothing but relive that moment. The blood. All I see is his soft smile, the way he stroked my tears away and told me the truth, right before he slipped away in my arms. I’ll never forget the moment his body was taken from me by the paramedics, and the news that later confirmed he had died. Everywhere I turn, I’m reminded of what I lost. Not just my best friend, but two leading families.
“It’s not safe,” I mumble.
I feel Levi wrap his arms around me, resting his chin on my shoulder. It’s comforting and warm, an easiness settling between us as he murmurs, “You need to sleep.”
“You know it’s not that easy,” I say, shrugging out of his embrace. It’s not just the nightmares of Enzo’s death that haunt me, it’s the lingering uncertainty. I have enemies now. They’ve made themselves known. I haven’t slept because I’m on edge all of the time, and that would be normal in any other circumstance, especially in my position, but things are more volatile now.
“I have to make them pay, Levi.”
“We will,” he nods, backing away to put some distance between us. “But first, we need to put our pawns in place. We need to weed out who we can and can’t trust, and we need to follow up on the alliances.”
“You’re right,” I sigh, rubbing the tired expression from my face. “What is your family’s stance?”
He laughs, shaking his head as he takes a seat on the couch in front of me. “After what happened to Enzo, my family gave my sister an ultimatum. She has sided with her husband.”
His words take me by surprise, and I’m forced to heave out a breath to calm myself. “So your family has shunned her for taking her husband’s side?”
Levi shrugs like it’s nothing, like he hasn’t just lost his sister to the enemy. With his sister married to a Verdi, it’s no wonder his family did that, but I know too well the manipulation the Verdi’s can achieve when they set their minds to it.
“My loyalty remains to you, and my family will stand by that.”
I appreciate the support, it’s more than I deserve right now. It warrants a smile—a weak one at best, but it’s still a look of appreciation, and Levi accepts it with a gentle nod of his head.
“I also have something for you.”
Perching on my desk, I frown at him. “What have you done?”
He rolls his eyes, but his expression doesn’t give away a thing. It’s another similarity that Levi and Enzo share. Shared.
Pushing up from the couch, Levi heads out of my office door. He’s gone for all of one minute before he returns with another man. A silent, brooding man who seems to zap all the energy from the room.
“Levi, I—”
“Hear me out.” He raises a hand, halting me from speaking any more. “This is Giovanni. He’s a bodyguard, who comes highly recommended.”
“By who?”
“Your father.”
“And whose idea was this?” I ask, even though I already know the answer. 
Tilting my head to take in the bodyguard’s appearance. Giovanni, stands tall, unmistakably tall. He’s got at least four inches on Levi, but he’s muscular, too. Wearing an all black suit, he looks like he means business. He has green eyes that remind me of sea glass, the tiny shards you rarely find on the beaches, and with a jaw set so sharply, he looks like he might be cut from it too.
Levi clears his throat. “It was mainly your father’s idea, but you and I both know you’ll be safer with someone by your side, permanently.”
“Permanently?” My eyebrows shoot so high I almost think they’ve merged with my forehead.
“Sera,” Levi whispers, stepping closer to me. “You’re not sleeping. You won’t let me stay with you, I don’t—”
“And you think I’m going to let him stay with me?” I scoff. It’s not that I don’t want anyone in my space. I can’t even count the amount of times Enzo used to come over and we would just hang out like we were kids all over again. Those are the moments I miss, they’re the moments I’m constantly reminded of every time I step into my house. Which is why I don’t want Levi there. He’s just another reminder, and I don’t know how many more of those I can take.
“He’s a trained bodyguard. I don’t think he’s too bothered about having a place to sleep.” Levi smirks, glancing back over his shoulder. “You need to get some sleep, Sera. You need to start moving forward.”
Easier said than done.
I glance over at Giovanni, who is still standing stoically with his hands joined in front of him. He doesn’t bat an eyelid in Levi’s direction, or even mine. He doesn’t say a word as I approach, and right now, that’s a good thing. I don’t think I can handle any more prying questions over what happened or if I’m okay.
“Just a bodyguard?” My intrigue and skepticism are both piqued.
“Is that a yes?” Levi asks, quirking a brow. I can see he has all the best intentions for me, and my heart swells at the kindness, but I don’t like the unknown, and I certainly don’t like strangers entering my premises without my permission.
With a sigh, I take another look at Giovanni. “Welcome, Giovanni.”
He takes my hand and shakes it, a spark of heat curling up my arm at the contact. His grip is fiercely strong. It’s a confident handshake, one not afraid to break me, and I think I like that. He’s still silent as he releases my hold, the action leaving a frigid sensation in its wake.
“Does he speak?” I tease.
“Well he hasn’t said one word to me,” he mumbles, shrugging his shoulders.
“Suits me,” I smile. I think that’s what I need. I don’t want some bumbling idiot who talks just as much as Levi. I don’t need another person asking me how I’m doing. Silence is golden right now.
“Would you mind waiting outside?” I ask Giovanni.
He nods and without another word, he removes himself from the room. As soon as the door closes, I whip my attention back to Levi, giving him a sharp look. “Is this what you really want? Some stranger following me around?”
“It’s what I do now, isn’t it?” he smirks.
“You’re not a stranger,” I mutter. I already know my position hasn’t just made me a target, but everyone else around me. How do I voice that to men of this caliber, when they literally fight and protect for a living? I don’t want another death on my conscience, at least not Levi’s.
“Sera,” Levi’s tone warns me. “It’s him or me.”
“You or him?” I repeat.
“Yeah…” He stands to his full height to approach me, backing me up against the desk. His hot breath skates past my lips as he continues, and I would be in denial if I said his proximity doesn’t steal my own breath slightly. “…And trust me, I won’t let you sleep.”
I shiver at his words, the sound of them doing something weird, yet not unfamiliar to me. I would be a liar if I said Levi was unattractive. Much like his cousin, he oozes confidence, but he never pushed any sort of boundary with me. This is just a game. Playful words to cheer me up, because Levi is a flirt.
So I play him at his own game and grab his tie, tugging him down to my level. My lips are a breath away from his, but it’s still so much distance, too much distance. “Trust me, Levi,” I husk. “Nobody gets in my bed that easily.”
All confidence seems to float away as Levi gulps, his eyes drifting down to my lips. There’s an unfamiliar tension building between us, and I can’t ignore the way my heart picks up its rhythm. My throat runs a little dry, but I have to keep my composure. I know I’ve got him where I want him when I feel the twitch of something hard press against my leg.
I snap into boss mode at that moment, knowing I’ve taken this too far, feeling like in some way I’m betraying Enzo’s memory. I don’t want Levi to get the wrong impression, so I push him away.
He stumbles backwards, confusion furrowing his brows. Whether he wanted that moment to go further or not, I’m not willing to find out. I’m his boss, he’s almost family to me.
What the hell was I thinking?
I need to distract myself.
“Go find out whether Fontana is willing to play ball.” I push off the desk and round it, taking a seat in my oversized leather chair. I attempt to keep my voice as calm and collected as I can—the total opposite of how I’m feeling inside. I shouldn’t be feeling anything at all right now. I should be numb—to a certain extent I am—but I shouldn’t be flirting with my second in command. 
“With his father’s death, he’s going to want just as much revenge,” I add.
“And if he doesn’t want to align?” Levi asks, straightening his crooked tie.
“Then there are no hard feelings. I’m pretty sure he’s going to want to, though.” I still remember the cold look in Don Fontana’s eyes when he fell to the floor beside me. I can’t forget the soulless image. It haunts me almost as much as Enzo’s does. I know I shouldn’t feel guilty for what happened that day, but I do. I should have done more. I should have protected them. That’s what a leader does.
Levi flashes me an obedient smile, knowing whatever just happened between us needs to stay here, in the confinement of my office. It’s an unspoken rule, a level of respect everyone in La Cosa Nostra is aware of. And as my second in command, it’s his job to maintain my privacy.
“I’ll tell Giovanni he can stay then?” he laughs, edging towards the door. Despite his playful attitude, I don’t miss the disappointment in his tone. I let him leave before my thoughts wander, because maybe once upon a time, I would have let things escalate between Levi and I.
Who am I kidding? In another life, I wouldn’t be here. I would be traveling the continents and experiencing culture; not forming alliances with families, not planning how to take down an enemy. Yet, here I am.
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Levi


Serafina Bianchi . She has always been stubborn. I’ve known her since we were all kids, when I would come to visit my cousin and Enzo forced me to play with her. Not that I minded. The girl defied any preconceived ideas I had about her, and instead of wanting to play with dolls, she wanted to play fucking cowboys. Of course, she refused to play the damsel in distress. She wanted to be the one yielding plastic guns and fighting the bad guys. The woman is literally a force to be reckoned with; she just doesn’t see it.
She is too wrapped up in self-doubt and heartache to see the queen she could be. Ruling over her family isn’t just any feat, she’s the first female in our family’s history to be honored with the position. She was built for this role, whether she wants to accept it or not.
Enzo believed in her, and I sure as fuck do too. Her father put her in this role for a reason, despite what Sera thinks. It wasn’t to remain in the hierarchy. It wasn’t to destabilize tradition or defy what everyone else so clearly wanted. It was because Alfredo Bianchi saw what we all did in his daughter; a ruler.
“Stay here,” I order Giovanni as I step out of the office. “Nobody enters.”
The ever silent bodyguard nods, remaining beside the door to Serafina’s office while I make my way to a more secluded area. I’m still unsure about the guy. While he came heavily recommended by Sera’s father—and I had no real say in the matter— he’s still on my radar. Until he can prove his loyalty, he’ll remain there. I can’t take risks when it comes to Sera’s safety. It’s not just my job to advise her, but to protect her, help her become the leader this Mafia needs. She’s solely focused on revenge right now, but I know she is capable of a lot more. I just need to make sure she has the means to achieve it all.
“Marchese,” Luca Fontana’s voice rasps through the speaker of my phone. “Never thought I’d be hearing from you.”
I hear the ruffle of movement in the background, the unmistakable sound of a woman beside him. I might not have been in touch since his father’s death, but I’ve been keeping tabs, and I know he has been drowning himself in boobs and booze. I should be more of a friend to him, after all, we both lost someone that day.
“Donna Bianchi has a proposal.”
Luca scoffs down the phone, clearly still too drunk to hear me out. “She’s calling herself that?”
“Fontana,” I warn. Grieving or not, he still has to respect the structure of this organization. 
“Does she want to put a target on my back, too?”
“Luca, you know that’s not what happened.”
We all know what went down that day. The Verdis didn’t like the idea of answering to a woman, and with the toxic history between Luciano Verdi and Serafina, it’s no wonder they planned an attack. 
The only problem is they didn’t anticipate the amount of men who were backing the Bianchi family. We lost some good men, my cousin most importantly. I still miss the fucker, but I know he would want me to stick by Sera and make sure she is safe. It’s exactly what I intend to do. 
There’s a heavy beat of silence down the phone. I don’t know whether to start speaking or hold my tongue just a little while longer.
“Fine,” Luca snaps, and I feel relief wash over me. “Where is she?”
“Luca, you have to deal with me.” It’s only precaution, and my job. I can’t let Luca near Sera right now, not until I know he’s really on our side. “If you want to help us get back at the Verdis, then you know where to find us.”
Luca sighs down the phone, and I can tell he’s contemplating his options. He’d be stupid not to. But the thing is, we’re not the enemies here. We’re the ally, and we need him just as much as he needs us.
“What do you have planned?”
“Nothing yet, we need to get as many families on board before we start talking logistics.” I don’t mention that we need weapons and money because since the Verdi’s attack, we lost all of our connections.
“Right,” Luca sounds less reluctant now. “Leave that with me, I’m sure I can get the Ferrante brothers and the Rocco family on our side.”
“The Ferrante brothers?”
He clears his throat, “Sure, why not?”
“If you have connections to the Ferrantes, why didn’t you mention it before?” The brothers are the leading suppliers of guns this side of the states. With their support, the Verdis would have no choice but to back down.
“You know I don’t actually report to you,” Luca jabs. “Do you want my help or not?”
“I’ll be in—”
“It’s the funeral today, right?”
My chest constricts at the reminder. “Yes,” is all I can say past the lump in my throat.
“Are you going?” he quizzes.
“We’re…” I inhale deeply. “No. Serafina can’t bring herself to go, plus she’s right, it’s not safe.”
We’re taking extra precautions at the moment. While she’s plotting revenge on the family who stole her day, I’m ensuring that nobody takes advantage of her vulnerability and decides to attack. I wouldn’t put it past the Verdis to do such a thing. They tried once, they’ll try again.
“She blames herself?” Luca sighs down the phone, though I know he’s not asking but merely confirming the obvious. Only a cold-hearted son-of-a-bitch wouldn’t feel the way she does.
“Good,” Luca answers my silence, but then the hatred seems to drain from his words. “I still remember you stealing your old man’s watch, immediately after he told you not to go into his study.”
“What’s your point Fontana?” I huff. The bastard is dead and I never want to think about him again. The fact he’s dragging up old memories makes me think Fontana isn’t as serious about aligning as I first thought.
“My point is, Levi Marchese does whatever the fuck he wants. You want to pay respects to your cousin? Fucking do it. Nobody is going to attack her at a funeral, besides, we all know how close Sera and Enzo were. Hell, I’d be surprised if they weren’t secretly in love with each other.”
If only he knew.
Still, I can’t help but smile at his encouragement. I’m taken aback by his weird choice of words and support. Luca is right, though. I do whatever the fuck I want—within reason. I know I’ll be able to convince Sera somehow. It’s just going to take a hot minute for me to wear her down.
“Thanks, Luca. So, can we count on you to help us?”
His breath rushes out against the speaker, making a loud breezy sound. “I can’t promise shit with Ferrante or Rocco, but since it’s revenge Serafina is after…” there’s a long, hesitant pause. “I’m in.”
I lean back against the wall of the corridor I’ve found myself in, that leads to the back of Serafina’s club. Relief washes over me, and the gradual confidence of us rebuilding La Cosa Nostra begins to take shape.
“I don’t need to remind you about telling the Elders,” I warn.
“Not if I want to keep my head.”
Pretty soon after, we hang up, and I make my way back to Sera with one thing on my mind. She’s not going to like it, but we both need this. We both need to do this for the sake of our sanity.
[image: image-placeholder]“I can’t believe you talked me into this,” Sera hisses from the backseat of the SUV. 
Luckily, everyone who attended today had the same idea. Black limousines and SUVs line the drive to the cemetery, guards block the majority of our view. With the sunshine, it makes it even more difficult to see who is actually in any of these vehicles or out at the grave.
“We’ll wait until it’s over, then pay our respects.” Sera’s eyes drift outside the window, to where the LaRosa family are gathered around Enzo’s coffin. What happened in her office earlier hasn’t escaped me. I know I was only playing with her, trying to lighten the mood, but she took it to another level and I can’t deny how fucking hot it was.
Luca Fontana’s words repeat in the back of my mind as we all sit in silence. I knew how Enzo felt about Sera. He adored her, more than a best friend should, but he never overstepped. 
It was the same for me. I was instantly drawn to her all those years ago. But unlike my cousin, I remained on the periphery. While Enzo was the protective friend, keeping in his boundary, I was watching from the sidelines wondering if he would make a move, or if I would bulldoze that. I’m not one to ruin relationships, though. Whether they saw it or not, I knew I didn’t have a shot with Serafina Bianchi. That didn’t stop me pining for her for years. With chocolate brown locks and hazel eyes, an attitude to boot; she’s gorgeously powerful, defiantly beautiful. I could forever drown in Donna Bianchi and not give a flying fuck about coming up for air. I was lost to her from day one, but until today, I thought that was as far as it would go between us.
Giovanni sits in the front of the SUV, a stoic expression on his face. I don’t miss the way he glances at Sera through the rearview mirror. She’s undeniably stunning. His presence still sits a little uneasy with me, though. Regardless of how much Alfredo trusts the man, I need a little more convincing.
My gaze turns to our leader, a rogue tear rolling down her soft cheek, and as much as I want to reach over and wipe it away, I don’t. I know that Sera has been beating herself up about Enzo’s death. I’ve tried time and time again to tell her that it wasn’t her fault. The Verdis did this and they have to pay. Unfortunately, it’s pretty damn hard to convince someone like Sera that she wasn’t to blame.
Turning my head toward the procession outside, I see my aunt, Enzo’s mother, burying her head into her husband's shoulder. There’s no way we can hear what is being said, but I’m sure it’s all bullshit. Very few people knew the real Enzo, and two of them are currently sitting in this car. He’d be laughing this shit up, making sarcastic comments about the pretentious pricks crying over him, and how the priest douses his fucking coffin like it might set alight at any moment. He’d even remark on the fact there are people drowning in sorrow, all while wearing their best dress and jewelry, people he’s not seen or spoken to in years. Those are probably the things I miss most about him. The way he could turn something shitty into something funny. The way he could light up a room, even if he was a grumpy fucker most of the time.
It takes another hour before the funeral ends and everyone starts to depart. The cars ahead of us disperse in unformed fashion, and once I’m certain it’s clear, I step outside. I hold my hand out for Sera, her eyes pausing on my palm as she chews her lip. It’s a big step for her, I know. I’m not sure how well my words of encouragement will go but she’s got this far, what’s another little nudge?
I reach forward, untucking her lip. “In the words of Enzo LaRosa, let’s get this shit over with.”
Sera laughs softly, taking my hand and lowering herself to the ground. She takes a look around the silent cemetery, uncertainty warring with her usual stubborn confidence.
Giovanni’s boots hitting the ground avert our attention. His burly figure shadowing us both is something I don’t think I’ll ever get used to. His presence does relax Sera a little, though. I’ve already noticed how her shoulders visibly roll back whenever he’s around. Maybe having him around isn’t such a bad thing after all?
“Let’s get this shit over with,” she mutters under her breath.
“Atta girl,” I tease, squeezing her hand.
With Giovanni only two paces behind us, I guide Serafina to Enzo’s grave. The only thing visible is the dirt mound covering the hole, but even that’s surreal in itself. The realization that my cousin is actually gone hits deeper than I thought it ever would. I feel that lump in my throat return, lodging in my windpipe until it’s too hard to breathe.
“You know what the last thing he said to me was?” Sera speaks up, her meek words piercing the silence. There’s a soft tremble to the way she speaks, like she’s trying so hard to be strong. This is the only time I’ve seen her so vulnerable. Any other given day she would be causing havoc or pissing someone off, but any mention of Enzo does something to her. Something I hate to see but know is necessary.
I turn to her, but I don’t say anything. I fear my voice will break too if I do.
“He told me I was his everything,” she sniffs.
I watch the tear roll down her cheek, observing her quickly swiping it away. I know she hates showing any kind of weakness, but out here, she needs to know it’s okay. I just can’t find it in me to say it. The words are too hard to pull out, because I’m doing exactly what I don’t want her to do.
“I never got to say it back. I was too angry at him and at myself.” She peers up at me, her round doe eyes are red-rimmed and glassy. “Why did he wait?”
I shrug. Fuck knows why the asshole waited until a bullet was in his back to tell his best friend how he really felt. I don’t think we’ll ever know the answer to that question, either. Timing, huh?
Sera tugs something out of her hair, sighing as she opens her palm to expose a hair pin. “He used to get so pissed at me for wearing these,” she giggles lightly. “They would fall out all the time and he would end up standing on them or sitting on them.”
There’s a brightness to her words. Reminiscing the good times seems to make her happier, even though I can tell it’s tearing her apart inside. I remain silent as I watch her drop the pin into the dirt. It just sits there, resting like it’s one with the ground.
I smile at the gesture, re-lacing my fingers with Sera’s. “I hope it sticks him in the ass.”
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Who knew visiting my best friend’s grave would actually give me the closure I needed? 
Not me.
I feel like a weight has been lifted off my shoulders, like I can finally focus on my next steps; revenge. We spent an hour or so at Enzo’s grave. Levi and I mostly talked about the moments we all shared as kids. Levi told me about all the times he and Enzo would get in trouble over stupid shit, and Enzo would always take the rap. That hit me the deepest, because I realized that he was always like that; always the protector.
It felt so good to speak openly about Enzo, so good that for the first time last night, I actually slept. It was a stirred sleep, but it was enough for me to walk into my office the next day with a clear head and an even clearer mindset. I’m still not one hundred percent certain on having Giovanni around, but I can rest easy that Levi has back up if anything were to happen. If only my father felt the same way.
“That was idiotic, Sera,” he barks down the phone.
“What would you have me do?” I snap. “I had protection!” I don’t mention the bitterness I feel about him sending extra protection for me. That decision is up to me and me alone.
“You think a funeral would have stopped The Verdis?” he scoffs. “They attacked you at your own inauguration, at your grandfather’s home!”
I sigh, realizing how right he is. It was naïve of me to think that I’d be safe there, The Verdis aren’t above anything. “Sorry, Pa,” I reply defeatedly. “I’ll make sure I’m more careful.”
“Tesora, te amo tanto. I can’t lose you.”
I feel his words hit something deep in my chest. Since the attack, we’ve barely spoken. It’s only because Levi updated him on everything and let slip about our visit. I can’t be mad at him, though. Levi is looking out for me in every aspect of the word.
After saying goodbye, I head into the conference room. Giovanni stands against the wall, his stoic form standing out like a statue that doesn’t belong.
“The Ferrante brothers are in,” Luca states, staring me down as I take a seat at the conference table. His blue gaze is darker than I remember, and his blonde hair has grown out too. I haven’t seen him since months before the attack, but I’m certain he hasn’t seen a razor in a few days.
“And the Rocco family?” Levi asks.
Luca doesn’t answer, and I take his silence as the reply we were expecting. I knew it would be difficult to band the families back together after what happened. It’s hard enough having the backing from those closest to you, let alone those you’ve barely shared the same circles with. Being ruled by a female is practically an abomination, but it isn’t unheard of, which is why I’m not surprised to hear the Rocco family won’t become our allies.
The Rocco family are the most notorious for selling off their women to the most powerful families; anything to get leverage. It was a shot in the dark that they might be willing to align with us, but I take note of the fact that they won’t be siding with the Verdi family either. It seems they want to remain neutral in all of this. It’s probably so they have pickings of the next male to subject their women, too.
Pigs.
I could use my position. The thought has already crossed my mind, but that would be declaring war. Right now, a war isn’t what I need. I’m not willing to put other families at risk unless they put themselves there. It’s something my father taught me, something I’ve come to understand the importance of over the last few weeks.
I look towards Levi, gesturing for him to continue. I’ve left him in charge of this, so he’s the one asking the questions. I’ve put great faith in him to lead this, and so far, he has done a great job. I don’t know what he said to get Luca here, but I am grateful.
“Is there anyone else willing to join with us?” he asks.
Luca glances at me. I can almost see the cogs turning in his head. He blames me for what happened to his father. Hell, I blame myself, too. I’m sure a lot of other families do as well, because if I hadn’t accepted the position, if I had fought my father and rejected the notion, I’d still have my best friend, and members of the other families would still be alive. But I can’t keep living in the ‘what-if’s’. Enzo is gone, Don Fontana has gone. It’s up to me to fix this, to assert my position and remind the families who they are fucking with.
I should really clear the air with Fontana, too, because this room is filled with so much tension you would need a chainsaw to get through it.
“Leave us,” I say softly.
Luca goes to stand.
“No,” I cut in, turning my attention to Giovanni and Levi. “I want to talk to Fontana, alone.”
“I don’t—”
My glare cuts Levi off. He knows he shouldn’t be questioning me, not unless I ask for his support or advice. This is my decision, and I am willing to accept the consequences.
With a huff, Levi stands. “We’ll be right outside.” 
The warning doesn’t go unnoticed. He’s not just letting me know he’s prepared to step in if anything happens, he’s prepared to take down Luca if he comes near me.
After the door clicks shut, I release a breath. I’m not afraid of Luca, but I sure as shit am wracked with guilt, and that does something to a person. It makes me uneasy, uncertain, and obscenely naïve.
“You really want to be alone in a room with me?” he asks, raising a skeptical brow.
“I’m a big girl, I can take care of myself,” I retort.
I know this is Luca’s way of keeping his distance from me. He thinks that I’ll bring more death and destruction, and he’d be right. But I’ll also bring hellfire and redemption. I’m the one thing standing in his way. I’m the only person who can really stop him from going after the Verdis. Without me, he can’t avenge his father’s death.
Without him, I have no allies.
Pushing away from the table, I make my way to where he’s sitting and perch on the table.
Luca’s jaw clenches, his blue eyes boring into me. I take the time to observe him, noticing the bags under his eyes, the pale skin tone. Sleepless nights and binge drinking will do that to you. He’s suffering, just as much as I am, only I haven’t taken to drowning my thoughts in alcohol. At least, not yet.
When Luca doesn’t say anything, I decide to take the reins.
“I’m sorry for what happened to your father.” Sincerity drowns my voice, my words cracking under the weight of my honesty. I rest my hand upon his. “I wish I could have protected him, but—”
“I don’t blame you,” he cuts me off, snatching his hand away. Though his gesture of disgust shocks me, his words temporarily offer me some reprieve. 
I reply with silence, responding with a grateful nod because I can tell how hard it is for him to say that. I’ve only known the guy a few years, mainly at gatherings between the families, but it’s enough to pick up on his tells.
“I do resent you, though.”
His words catch me off guard. “Resent me?” I frown.
Luca leans back in his chair, folding his thick arms across his chest. His eyes flicker for a moment, his gaze wandering over my face, my neck. “You were the last person to see him alive.”
“I’m not sure—”
“If you hadn’t taken up the position, he’d still be alive. I don’t know what he was thinking, but he should have known a female leader was going to cause drama. Yet he still chose to protect you.” He stands up to tower over me, knuckles resting on the wooden surface either side of my hips. “Which is what we all promised, right?”
I shudder at the reminder, at the deep tone of his voice that rumbles through me. Looking up, I finally see the sadness in his eyes. He’s not trying to hurt me with his words, he’s trying to make me understand. He’s being honest, even if it’s difficult to hear. My chest tightens, the tears threatening to escape as I think of his father’s cold, dead eyes, staring back at me. They’re the same eyes looking at me now, cementing his position in this vendetta.
“And I will never take that for granted,” I assure quietly. “I didn’t ask for this position—”
“Yet, you took it.”
“Don’t you think I regret that?” I finally snap, closing a fraction of the distance between our faces. “Don’t you think I know that all of this is because of me!?” I let out an exasperated sigh.
“Regret doesn’t fix what happened, Donna.”
I flinch at my title leaving his lips, because even though he’s remaining respectful, he’s not afraid to express how he feels.
Silence lapses between us. I feel the tension like quicksand. I’m slowly sinking and one wrong move could result in me being nothing but one with the grains swallowing me. “Tell me what I can do to fix this.”
Luca leans forward. He’s so close I can feel his hot breath across my lips. His blue eyes are dark and unwavering and I can’t seem to tear myself away from them. 
“Revenge,” he smirks.
There it is. The reason he is here. The reason he is trying to push his hate towards me aside.
“That, I can do.” I smile back, feeling a sliver of that earlier tension dissipate. “But if me leading you is going to be an issue, I want to know now.”
“You being a woman has nothing to do with it,” Luca’s bored tone pierces the tension as he straightens up. “Some of the best leaders in the world were women. I know what you’re capable of, and I want to avenge their deaths as much as you do.”
“Good. I’m glad we’re on the same page.” Placing my hand in front of me, I wait for him to shake it.
He looks down at the olive branch, but instead of taking it, he steps away.
“I am an ally, Serafina,” he says assuringly. “But that doesn’t mean we’re friends.”
The last words don’t sting as much as I thought they would. Still, I don’t turn to watch him leave, his words are enough. I wait until the door clicks shut before I slump into the seat Luca vacated, burying my head in my arms. The weight of the situation is getting heavier, and I haven’t even started planning how I’m going to make the Verdis pay.
We could have used the Rocco family’s help, but I should have known their position when it came to me. Not everyone is on board with me leading, but I don’t need everyone. I just need a few allies. Luckily, there are still a few more families to reach out to. At least we have the arms dealers on our side, which means we have the means to attack if and when we need to.
Now that Luca is definitely on our side, I should really start thinking about my plan of attack. Levi was right about one thing yesterday. I did need that closure. I needed to say goodbye to Enzo before moving onwards. Living in the past won’t help me. Except it’s so damn hard to move on. I see nothing but darkness ahead, death and deterioration of this organization. I can’t let that happen.
I just can’t.
The heavy clunk of boots entering the room grabs my attention. I half expect Levi to wrap his arms around me and tell me some stupid joke about Luca’s hairstyle or something. Instead, I am met with silence.
Silence.
Lifting my head, I meet Giovanni’s gaze. He stands stoically by my side, looking down at me with a softness rounding his eyes.
“I’m fine,” I sniff, swiping at my wet cheeks. I have no doubt that I look a mess, but it doesn’t seem to faze my bodyguard. “I’ll be fine,” I reassure, standing up from the table.
Giovanni grabs my arm before I can get away. It’s not hard enough to bruise, but his grip is firm enough to keep me in place. His green eyes are narrowed on me, like he’s silently asking me a question.
For a moment, we just stare at one another. While I’m trying to work out what his silence means, he’s solely focused on my eyes. There’s a weird tension drawing me to him, and it plays at my heartbeat.
His lips twitch, but he still doesn’t say a thing. I can’t tell if I enjoy the silence, or his presence. Whatever it is, I feel a calm wash over me. And when his eyes soften, I feel it; that understanding flowing between us. It’s like he gets me, he comprehends the pain I’m feeling, the guilt I’m harboring.
I want to ask why, but from what I know of the man, I’ll never receive the answer.
No matter what anyone says, I still blame myself for what happened that day. Maybe that’s why he doesn’t say anything. Maybe that’s why I enjoy his silence. His looks seem to say more than words ever could.
I smile weakly, a silent thank you portrayed in my eyes.
“Hey, Ser—”
Giovanni snatches his hand away like I’ve stung him. It’s an attempt to conceal whatever was passing between us, but I’m pretty sure Levi already noticed.
“Everything okay?” he asks behind me.
I look up to meet Giovanni’s gaze. There’s no telling what’s going on in that man’s head, I don’t know him well enough to decipher every single one of his looks, so I turn to Levi and smile. “We’re good.”
“Good.” He slumps down in one of the chairs, running a hand through his dark hair. “Because it’s time to get the chessboard out.”
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Luca


A single hand walks up my arm, delicate yet sharp fingers poking at my skin. “Fontana, come on. I can make you feel good.” 
I throw back the remnants of my whiskey before I slide my gaze to the blonde currently trying to seduce me. “Somehow, I don’t think you can give me what I really want.”
Her brows furrow. “Try me.”
I admire the challenge she puts forth, but I’m really not in the mood—and that’s saying something. Since coming face to face with Serafina for the first time in a couple of months, I’m suddenly feeling a whirlwind of emotions. Emotions I don’t want to address, but they’re there nonetheless.
Today has forced me to face it all. I want to hate Serafina for what happened to my father. For the past three weeks, I have done just that. It’s easier to hate her, because it pushes aside the other feelings; the betraying, contradictory emotions.
I’ll never forget the first time my eyes landed on her at one of the family gatherings. She was wearing a gold dress that sparkled every time the light caught it. Her brown hair cascaded down her back like a waterfall, but all I really remember was her eyes, those big brown eyes twinkling back at me as our fathers introduced us. She was as stunning as she was oblivious to it. She was sweet, friendly, and innocently charming. She was attentive, listening to every single word I said and not just in the polite sense.
She was charismatic.
She was perfect.
But then she let my father die. She allowed him to fall, and now I’m the only living person to carry on my family name. The last Fontana.
“Come on, Luca. We had a good time last time, didn’t we?” Sonya is desperate, clinging onto the hope that I might feed her ego and she might be able to heal me.
“I’m not interested,” I snap. My mood is already sour from the earlier meeting, and as much as a good release would be beneficial, the blonde isn’t what I want right now. 
Running my hands through my hair, I sigh and slide my empty glass along the bar top. 
The bartender catches it, gives me a swift nod, then gets to work pouring me another.
“Fontana!”
I turn at the sound of my name, my eyes honing in on Marco and his twin brother Matteo making their way down the steps into the main lounge area of my club. I thought I could hide out here, in my own space. Clearly, I’m that predictable.
“You’ve not been answering your phone!” Marco claps me on the back while Matteo gestures to the bartender.
“I’ve been busy,” I mutter. I don’t mind the guys, we’ve known each other long enough that we can skip pleasantries.
Matteo turns around to rest his elbows on the bar top, his eyes prowling the few staff I have working this afternoon. It’s never busy during the day, which is how I like it. My club keeps the revenue coming in and it’s the only legal thing to my name.
“There’s a lot to keep you busy here,” Matteo comments sarcastically with a smirk. He licks his lips as Sonya walks past. “Hey babe!”
Sonya rolls her eyes before disappearing out the back. I should feel bad that I’ve put her in a shit mood, but she should know better. I’m not after anything, and if I want a fuck, I’ll go find it myself. But weirdly enough, it’s the last thing I want right now.
“What’s up her ass?” Matteo mumbles, grabbing his drink from the side.
I pick up mine that the bartender has just set down, swallowing the liquid in two gulps. “She doesn’t get rejected often. What do you both want?”
“Can’t we come and see a friend?” Marco smiles, but it’s filled with suspicious intent.
I have no reason not to trust the twins. They’ve made it clear where they stand when it comes to the Verdis and Bianchis. “You can,” I mutter. “But there’s always a reason you two show up unannounced.”
By the way Marco’s smirk flickers, I’d say I was right. With a huff, he takes the stool to my left, while Matteo takes the one on my right. “We thought you might need some company.”
“Trust me, that’s the total opposite of what I want.” I roll the glass between my fingers, watching the crystal sparkle beneath the overhead lights.
“Okay,” Matteo slaps his palms against the barter. “Let’s get some shots in!”
I go to protest, but he’s already reaching over the bar and grabbing three shot glasses, along with a familiar looking bottle of liquor. He squints his eyes, attempting to read the Spanish on it, and I laugh.
“It’s Tequila,” I say, snatching the bottle from him.
While Matteo lines up the glasses, I start pouring. I have no doubt this night is going to end like so many others have over the last few weeks. It has become routine for me, something I know I should stop, but it’s the only thing that numbs the memories of what I lost. Today was another reminder of that.
Looking at Serafina from across the table, in all her confident glory and beautiful power, I couldn’t stop it. I couldn’t stop the distaste blending with the returning lust. Between the anger and twisted resentment I feel towards Donna Bianchi, there’s another emotion settling underneath my skin. For the first time ever, I saw the vulnerability and desperation in Serafina’s eyes. She’s wracked with guilt, and not just the kind of guilt you get from surviving something horrific. No, Serafina is punishing herself for what happened that day. It might not be with tits and tequila like me, but she’s torturing herself in other ways. I’m sure of it. She might not have directly had a part to play in pulling the trigger. But the bullet my father took was to protect her. And that’s the reminder I have to live with.
At least avenging my father’s death will bring me some satisfaction, maybe even some solace.  If it doesn’t, I know who I’m going after next and Omertà or not, blood will be spilled.
I sling back the first shot with ease. The twins throw their own back before slamming their glasses onto the side and coughing.
“Again!” Matteo cheers, snatching the tequila from my grasp.
“What exactly is your plan here?”
Matteo pours out the liquid but doesn’t say a word. It’s Marco that douses the silence with his words, and they hold a whole other meaning. “We’re going to get you drunk until you talk.”
He says it like it’s the most obvious thing in the world. Like I’m about to spill every single inch of my guts to these brothers while bonding over alcohol. “There’s nothing to talk about.”
“Ahhh…” Matteo laughs, raising his glass in the air. “But there is.”
“Luca, your father died.”
“Thanks for the reminder,” I grit out, grabbing the bottle back. I take a pull straight from it before either of the guys can protest.
“What we mean is,” Matteo pauses, looking past me to his brother. “Just because we aren’t blood related, doesn’t mean we don’t have your back.”
I already knew this. The Bianchi treaty ensured that no family could go against the other. Of course, that didn’t stop the Verdis, but unlike them, there’s still families following that agreement.
“What Matty is saying is, we don’t know what you’re going through. But we are here, you know?”
I glance between the brothers, a sense of something akin to friendship flowing between us. While I appreciate the gesture, I’m just not ready to talk. I don’t even know what I would say.
The brothers seem to appreciate that, though, which is why we spend the rest of the night throwing back shots and watching the scantily clad women dance before us. It’s the distraction I need, the numbness I seek. Because it’s not just my father’s death I’m trying to escape from, it’s Donna Bianchi.
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Serafina looks up at me, her brow creasing. “What do you mean it won’t work? It’ll draw them out right? Pull them into a vulnerable spot.”
“Sera, he’s right,” Levi says softly. “They’re not stupid. They won’t fall for it.”
My eyes drift to where she’s standing, bent over the map in the middle of the table. Her long brown hair is pinned back, but the random strands that float back and forth as she blows them out of the way captivate me. She’s frustrated. It’s clear to see she’s battling with her patience.
It has only been three days since we agreed on this alliance, and she’s already chomping at the bit to get out there. I’m already imagining her storming the Verdi home, strapped with a bazooka and a dozen grenades. The woman has fight in her, a lot of it, too, but she’s lacking in experience.
“Plus,” I say standing up to join them. “We don’t have enough manpower.” I stand beside Levi, who has placed a chess piece on the mark of where the Verdi’s warehouses are situated, up in the hills, far from the bay. “It’ll be heavily guarded, and we don’t know who is there. We can’t just take out their shit without gaining intel.”
“Cazzo!” Serafina cards her fingers through the ruffled strands of hair. “So, how do you propose we do this? I’m out of ideas.”
With the two ideas she had about blowing up the Verdi’s supply, or just sneaking into their heavily guarded mansion to assassinate them, I’d say she’s never planned anything like this before. As fun as those ideas would be, it wouldn’t do the justice they deserve. It won’t hit the family hard enough.
“We need to hit them where it hurts.”
Levi frowns at me, but I think he knows where I’m going with this.
“The Greco family,” I say.
“Greco? Do you think they’ll help us?” she asks.
“I think they’ll be more inclined to help us than the Verdis.”
Serafina glances at Levi, her reservations are clear on this one. It’s the one thing she isn’t sure about. Apart from her father, nobody else has had much to do with the second largest family in La Cosa Nostra. It’s both daunting and exciting, because if we get the Greco family on our side, Don Verdi and his little dominion will be outnumbered.
“It’s worth a shot,” Levi shrugs.
“And if they don’t, you can just order it, right?”
Serafina scowls at me, her anger evident in the way her plump lips thin. “I won’t be doing anything like that. It is us in this vendetta. Whether families want to join us or not is up to them.”
“Then I guess you’ll have to do it the old fashioned way,” I shrug nonchalantly.
“The old fashioned way?” she asks warily. “If you think that I’m—”
“It’s his son’s wedding in two weeks. You all got the invite, right?”
Serafina and Levi both nod, though Sera is more wide-eyed and unsure of what I’m implying. It’s tradition more than anything for other families to attend, one which I’m still surprised exists after what went down a few weeks ago. As leader of La Cosa Nostra, Serafina will be expected to show her face. And since the Grecos haven’t called off the wedding, nor stated which families are no longer invited, it’s pretty much a free for all. Only there’s one huge negative.
With the way Serafina chews her lip, I’d say she’s just come across that thought herself. “We’ll all be there,” I find myself saying.
“We won’t let anything happen,” Levi reassures her, stroking a hand down her back.
Her head lowers as she rests her palms on the table. I can’t see past the hair covering her face, but with the way her chest heaves, I’m certain she’s having second thoughts.
“It’s not me I’m worried about,” she mutters. Her words are soft and filled with angst. They rub at the wound not yet healed over in my chest, like the guilt is eating away at it. There’s a part of me that wants to reassure her, the good part of me that still exists despite what happened.
But the darker, more bitter part of my existence won’t allow me to. Until I see the coldness of Don Verdi’s eyes, and the rest of his vile family, I won’t be reassuring anyone of their safety.
“So, we agree on this? We need to get the Greco family on our side for this to work.” I raise a brow, glancing between the pair.
“If we get them on our side. They’ll be able to get us more intel, for sure.” Levi nods in agreement.
“And how do we do that?” Serafina asks.
“I have something on them,” I say. I’m not proud of what I know, or how I got that intel. But it’s dangerous territory to use it against the family.
Serafina shakes her head, “I don’t like this.”
“Sera, if we can get them on our side—”
“And what if we can’t?” she snaps. “What if they go against us, too? Blackmailing a family is just as bad as forcing them into this war!”
“Sera, you do know who you are, right?” It’s not even a question. It comes out more of an insult but it has the exact effect I want it to.
She rolls her shoulders back, and puffs out her delicious chest that I find myself staring at far longer than I should. “I know exactly who the fuck I am, Fontana.”
I bite back a smirk, nodding at her instead. “Good. Then fucking remember it when you walk into that ceremony because wedding or not, all eyes will be on you.”
Her jaw ticks over with irritation that I’m calling her out. Normally, I wouldn’t, but Bianchi is still new to this role and some structured guidance might help her.
“And if you can’t remember, then focus on who you’re doing this for.”
“I don’t need a damn reminder!”
“Clearly you do!”
“Alright, guys!” Levi steps in, hands motioning for us to step back.
In our heated argument, I hadn’t realized how close we had gotten. Sera is practically heaving with anger, her nostrils flaring. Maybe it was a good thing Levi stepped in because I’m almost certain any longer and we would have drawn out our guns.
I don’t say another word after that. The tension in the room is far too volatile to talk my way out of. So I do the next best thing.
I grab my jacket from the chair, give Sera one last look of warning, then leave.
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Giovanni


I’ve spent three days watching my new mark—Serafina Bianchi, the newly appointed leader of La Cosa Nostra. 
It’s a first for me. I’ve always guarded men too afraid of their own shadows or paranoid for their own safety. It’s a welcomed change that this time, my client is the first female leader of the Mafia. I didn’t really know what to expect, but a five foot five brunette with an undousable fire wasn’t it.
She’s in her element, whether she believes it or not. She commands a room—or maybe it’s just me. She’s got beautiful brown eyes that you could get lost in, high cheekbones and plump lips that any warm-blooded male would be blind to ignore. And that’s before I mention how well she wears suits like she’s the big bad boss. She wears the leadership role well, and even though she didn’t personally hire me, she doesn’t seem to have a problem with my company.
I check my watch. I’m standing outside the conference room where Bianchi is having a meeting. Loud voices charge at one another. Normally, I would step in if I wasn’t already in the room, but the battle playing out beyond the doors behind me isn’t for my ears.
After another minute of sharp barbs, Luca all but storms past me. I can practically feel the anger rolling off of him, and when Serafina and Levi appear, they’re wearing less than happy expressions on their faces. I don’t know what happened in there—I wasn’t privy to the meeting—but I’m almost certain it didn’t go the way any of them wanted.
“Sera, wait!” Levi calls as she slams the door. He doesn’t go after her like I expect him to. Instead, he sighs, slumping down onto the couch and burying his fingers in his hair. “Cazzo!”
I edge towards the door, ready to follow Serafina, as I’m tasked to do.
“Give her a minute,” Levi orders me. 
I pause, hoping he’ll reconsider. 
“We both know she won’t leave the building,” he grunts. 
But that doesn’t mean she’s safe. 
Whatever happened seems to have left them both in foul moods. I guess she needs a breather and Levi is willing to give her that.
Stoically, I stay in my position, silent and obedient. It’s what I was hired to do, and it’s what I do best. I’ve been at this job for so long that I’ve become highly sought after as hired muscle. I’m trusted with the safety of prominent families like the Bianchis because I’ve never failed to protect those I’ve been hired to serve.
My silence is what keeps everyone safe. I don’t speak a word to my clients, and they seem to feel more protected that way. It’s like my silence is a vow, and I’m not unversed in those. Omertà is what these families abide by, after all.
“I don’t suppose you know any families we could align with,” Levi laughs light-heartedly.
I tilt my head, the answer sitting on the tip of my tongue. I know loads of families. In fact, I know some of the most powerful families. But it’s not my place to intervene in matters such as this.
“We need to get the Grecos on our side,” Levi explains, sitting back on the couch.
My ears perk up at the news. The Grecos are another powerful family, one that typically deals in everything illegal. I know some of the families prefer to keep things on the cleaner side of the law to avoid prying eyes, but the Grecos are a law to themselves. Somehow, I don’t think even Serafina will be able to get them on her side. If it means risking their position in the organization, they won’t do it.
“Luca has something on them, something that could sway them to side with us,” Levi murmurs, still staring blankly out the floor-to-ceiling window. “Serafina refuses to use her authority, and she won’t even consider what Luca has. We’re running out of options.”
I remain stoic, even though my ears have perked up from his second revelation, my interest piqued. I don’t know why he’s telling me this, but I have so many questions running around my head.
I decide I should go find Serafina instead, and Levi doesn’t stop me.
By the time I locate her downstairs, she has slipped into a booth facing the bar. It’s not even three in the afternoon, so there won’t be any patrons in her club until later. Still, she nurses a glass of clear liquor, clutching it tightly like someone might snatch it from her at any moment.
Her doe-eyes lift when I approach, her shoulders visibly relaxing when she sees it’s just me. “I guess he sent you down here,” she mutters.
I shake my head.
She gestures for me to sit with her. “We don’t really know one another,” she sighs.
And I intend to keep it that way.
She pats the seat beside her in invitation, and I contemplate it for a moment. Whatever she wants from me, she won’t get it. When people speak, the truth comes out. It’s another reason why I remain silent. People become far too honest in the company of those who rarely speak. It’s why I am able to hold so many secrets. I can listen, and both parties know that’s as far as those spoken words will go.
“I don’t really drink,” she laughs, running her fingertip along the rim of the glass. “I’ve never enjoyed it to be honest.”
I continue watching her closely. Her brown hair is pinned back, but the stray strands that make their way in front of her face float with every exhaled breath. She’s elegant in the way she holds herself. I’ve already noticed the composure she maintains, despite the evident emotions warring beneath the surface.
She sinks into the silence I’ve created. With her eyes pinned to the glass in front of her, I start to wonder what she might be thinking. What drew her to the bottle when she’s clearly abstinent from alcohol. I can’t even imagine what she must be going through. Losing her best friend so tragically has clearly hit her hard. So hard that she wants to fight back, and I don’t blame her. The Verdis are a piece of work. Chauvinists at best, who want to overthrow the Bianchi empire for their own piece of the pie.
“They want me to go to the Greco wedding,” Sera mentions, eyes still downcast. “They said I need to flex my authority, tell Don Greco that he must side with us.”
There’s uncertainty in her voice, like the whole time she’s telling me this, she’s considering her options. She can’t see the true power she possesses. I do, though.
While all the other fuckers leading their families look down on a woman taking the helm, they can’t see the true potential. There’s a reason women don’t lead. Men consider them too emotional, worn down by feelings that could jeopardize a family’s position. But that shouldn’t be seen as a weakness. It’s a fucking threat, because women do lead with emotions, strong emotions that could carry an army to war. Feelings that rival male dominance. Women like Serafina are fierce because they have to be, they have no choice. And losing a best friend will sure as fuck ignite that fire for revenge.
For a while I just sit beside Sera. She tells me about Enzo; about what it was like growing up with him. I’m envious that she got that upbringing, that she had a best friend, even if she lost him tragically. Then, she tells me about her relationship with Luciano Verdi; about how toxic and manipulative he was. That makes my blood boil. Nobody should have to go through what she did and just the mere mention of his name having any involvement in her loss has my fists curling. 
Eventually, she talks about her father. I recognize the admiration in her eyes because it’s the same way my daughter used to look at me. Her mother died when she was born, something I understand the pain of, but she reverts back to happier memories; ones where her father would spend days with her, despite his position. Taking her out, spending quality time with his daughter the way a father should.
I swallow past the baseball sized lump in my throat. Her stories dredge old memories up, moments from my past that I can’t seem to wipe away nor drown myself in liquor to avoid. I shake my head, needing to get a hold of myself. I should be concentrating on Serafina instead. She clearly needs my attention right now and it will do me no good to dwell on the past. I have to look to the future.
Slowly, Serafina warms up to the idea of drinking the liquor in her glass. I don’t stop her because I know too well how grief can creep up on you. She needs to wallow. She needs to numb whatever is hurting her today because tomorrow is a new day.
One glass becomes three. In turn, Sera decides to keep the bottle close to her, eventually discarding the glass entirely because being sober is not on the cards tonight. She hasn’t drunk a lot, but clearly she isn’t used to this much alcohol in her system.
“Do you think I’m making a mistake?” she murmurs. Her brown eyes find mine, and all I see is worry brimming in them. She doesn’t trust herself to carry her family name. She doesn’t believe she can lead La Cosa Nostra. She might show confidence and strength in the boardroom, but you know what they say about drunks; the truth spills when the vodka does.
I wish I could assure her, tell her something to ease the worry. But all I have is worry of my own. I do believe she can do this. I do believe she can lead the Bianchi family and avenge her best friend’s death, but I can’t be the one to aid her in that quest. It’s not in my job description.
Just like she expects, I remain silent. She’s imbibed too much to take note of my reaction, but she does notice the club starting to liven up with staff and visitors wandering around. It’s only a matter of hours before this place is overcrowded, and I can’t risk Sera safety.
I stand abruptly, gesturing with an outstretched hand for Sera to come with me. She takes it without complaint, sliding out of the booth with her fingers twined with mine. She doesn’t let go as we walk through the club, and I’m content with that. I just can’t figure out why.
I expect Sera to tear away as soon as we get to the car parked outside, but she doesn’t. She lingers, staring at the shiny black paint like it’s showing her exactly what she doesn’t want to see. She squeezes my hand, but I don’t know her well enough to know what that means, so I just step forward. I open the car door, and wait until she’s inside and belted before closing it. She’s quiet, and remains that way throughout the ride through the city, until we’re at her complex in the hills above Iris Bay. When I look in the mirror, she’s fast asleep. Her face is a depiction of beauty and exhaustion blended into a hot mess. I can’t seem to tear my gaze away from her. Her lips are pouty, swollen and red from too much alcohol. Her cheeks are rosy too, while her long dark lashes fan out delicately.
I’m instantly reminded of my daughter, of what I lost. The thought has my knuckles whitening and I clench the steering wheel. It’s hard to focus when you have constant reminders of your past, of the emptiness your future holds. It’s difficult to remain calm when the world is so clearly fighting against you. I sense that must be how Sera feels, or felt before she drank herself to sleep.
My chest feels heavy as I push out of the driver’s side and open her door. Despite Sera’s weightlessness, I feel the pang of guilt and suffering gnaw at me from inside. The gravity of my situation grows deeper the more I focus on it. I shake my head, making my way through Sera’s home. I can’t think about anything else right now. I can’t afford to. I need to focus on my job.
When I reach Sera’s room, I carefully place her on the bed. It’s early, but she needs the rest. I’ve only been here a few days, but it’s long enough to know she isn’t sleeping properly. I’ve overheard the conversations between Levi and Sera about it, too.
I do a sweep of the room, the usual routine to make sure we don’t have any unwanted guests. I check the bathroom, ensure the windows are locked, and then I head out.
“Gio,” she sighs, eyes closed.
I freeze, turning to see her still curled up where I left her. Her eyes are shut, but there’s a frown marring her beautiful features. She’s hypnotic. I could get lost forever watching her sleep. She has that ethereal quality about her, like she’s not meant for this place. I see so many similarities between her and…
Sera sighs, snapping me from my memories.
I step closer, tugging the blanket over her body. I stop when she grabs my wrist. It’s a delicate touch, but one that has my heart racing.
“Who are you?” she breathes out. She doesn’t expect an answer, at least not in the way a sober person would. She seems to drift off to sleep, and I use that moment to make my way downstairs and into the living room, ensuring every door is closed.
The moment I sit down to relax, I feel my phone vibrate in my pocket. I know who it is before I’ve even looked at the screen, my gut churning at the prospect of yet another uncomfortable conversation.
Right on time.
“Hello,” I answer abruptly.
“How are you, Giovanni?,” the voice sneers. I have to grit my teeth to avoid snapping back. I’ve never liked these calls.
“I’m fine, thank you.” I glance at the staircase. “What do you want?”
“I don’t need a reason to call you, do I?”
“Clearly not.” My fist clenches in my lap.
“Do you have anything to update me on?”
“Nothing of use to you, no.” It’s supposed to come out more confidently than it does, but the situation has my voice cracking under pressure.
“Fair enough. Speak soon.” 
The line goes dead. All I’m left with is the bitter tone of an ended call and my thoughts, my feelings warring with one another.
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Levi


I stretch my legs out in front of me, my knees clicking under the strain. Sounds gross but boy does it feel good. 
"I hate it when you do that,” Serafina mutters as she sifts through paperwork. 
“But there’s so many other things you like about me, right?”
She grunts something inaudible. She still seems to be in a bad mood which I feel partially to blame for. I thought she might have spent the weekend getting over the little argument we had with Luca, which is why I didn’t bother her with the news I have. Evidently, her mood still lingers like a dark cloud.
The thing is, she’s blowing this all out of proportion. We’re all going to be at the wedding. Luca, Giovanni, and myself. Not to mention the Ferrante brothers. She has enough protection to stop anything from happening to her, but she refuses to use her authority to get the one thing we need.
“How are things going with Giovanni?”
She sits back in her chair, her hands intertwined and resting in her lap. “Fine,” she answers warily.
He has been with us a week, and while he hasn’t said one word to either of us, I can tell he’s taking his job seriously. I’m still wary of him, watching him carefully because anyone who enters Serafina’s life is a threat. She seems comfortable enough around him, but I’m still keeping tabs on the guy.
I watch Sera for a little longer, letting the silence fill the void in the room. The more I watch her, the more I get the chance to admire her. She’s always on the go, so this moment of peace allows me to survey her, absorb her. She’s wearing a white sleeveless shirt, a ribbon tied in a bow around her neck. It reminds me of those precious china dolls my grandma told me never to touch.
But fuck do I want to.
She huffs loudly, her chest heaving under the weight of evident stress. I know she wanted a plan yesterday, but her impatience is her downfall. We need to get as many families on our side, not just for protection, but if this shit goes sideways, we need to know that we have alliances. The Verdis have expressed how they feel about Sera’s position. This isn’t really about getting revenge, this is about setting the bar. They need to know who is in charge.
“You know you have to talk to me sooner or later,” I say to a silent Sera.
“No, I don’t.” She barely looks up from the paperwork she’s diverted her attention to.
“Sera,” I sigh, standing up from the couch.
She watches me carefully as I approach. “What?”
“Tell me what’s going on in your head,” I say, turning her chair so she’s facing me. I crouch down, resting one hand on her knee. “The Greco family, Enzo, all of it; you know you can talk to me.”
She pauses for a moment, her gaze dropping to where my hand strokes her leg. It’s meant to be friendly, supportive, but I don’t miss the way her breath hitches slightly when my thumb makes idle motions over her skin. 
“Sera…”
“I know, I just…” She frowns, unable to meet my gaze. I don’t need her to tell me how hard she has taken Enzo’s death. It has affected both of us equally, only I know my cousin wouldn’t want us moping around feeling sorry for ourselves. The guy was never one to grieve like Sera is. He’d be celebrating, reminiscing over the good times, over the memories that bonded him to the ones he lost.
I sense it’s more than that for Sera, though. There’s lingering doubt evident on her face. With the way her shoulders hunch over, all her confidence disappears. I reach up, cupping her cheek with my other hand. “What is it?”
Her lips thin and her eyes gloss over, like she’s fighting herself on something. But when I stroke her face, she leans into it and whispers, “I don’t know if I can do this.”
I sigh. I knew this was coming; the final admission to what I could already tell was bothering her. But this is what I am here for, to protect her, to support her. I am the one she can confide in, trust to shed light on situations and offer my advice.
“You want to know what I thought of you when I first met you?”
Sera frowns. “We were like eight. There’s no way you can remember that far back.”
But I can. “I remember when Enzo and I used to climb trees, and he would never let you join us. Always the protector, right?”
She laughs, and it actually sounds lighter the longer I listen to it. Sure, she’s filled with regret and guilt, but I’m here to lift her up. I’ve got to be the one to show her how bad ass she is.
“You were always head-strong, a force to be reckoned with. You pinned the asshole down despite your size and told him under no circumstances was he the boss of you.”
We both laugh, like that memory only happened yesterday. I can still remember it clearly. I can still remember how I felt in that moment, completely in awe of such a tiny person, yet willing to protect her just like Enzo would. 
“I knew right then the kind of person you were, what you are now. You are in this role for a reason Donna Bianchi. If anyone can run this Mafia, it’s you.”
She nods, sniffing slightly. She doesn’t move away from me, though. She rubs her cheek against my palm, a single tear rolling down her cheek. “I miss him,” she whispers sadly.
“I know, me too.” I feel those words deeply, because that guy was like a brother to me. “But you still have me, and I know you can do this.”
She leans forward and rests her forehead against mine. It’s not the first time we’ve been this close, but she seems to acknowledge what I already have. The energy between us feels charged, like a battery about to connect to a circuit. It feels like right here is where she wants to be, where she needs to be, and if I’m that comfort for her, then I’m okay with that.
What I’m not expecting is for Sera to tilt her head, or part her soft lips and run them across mine. Before I know what’s happening, our lips finally connect, and it’s like electricity is running through my body, zapping at every fiber and bringing it to life.
Without hesitation, I grip the back of her neck, and pull her closer. There’s nowhere for her to go, though, so it just makes the kiss harder and more urgent.
She runs her hands through my hair, tugging slightly. Her mouth is like heaven, the pearly gates that I’m finally permitted to enter. And my tongue does just that. Stroking it against hers, the kiss seems to grow more demanding. I’m drowning in Donna Bianchi like I’ve always wanted to and I can’t seem to shake the awe coursing through me. She moans, then whimpers, the sound going straight to my cock. But just when we start to fall into a desperate rhythm, she pulls away.
The air is no longer charged with electricity, but apprehension, temptation and anticipation.
We’re both panting, but neither of us make a move.
“I’m sorry,” she murmurs, covering her lips.
She’s hiding from me, and I don’t like it.
I pull her hand away, bringing it to my mouth. I press a kiss to her palm, and listen to the way she says my name so softly. “Levi, I can’t.”
“You can,” I assure her, still on my knees in front of her like I’m begging. If she asked me to, I probably would. “You can do whatever you want. You can demand whatever you want. You just have to say the words.”
“I’m your boss,” she states softly.
“So?”
“We can’t do this.” She goes to stand, but I’m too quick for her. I push her back onto her chair and cage her in between my arms.
Leaning in, I stroke the tip of her nose with mine. “Says who?”
She doesn’t say anything back to me, though.
“Tell me you didn’t feel that. Tell me you don’t want it.”
“I…” she shakes her head, denial swimming in her eyes. “I can’t…” she doesn’t finish that sentence, which leaves me reeling in uncertainty and wondering whether I just fucked up. Because what I felt was real, like I realized what connecting with a person should really feel like.
I don’t want to put her in any awkward position, but maybe I read the signs wrong.
No. She kissed me.
But looking into her doe-eyes, I’m not sure what I’m seeing anymore. Is it guilt? Shame? Regret?
I don’t have enough time to assess the situation further, though. Someone knocks on the other side of Sera’s door, causing us to jolt apart.
Giovanni steps into the office, followed by Luca who’s looking more agitated by the second. I guess he must pick up on the fact I’m feeling the same way because his eyes dart between Sera and I, probably coming up with his own assumption.
“What’s wrong?” Sera asks Luca.
“The Verdis approached the Rocco family,” he says urgently, slumping down on the couch.
“How do you know?” Sera’s gaze shoots up to meet mine. I can’t tell if it’s apprehension or something else swimming in those deep brown eyes. Whatever it is, she swallows heavily and composes herself.
Luca narrows his eyes on her, “I have my sources.”
“Should we be worried?” I ask.
“About my sources? No. About the Rocco family?” he shrugs, “doubtful. They’re still remaining impartial until we agree to some sort of truce.”
“Which will never happen,” Sera snaps.
“Agreed,” I add.
“So, we could really do with you making a decision on how you want to push forward.” Luca’s gaze halts on Sera. I don’t miss the way his attention tours her body, it’s swift, but noticeable. Especially to me.
Sera huffs, rubbing her forehead. After the pep talk I gave her before we were interrupted, I’m hoping I’ve gotten through to her. The longer she thinks about it, though, I’m not so sure.
“What exactly do you have on Don Greco,” she asks Luca. Her skepticism leaves no room for anything else. I can’t fault her for wanting to know everything before we force Greco’s hand. It’s dangerous territory after all, and attending a wedding to discuss business is highly frowned upon. Unfortunately, the Greco family is extremely difficult to get ahold of on a normal day.
“You really want to know?” Luca smirks. “Or do you want assurance that what I do have on him is enough of a threat.”
Sera contemplates it for a moment, eyes sliding to the paperwork in front of her briefly. Unfortunately, those documents on her desk aren’t going to give her the answer she’s looking for.
“Maybe the less we know the better, for now?” I interject. It is my job after all to advise Sera, and right now, she needs my support. “Can you assure us that just the mention of a secret getting out is enough to sway Don Greco?”
“Categorically.” Luca nods at me. “He definitely won’t want this getting out.”
“Do we need to ask where you got this dirt from?” Sera chimes in.
“Probably the less you know the better, right?” He tilts his chin at her, a taunting smile curling his lips.
Whatever Luca knows, however he knows it, it’s going to be dangerous. I can already sense the impending doom that is about to explode in our faces if we don’t play this right.
“Donna Bianchi,” I say, turning to her. It’s the fact I’ve used her formal title so effortlessly that seems to grab her attention the most. “I think we should do it. Ask Greco to side with us, if he doesn’t, use what Luca has on him.”
“But what if he asks me to elaborate.”
“Jesus Christ, Sera!” Luca stands up. “You!” He points a finger at her, “are Donna Bianchi. You lead this Mafia. The old bastards are too caught up in their own ways to expect this. Use it to your advantage! Use your fucking position to your advantage!”
“Whoa! Calm down, Fontana!” I bark. “Remember who you’re talking to.”
Luca takes a deep breath, darting his gaze over to Giovanni. “We need them, Sera. We need the Grecos before the Verdis go after them too.”
“Fine! If you’re certain there is no other way, then I’ll do it.” She points to all three of us as she continues, “But I want you all there with me, got it? If shit goes sideways, we get out of there right away.”
“Got it,” Luca and I say in unison. Giovanni on the other hand just nods obediently.
The room settles, but the tension is still palpable. I don’t like the feral look in Luca’s eye that seems to be directed at Sera, and I certainly don’t like the way his fists are scrunched up. Still, he takes a few steps towards the door, says his goodbyes and then leaves.
[image: image-placeholder]“Fold,” Marco Ferrante sighs, placing his cards onto the table. 
“Raise,” Luca murmurs, sliding more poker chips into the center. The asshole looks far too cocky for my liking. I’m still trying to work out his tells, but the man plays poker to an entirely different level. I thought I had him all worked out but then he switches up his tactics and before I know it, I’m down two-thousand bucks.
I look down at my cards, then at the center where the five-card flop is laid out; king of spades, queen of hearts, nine of diamonds, nine of clubs and eight of hearts. I have a full house with my queen of diamonds and nine of spades.
Luca sits back in his chair, taking a long pull from his beer bottle. He’s unwavering, not a single sign that would tell me he’s bluffing. His almost blonde hair gives him that innocent look about him, his blue eyes locked onto mine as we continue our stare-off.
“You guys going to fuck or fold?” Matteo snorts beside me, taking a drag of his cigarette.
“Call,” I nod, sliding my chips across the table.
Sera hisses mockingly beside me, and I don’t know how I didn’t notice her presence before now.
“You come to be my good luck charm?”
She chews on her lip. She has changed into a more eye-catching ensemble. She still wears her blazer jacket, but she’s no longer wearing her blouse. It gives me a great view of the perfect tits, pressed together by the lapels of her jacket. Her legs are on full display, only covered by matching shorts.
“Looks like you might need more than luck.”
“Is that so?” I growl, inspecting my cards.
She laughs at my level of concentration.
Luca is almost glaring at me. I’m not sure if he’s trying to work out my angle in this poker game or figuring out what's going on between Sera and I. Nothing, right now. But I’ll have my way soon enough, I just need to break her down a little. She’s clearly still torn over what happened today, so I’ll give her time to process it all. I wonder if that’s what he can sense.
Luca, on the other hand, looks like he’s about to chew through his jaw. I know the look of a man possessed by the green monster, Enzo wore it a lot.
“What’s the pot?” Sera asks, pouring herself a glass of champagne.
“Six,” Marco replies, eyeing us warily.
“Low stakes?” she comments with a quirk of her brow. “I’m surprised at your lack of confidence, Marchese.”
I narrow my eyes on my cards, then glance back at Luca. Damn, how does that guy have such a good poker face. “You wanna test my confidence, Donna Bianchi?” I mutter.
“Something you want to tell us?” Matteo smirks at me.
Serafina leans forward. I watch Matteo’s eyes drift to her chest, and that possessive monster begins to rear its ugly head. She snatches the cigarette from his clutches, and blows a smoke ring into his face. “Play fair, Ferrante.”
Marco is the first to laugh, followed by Luca who chuckles to himself. I think it’s the first time I’ve seen the fucker smile. I think he realizes it too because he quickly schools his features like it never happened. 
Matteo shakes his head, and I’m just left with the admiration I feel for my boss.
“Well doesn’t this look cozy, Topolina?”
Sera is the first to stop laughing. She goes rigid beside me as she locks eyes with her ex, Luciano Verdi standing in the doorway to the VIP room.
He’s wearing a smirk, one that would send you running if you were alone. But it’s six against one here. The fucker is outnumbered and he knows it.
Luciano looks around the table, taking in the twins and Giovanni who has positioned himself in front of Sera. Then he looks from me to Luca and tuts. “So, the little slut has you wrapped around her little finger, too?”
“The fuck did you say?” I growl, shooting up from the chair. Sera pushes forward, but Giovanni is there to stop her as I approach Luciano. “Say it again.”
“Levi,” Sera warns from behind me.
“I don’t recall addressing you,” Luciano sneers, averting his gaze from me to Sera. “I knew you had your claws in LaRosa, but I didn’t think you would fall for it, too, Fontana.”
Luca grits his teeth, his jaw going tense. He doesn’t move, but it looks like it’s taking all of his patience and strength to remain there. His knuckles are white as he grips the armrest of his chair, eyes still focused on Sera.
“You do know that cock tease is the reason your father is dead, right?”
“Get the fuck out!” Sera snaps.
Luciano shakes his head, his eyes traveling over my shoulder to her. “Such a filthy mouth. I bet you enjoy having it filled with their cocks, right? Puttana.”
All of the sudden, Luciano’s head snaps to the left. Luca stands over him as he stumbles backwards, and I’m frozen in shock. We’re all here to protect Sera, but I didn’t realize how serious Luca was taking it until now.
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Luca


Luciano laughs, blood dripping from his lip. “Your old man teach you to hit like that?” 
In the split second it takes for me to lunge at him again, Luciano is too quick. He swipes a right hook at my face, knocking me sideways. But I hit back again, taking Luciano down to the floor. Nobody, especially Verdi, will take me down. 
Suddenly, I feel someone yanking me off him, while Marco is grappling at Verdi’s jacket, tugging him away from me.
Giovanni and Levi stand close by, and then I hear it.
Click.
We all freeze. The sound of heaving breaths and angry tension pierces the silence. We all look towards where the sound came from, and there she is, in all her glory.
Serafina stands over Luciano’s body with a gun pressed to his forehead. “I should kill you, just for trespassing, Verdi.”
He looks up at her, a bloody smile dripping sadistically. “Then do it.”
“Tell me why you’re here,” she snarls.
“Rumor has it Fontana and the twins are helping you. I had to see it for myself.”
She shoves the gun against his face, knocking his head sideways. “Get the fuck out of here.”
Slowly, we watch Luciano push up off the floor, swiping at his mouth. He points a finger at Sera, glaring at her. “You won’t last at the top, Bianchi. Everyone is out for your blood.”
“I said,” she steps forward, aiming the gun at his chest. “Leave.”
He laughs as he steps away before pushing through the door, leaving an ominous feeling in the room. 
“Matteo, Marco,” she barks. “Make sure he leaves.”
In unison, the twins nod, tugging their guns out of their belts and following Verdi out of the room. I’m still reeling in the aftermath, adrenaline punching through my system. I wasn’t finished with him.
“How the fuck did he get in here?” Levi asks.
“Find out,” Sera orders, handing Giovanni his gun back. She turns to me, her eyes honed in on my face. “You good?”
I don’t answer her. My tongue traces my lip, where I can taste the blood. My face fucking aches, but that’s the least of my concerns. I’m a good fighter at the worst of times, but Verdi caught me off guard, and I’ll never forget that. I’m good with my fists, even better with a gun. 
When I look at Serafina, there’s some level of understanding between us. I perceive it as more than that, though. It’s respect. That I stepped in when nobody else did. That I reacted when the fucker was talking shit about Donna Bianchi. Something snapped inside of me when Luciano mentioned my father, but I was already twisted up inside watching Levi and Sera’s interaction. Something has changed between them—and witnessing it elicited something that felt a lot like jealousy.
Levi regards us both before stepping out. 
“Sit,” Sera orders me, reaching for the ice bucket holding her champagne bottle. She dips her hand into it, pulling out some ice cubes and wrapping them in a napkin.
I silently comply, taking a seat next to Sera, wincing when she presses the ice to my cheek. The pain subsides as it numbs beneath the ice, but the way Sera gazes at me has my heart rate kicking up a notch.
“You know I’m sorry about your father,” she murmurs, sliding her gaze to where she’s holding the ice against my face.
“I know,” I assure.
She chews on her lip, glancing at Giovanni in the corner. He watches closely, but I don’t miss the way he’s solely focused on his boss, observing our interaction, her reactions.
Fuck, does he want her too? 
What is it about Serafina Bianchi that has all the men in her inner circle tripping over themselves?
I don’t need to ask myself that, though. Not when the answer is staring me in the face. Her brown eyes are contemplative as she shifts the ice against my cheekbone. She’s as tough as she is tender, as fierce as she is gentle. And the more time I spend around her, the more I’m struggling to reconcile the resentment I feel toward her with the undeniable attraction.
“I know you still blame me, and—”
“You need to stop worrying about what people think of you,” I mutter, cutting her off before she can apologize again. 
I don’t need her apology. I need my father back. I need a goddamn rewind button on the last few weeks so I can go back and take out the Verdis before they even have the chance to pull the trigger.
Sera’s stunned into silence, withdrawing her hand from my face as her brow furrows, a little crease appearing between them.
I grab her wrist before she can retreat too far. It’s not meant in a harsh way, but I see Giovanni move forward anyway, prepared to step in.
“Like you, you mean?” she scoffs, snatching her hand away.
“That wasn’t about me, was it?” I accuse, raising a brow at her.
She frowns, unable to meet my gaze. Then she slides a glass of whiskey across the table. I think it’s Matteo’s but I don’t care, I take it from her and finish it off anyway.
“Luciano might have said all that shit, but it was to hurt you, not me.”
“So why did you react?” Her eyes narrow, suspicion blazing in their depths.
Damn, she’s got me there.
“I’m on your side,” I reply simply. “He was talking shit about you, and I’m not a fan of assholes who pick on women. After what he did to you, I’m surprised he isn’t already dead.”
Her body goes rigid as her eyes flicker over me. “You know?”
I tilt my head. She really thought that was a secret? “Everyone knows.”
She shudders at my revelation. That steely confidence she exuded before slowly diminishes, leaving a timid girl in its wake. But she doesn’t need to be like that. She’s fucking fierce. She just held a gun to a man’s head and gave the fucker a second chance. Weak people don’t give anyone second chances. It’s the strongest of people that consider another’s life. It takes a leader to do what she did. It’s not a weakness—at least not in my eyes.
“I wish I could’ve pulled the trigger,” she mutters, reaching for another paper towel. She presses it to my lip, dabbing at the cut I can feel there.
“We both know that wouldn’t have brought you any satisfaction.”
“Maybe not,” she shrugs. “But you got a couple of hits in.”
I flex my fingers, feeling the faint pain in my knuckles. I won’t deny that it felt good to feel the crunch of his cheekbone beneath my fist. The fact that he’ll be sporting a shiner for the next week has a faint smile tugging at the corner of my lips.
“You can always take out some of that rage on whoever let him in here, if Levi finds them.”
She nods. “He will.”
“So confident in your second in command.”
“As I should be.” She pins me beneath a hard stare, her eyes not betraying whatever I saw pass between her and Levi before Luciano showed up. It’s still eating at me, though—the notion that there’s something going on there, and the sick twist of jealousy I feel churning in my gut at the thought of it.
“It must be strange, adjusting to having someone new by your side,” I say casually, watching her every move, searching for her tells. “Someone other than Enzo.”
She flinches at my mention of him. “It wasn’t by choice.” 
I see the pain swimming in her eyes, recognizing it because I feel the same thing every day. We both lost someone when the Verdis attacked. I’ve been so focused on my own grief over my father, choosing to blame her when I haven’t really considered the fact that she’s grieving, too. 
“Levi’s a good man,” Sera breathes, pressing the ice to my cheek again. “He’s already proven that he’s more than capable of being my second.”
I study her eyes while she avoids mine, focusing instead on the bag of ice pressed to my face. I don’t miss the concealed meaning. There’s more to it than she’s actually saying and while a part of me wants to know what has happened between them, I don’t think I can bring myself to ask. I need to let this layer of jealousy subside before I go down that route.
“You two seem… comfortable,” I mutter, unable to stop myself from voicing the reason I was agitated before Luciano even showed his face.
“We have known each other since we were children. He’s Enzo’s cousin,” she shrugs like that’s the answer I was searching for.
“That’s not what I meant.”
Her eyes narrow on me. For just a second, I think she’s going to slap me. Instead, she huffs, and mutters, “Whatever you’re insinuating isn’t any of your business, Luca.” 
“Isn’t it?”
Sera frowns, causing that knot of jealousy in the pit of my stomach to twist.
“If we’re working together, I think I should know whether Levi’s going to jump in front of a bullet for you like that lovesick fool, Enzo.”
Sera jolts to her feet, slamming the soggy napkin full of ice to the floor. It smashes on impact, shards of ice scattering on the floor tiles around her shiny Louboutin heels. “Don’t you dare talk about him like that!” she shouts, her eyes ablaze with fury. “Enzo was my best friend. He was the best man I’ve ever known! An honorable man, a loyal man, and it was because of that loyalty that he…” she trails off, her eyes becoming glassy with unshed tears. “He…” 
She shakes her head, turning away from me. 
“He died, Sera. Say it.”
Her shoulders shake with a sob, and I’m beginning to feel like the biggest jackass.
“Fuck you, Luca.”
I blow out a breath, rising to my feet slowly. “You have to accept it,” I say gently, stepping toward Sera and placing a hand on her shoulder.
Giovanni edges closer, a look of precise warning directed at me.
“It’s the only way you can move forward,” I assure. “The only way you can avenge him without getting yourself killed in the process is to accept it, admit it and avenge it.”
She shrugs my hand away, wiping at her cheeks as she turns around to face me again. “Have you accepted your own father’s death?”
Well, isn’t that the million dollar fucking question? In short, the answer is no. The longer, more convoluted response is yes.
“I’m trying to.” 
We both stare at each other for a long moment, a flicker of understanding passing between us.
Grief is a powerful thing. It can break people. I’ve been drowning in my own, but working to set a plan in motion to exact retribution for my father’s death has helped me to channel that into a sense of purpose. It’s given me a reason to go on.
But looking at Sera, I can tell she’s still drowning.
Fuck, maybe it would be good for her to have something with Levi. Maybe he can be her life raft. Maybe he can be the positive distraction for her.
“I’m sorry,” I say, setting aside my own selfish jealousy. “I shouldn’t have said that about Enzo.”
Sera’s throat bobs with a hard swallow and she draws a deep breath, standing taller, holding her head high. Looking every bit the leader that she is. “You’re right, you shouldn’t have,” she says calmly. “And anyone in my inner circle should be willing to take a bullet for me, anyway. “
“Exactly. And whatever is going on between you and Levi is none of my business,” I add.
Sera rolls her eyes, sniffing away the remnants of her tears. “I’m too damaged for anything like that.”
“Damaged?” I frown. “Is that how you see yourself?”
She doesn’t answer vocally, but the shrug of her shoulders is enough for me to recognize the vulnerability she’s sharing with me.
I take a seat, watching her finally relax now that I’m not so close to her.
Giovanni relaxes slightly, too, like the biggest threat was me upsetting his employer.
“Damaged people are the most dangerous, you know that?” I say, pouring out another helping of whisky.
Sera scoffs, still watching me intently. “How do you figure that out?”
It’s something I’ve always been aware of. The fight left in people when they’ve lost everything. “Damaged people know how to survive.” I shrug, placing the bottle on the poker table. “So use Enzo’s death, use Luciano’s words, use the hate you have built up in there,” I point to my chest, “and don’t stop until the world is burning at your feet. You’re Donna Bianchi. If anyone is going to set the world alight, it’s you.”
Her shoulders roll back, like I’ve just given the words to fill her empty battery and spur her on. “I am Donna Bianchi,” she announces. She looks so fierce, so powerful in that moment that I see it—the reason Enzo was so willing to step into the line of fire for her. Sera is a force. 
“True to your name,” I smirk, sipping from the glass.
“What?”
I look up to meet her wide gaze, her mouth agape with curiosity. “Your name. It means fiery, right?”
“Or angel, depending which way you look at it.”
I laugh at her words, shaking my head in disbelief. “You’re anything but an angel, Donna Bianchi. Only the devil takes down the enemy.”
She slides into the seat next to me, swiping the glass from my hand to take a mouthful. “I guess now is the time to find the matches then.”
I give her a nod, showing her the respect she deserves, the respect I can’t help but feel for her no matter how much loss I feel is from her doing. “And Enzo’s death?”
“Don’t push it!”
I smirk feeling the edge of our tension slope off. There’s an easy atmosphere between us now, even with Giovanni standing in the corner. I’m not convinced that Serafina enjoys the silent bodyguard staring daggers at her twenty-four-seven, but I have seen the subtle shift in her confidence when he’s around.
If anyone is going to protect Donna Bianchi, it’s clear to see she has more than one man on her side. I’m yet to be convinced of her bodyguard, though. Up until now, I’ve never heard of him, yet Levi and her father have already expressed how loyal and dutiful he is. If it weren’t for the silence, I’d be asking questions. I don’t trust the glaring looks, or the quietude. It leaves a bitter taste on my tongue, because I’ve been brought up to understand so many things; where there is silence, there are secrets.
And I bet Giovanni has a fuck ton of them.
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I watch the interaction between Luca and Serafina. He’s a hard-ass, that much I can tell. Poor Donna Bianchi can’t seem to catch a break around him and from the interactions I’ve seen so far, he’s not willing to let her off so easily. 
Deep down, I can tell he knows his father’s death wasn’t her fault. When you’re at the top of the chain, every one below you must fall down first, and that’s exactly what happened. I guess it’s easier to blame the living than the person you lost. I know that to be true most of all. I’ve had to face that guilt personally, until the only person left to blame was myself.
“I’ve got him!” Levi bursts into the room, his hair flopping over his face.
Sera jumps from her chair, followed by Luca.
“Where?” Sera snarls.
“Basement.”
With that, we all follow Levi to the elevators. Sera continues to roll her shoulders impatiently, while Luca is looking more and more agitated by the second. I can’t help but drink her in. The way she forces her confidence into her strides, or the way she instantly morphs into another person. It’s fascinating; something I’ve never seen before.
Men in her position are dicks from the start, but not Sera. I sense she wants to find her place in all of this, but that’s going to be damn hard when she’s the only woman in a room full of men.
I glance at my reflection, locking eyes with Sera. For a single moment, I see the flicker of a smile, but it’s quickly replaced with a thin lipped smirk as the doors open before us.
It doesn’t take long until we’re all standing in the basement, staring at a burly bald man with tattoos all up the side of his neck and scars covering his face. If I didn’t know my own capabilities, I’d be wary of this guy.
“Georgio Brady,” Serafina states, regarding the man tied up in front of her. She approaches with venom in her walk, like a predator ready to pounce. Eyeing the man up, she tilts her head. “That didn’t take long.”
“Yeah,” Levi agrees, booting the leg of the man in the chair. “He wasn’t hard to locate, especially with security cameras. Guess someone doesn’t have much in the way of brains, huh?”
Sera looks from Luca to Levi, seemingly deciding what to do next. I assume she’s never been in this situation yet. It makes sense seeing as her first day in her position earned her a target on her back and an attack at her grandfather’s place.
I don’t take on jobs without doing thorough research. Not that I needed to. It’s been the talk within the chains of command for weeks now.
Luca is the first to step forward, getting into the guy’s face. With his brooding personality and attitude problem, I can tell he’s a bit of a psycho when it comes to torturing men for answers. He’s already got that sadistic glint in his eye, I saw when he took a hit from Luciano earlier.
“Now why would a guy like you threaten the safety of Donna Bianchi?” Luca questions, his deep voice booming against the concrete walls of this tiny room.
The man before us, Georgio Brady, says nothing. His shoulders slump forward, his eyes avoiding contact with every single person in the room.
“Fontana asked you a question!” Levi barks.
“I had no choice. Verdi made me.” The words come out soft and deflated. Right now, I can tell the man knows there’s no way out of here now. His life is in the hands of the three people in front of him, and while I don’t doubt the experience of Fontana and Marchese, Serafina is going to be the one to decide this man’s fate.
“What did Verdi offer you?” Luca growls. He doesn’t need to say more than that, it’s clear the culprit knows he can’t lie his way out of this one.
There’s no emotion crossing his features, no fear or worry, just acceptance. He knows what he has done, he knows there’s no point in lying. “Money,” the guy answers simply. 
“Do I not pay you enough?” Sera grits out, going to stand beside Luca.
Georgio Brady doesn’t look at her, probably too ashamed with what he’s done. With a tough yank of his hair, Levi forces the guy to look Serafina in the eyes. “Answer her,” he snarls in the man’s ear.
“He offered me more. I needed the money, for my fam—”
“Don’t you dare!” Sera snaps. In a blink of an eye, Donna Bianchi goes from being the sweet girl with baggage of guilt, to a fierce woman with no room for excuses. “What kind of man uses their family as an excuse?”
“A weak one,” Luca mumbles beside her, though it’s loud enough for the man to hear.
“Have I not been a reasonable employer?” she asks as she begins circling him. Fierce is an understatement to describe what I’m looking at now. I can’t deny that I was already in awe of her, but she’s just outdone herself; prowling like a predator, making this man feel about the same size as an ant.
“Yes, Donna Bianchi,” Georgio says beyond a gulp.
After one revolution of the chair, Serafina crouches, coming face to face with a now trembling captive. “So if you needed the money for your family, why did you not come to me?”
If it weren’t for the calculating tone, I’d believe that Serafina was showing too many of her cards. I’ve never seen a leader extend an olive branch quite like this, hell, any guy whose enemy showed up at their place unannounced would be dead. Serafina gave Luciano a chance to leave, something I’ve never seen someone in her position do before.
“Why does your family need the money?” she probes.
We all know that’s not really any of her business, but from the look in her eyes, I can tell what she’s doing, and it’s working.
The man shudders beneath her gaze, and if it’s even possible, he shrinks a little farther.
“I thought so,” Sera sighs disappointedly, like she already knows the answer.
The room lapses into silence as Sera turns on her heel, but before she can take a step, Brady cries out for her.
“I’m sorry, Donna Bianchi!”
Sera halts, head dropping, but she doesn’t turn around. Instead, she looks up and locks eyes with me. Something close to helplessness swims in her eyes and she’s gazing at me like I’m the one to give her the strength she needs. For a moment, I see the vulnerability and uncertainty she only allows me to see. We don’t know each other that well, but the few seconds she exposes herself to me are enough for me to accept what I need to do.
All I do is nod, a simple acknowledgement that I know she can do this. She has three guys to back her up and all she has to do is say the words.
My gesture seems to be enough because she takes a deep breath and nods back. She shakes off whatever just transpired between us and offers me an appreciative smile.
“I know,” she finally answers sternly. “But if you had come to me before, none of this would be happening.” In one swift glance at Levi, she walks across the room, away from me to rest against the wall. 
“Are you sure you want to stay for this?” Luca questions her. Just from the concern etched in his voice, I can tell he’s unsure whether Sera should watch this. It’s not to protect her by any means. But we all know what’s about to happen, I’ve seen it done a thousand times, even more than that. The first time is always the most harrowing, but she’s remaining resolute, showing strength and authority. This is what a leader does. There’s no mercy for disloyalty. No second chance for those who betray their leaders or families. Serafina just found her shoes, and she’s walking damn proud in them.
“Go on,” she orders, folding her arms across her chest. She paints on the perfect mask of boredom, a look of stoic impatience that would otherwise scare anyone else. But not me.
“It’s playtime, Brady,” Levi grins while prowling around the chair.
While Levi and Luca both draw out their knives, Sera’s focus drifts to her manicured nails.
“It’s a shame, really,” Levi laughs, the sinister tone of his words coaxing a chill to envelop us. “I was taught to bring torture to men with various tools.”
Serafina scoffs at him, rolling her eyes at Levi’s theatrics.
“Same,” Luca joins in. “Pliers are my favorite.”
Georgio quivers in his chair, his shoulders slumping even further as he resigns himself to his fate. If ever there was a moment where a man felt truly helpless, being at the hands of these two is probably rock bottom of that realization.
“Boys,” Serafina warns boredly.
“Oh Donna Bianchi,” Levi lilts, turning his attention to his leader. “Playing with the prey is the best part.”
In any other circumstance, I would agree with the guy. Torture is all about the game, the unknown, the wait. It’s every torturer’s dream.
“I don’t have all night,” she huffs.
“Fine,” Levi sighs. “After you Fontana.”
Luca smiles, an evil, sadistic grin that I have seen countless times on numerous faces. It’s the look of excitement blended with concentration. The expression of a man ready to inflict all the pain and torture he can to the man who exchanged loyalty for money.
He draws his knife down the man’s shirt, the material tearing under the force of the blade. Georgio’s chest is exposed, tattoos and more scars decorating his body. I can already tell by the look in Luca’s eyes this isn’t his first rodeo. He’s most likely been conditioned for the enforcer role, taking the mantle as one to inflict pain when the time comes. Just by the way he surveys Brady, I can see the cogs turning. He’s methodical in his practice, logical and precise in the way he wants to deliver pain.
“I’m not going to lie,” Luca murmurs to him, barely audible over the excitable tension suffocating the room. “This is going to hurt.”
With those words, Luca drags the tip of the blade down the man’s chest. Crimson liquid spills outward from a singular line drawn in the scarred fleshy canvas.
Brady stifles a groan, biting down on his bottom lip to mask the pain.
The single line transforms into the letter ‘F’ as Luca marks the man with his initial, sick pleasure widening his smile. The floor pools with Brady’s blood, the coppery smell filling the room. Luca wastes no time in dragging the blade down the sleeves of the man’s jacket, slicing through the skin and muscle of his biceps at the same time.
A stomach-curdling scream tears from Georgio’s throat, cutting short when he gasps as the hilt of the blade meets the man’s hand, pinning it to his thigh. He makes no attempt to beg. No pleading for his life. He got into this mess himself and now he has to pay the consequences.
Blood spots the ground, absorbing instantly into the porous tiles.
Leaving the blade in his hand and thigh, Luca takes out another. He repeats the same action to the other arm, finishing with the final plunge of the blade into his thigh. The man looks like the reverse version of Jesus. Instead of being nailed to the cross, the one he had to bear, Brady is pinned to himself. It’s like a poetic symbol, the irony that he was his own undoing in all of this. 
When Luca finally steps back to take a look at the simple masterpiece, he nods to Levi to take over.
Levi takes his own knife in one hand, grabbing the man’s hair with his other. He tilts his head back, glancing once more at Serafina for confirmation. We’re all looking at her, waiting with bated breath for her to give the signal.
“Do it.” She murmurs, stepping away from the wall. Even in the shadowy room, I can make out her sullen features, and I sense she has had enough of ‘playtime’ as Levi called it. She won’t be the one to admit she doesn’t want to watch the rest, so I approach her, placing my hand on her back and guiding her towards the door.
“I’m fine,” she snaps once the door closes behind us. I’d believe her if it weren’t for the fact she pauses her defiant footsteps and presses a back to the wall. Her chest rises and falls as she gulps down air, and when I take a closer look, she’s clammy.
Stepping forward, I lift her chin, watching a single bead of sweat drip down her temple. 
“I’m fine,” she whispers, but she loses all strength in her words.
It’s no use fighting each other on this and she knows it. I recognize the resignation in her eyes. She leans into my palm, her cold cheek cupped by my hot hand.
“I’m fine.”
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I spend the entire night tossing and turning, images of Brady bleeding out under Luca’s knife plaguing my dreams, a myriad of scenarios running through my mind. I could hear Giovanni lingering outside my bedroom door all night, but between the incident with Luciano and Brady, I couldn’t find the energy to tell him to leave.  
Instead, I allowed my own demons to wage war in my head. I’d be an idiot to ignore the fear and anxiety crawling under my skin. Luciano was the last person I thought would step foot on my premises, but I guess I should have known that guy does whatever he wants regardless of the consequences. He doesn’t understand fear like I do because he’s usually the one inflicting it. All that man has ever done is cause pain and suffering, I had to find that out the hard way.
A tired sigh escapes me as I gaze at myself in the mirror. Dark eyes and pale skin reflect back at me. Being exhausted, yet not tired enough to sleep starts to war with your mind. The evidence of my lack of rest shows clearly on my face, and not even my make up can cover it. Try as I might, being a cold-hearted leader isn’t as easy as it looks.
I wanted to make Brady pay for what he did, he deserved to be made an example of. But I couldn’t watch. I couldn’t stand there and act like it didn’t affect me. Dead bodies will never be normal.
A low whistle comes from across the room. Levi relaxes on my couch while his eyes are trained on me. Appreciation swims in his gaze, making my cheeks warm under the intensity. “Looking good, Bianchi.”
I smile, feeling the blush creep up on my cheeks. 
“Are you sure you don’t want us to come along?” Levi asks.
I watch him through the mirror on the wall as I slip on some earrings. “By us, do you mean you? Because I don’t recall you being invited,” I laugh.
He rolls his eyes at me before standing up and messing with his suit jacket. “I don’t see Gio’s invitation anywhere.” His words are filled with a subtle resentment, a sliver of jealousy lacing them.
“Gio is my bodyguard,” I say, spinning around to face him. “One who you insisted I have. He goes wherever I go, right? Anyway, this is a social event. Giovanni and I will be fine for a few hours.” 
I don’t miss the barely audible grumble from him as I mess with the straps to my dress. I’ve gone for a simple black dress that hugs my curves and trails behind me. It’s effortlessly elegant, in my opinion, and from the way Levi is watching me, I’d say it’s a hit. I shake the thought from my head— I didn’t put this on for him. Still, his gaze as he approaches me is filled with the familiar lust I saw a few days ago, and it has my stomach somersaulting.
We still haven’t spoken about the kiss, or the way it made me feel. It’s totally on me because I made the first move, but Levi didn’t stop me, and he sure as hell didn’t tell me it was wrong. In fact, it was the opposite. He wanted more, he wanted me to admit it was more than a kiss. I’d be lying if I said it wasn’t, but he’s my second. I need to maintain distance and respect, not allow any possibility of feelings or emotions to blur my plans.
I need to focus on the Verdis, on making them pay for what they did. I don’t have time to lose myself in romance.
“I should be there, in case something happens to you,” he states firmly. His gaze is immobilizing as he gets closer.
I step back at his closing proximity, my back pressing against the wall. “I don’t think anything will happen at this gala, Levi. It’s full of stuck up businessmen who would rather boast about their latest expense than assassinate someone.”
“Are you including your father in that list, too?” he teases.
“Maybe,” I reply, biting my bottom lip to contain the smirk. We both know I’m doing this for my father.
The Governor hosts a gala every summer, inviting all the socialites, the wealthy and truly powerful people this side of the Bay. Every man and his wife—sometimes mistress—turns up to these events, my father included. It’s a chance to socialize with the families who built the Governor’s empire, support him to no end, and in taking my father’s position, I’m also caught up in this.
“Oh, Bianchi,” Levi sighs, gripping my chin. His thumb dances over my bottom lip, his eyes tracking the movement carefully. I’m glad I haven’t put on lipstick because it would definitely have smudged by now.
I suck in a breath when he closes the remaining distance, pressing his hard body against mine. My eyes land on those luscious lips that I stole a kiss from just the other day. His cologne hypnotizes me with that familiar spicy scent, and the way he smiles has my pulse kicking up several notches.
“Levi, I—“
“I’m not going to lie. I’m jealous,” he growls as he towers over me. He runs his hand up the gap in my dress, that exposes my thigh.
“Of?” I bite back the urge to weaken under his touch. But there’s only so much self-control I can muster in this proximity. When his lips descend onto my neck, my eyes roll to the back of my head. I succumb to the gentle touch of his mouth, the caress of his palm as it skates higher. I never considered whether I was attracted to Levi before, but now that my focus is set on avenging Enzo’s death, the mourning has been replaced with something akin to desire.
“Of everyone seeing you in this dress.” 
I can’t help the stifled moan that escapes me when he nips my earlobe, his fingertips skating dangerously close to my underwear. Levi has taken our moment together to a new level and as much as I know I should be setting boundaries, I can’t bring myself to create the distance.
“You look ravishing, Bianchi. Good enough to—“
A throat clears, snapping my attention to where the sound came from. Giovanni.
Levi pulls away slowly, smirking as his eyes linger on my flushed face.
Eventually, I turn to Giovanni standing in the doorway, his tux perfectly tailored to his muscular body, his hair smoothed back with just the slightest dusting of gray hairs close to his ears. It occurs to me that I don’t even know how old he is. I can’t imagine he’s much older than any of us, but he does radiate a maturity that Levi doesn’t.
Giovanni nods at me, and I smile back. “I’m ready,” I say, pushing past Levi.
I halt in my steps when Levi grabs my hand, pinning me with a stare. “I might not be allowed in, Bianchi,” he warns, stepping close to me once more. “But I’ll be there.”
I don’t question Levi’s motives or his position. I know he’s worried, and after Luciano’s visit last night, he has good reason to be. The only thing filling me with confidence is the fact the Verdi’s have no standing when it comes to the Governor, and that’s exactly where I am heading to tonight.
While Levi’s eyes refuse to look away, Giovanni guides me to the car. I settle in the back, watching Levi head to his Porsche. There’s no point in fighting him on this. Even though I’m his boss, his job and his intentions, are to make sure I am safe. I can’t argue with that.
As soon as the engine starts, I sink back into the plush leather. Giovanni peels us away, heading further from the Bay and into the City. It’s still light outside by the time we reach the venue, a hotel bought out for the night by the Governor. Despite the exclusivity, the place is teeming with paparazzi, reporters and people trying to catch a glimpse of those who are rarely seen.
I guess I can count myself as one of those invisible figures because not many recognize me.
The door opens beside me, and when I look up, Giovanni is standing ready for me to take his hand. His green eyes are locked on mine, watching me carefully. Giovanni’s job might be to protect me, but right now, he’s gazing down at me like I have a choice.
Taking a deep breath, I place my hand in his. He might be giving me a choice, but we both know I’m obligated to show my face here.
The roar of the crowd outside drives me closer to Giovanni. The air is thick with the summer heat and the taint of desperation oozing from the groupies. I push closer to my guard. It’s mostly subconscious but I make no effort to right myself.
Since the day Giovanni walked through my office door, I’ve sensed something about him. His presence is alluring and safe. I feel no judgment from his silent stares, just the sensation that I can be myself. Having him by my side calms me, and I’d be lying if I didn’t say the guy was attractive, too. But he’s my bodyguard. He has a job to do.
As we walk past the flashing cameras and screaming voices, Giovanni’s hold on my hand tightens. I wish I could say I wasn’t nervous, but I’d be a liar. Events like this put me on edge, especially since Enzo’s passing. Since Levi isn’t officially invited, I have no choice but to put my trust solely in my bodyguard.
A rush of warm air greets our faces as we’re thrusted into new surroundings. We enter through large wooden doors, adorned with solid brass fixtures that shimmer too bright. Extravagant chandeliers hang brightly from the ceiling of the great hall, while matching candelabras cling to the walls. Deep red carpets trail a path through the room, cushioning our feet the further we step. The red and gold theme screams royalty, and is a perfect reflection of the one person who holds these events.
My eyes scatter among the hordes of people. There are few faces here that I actually recognize, but the one I latch onto, is already smiling at me.
With my hand in Giovanni’s, I give it a comforting squeeze. “Let’s get this over with,” I mutter.
“Tesora!” My father beams as he approaches. With a hard yank, he pulls me into a hug, breaking my only physical tether to my bodyguard. “You look beautiful.”
“Thanks, Pa.” It’s a half-assed response since the last time we spoke he was berating me for saying goodbye to my best friend. I don’t hold many grudges, but yeah, I’m still pissy about him treating me like a child, when he is the very reason I’m in this position.
“Come,” my father says, snapping me out of my thoughts and taking my hand. “There are some people I want you to meet.”
He takes off before I have the chance to stop him. Always wanting to be the man in charge, we have no choice but to follow him. With Giovanni by my side, I feel calm and collected enough to handle the situation I know my father is about to throw me into. Even after taking his place, he still insists on using me to butter up officials. I’m not the naïve little girl from ten years ago, though. I understand fully what my father’s intentions are, and while I hate every second he flounces me in front of people, labeling me his protegé, I’m using it to my advantage.
I reach the group of socialites, where my father holds his hand out for me to join him.
“Governor, meet my daughter.”
My eyes slide to a man who looks around the same age as my father. He could probably shake a few years if it weren’t for the permanent tan and leathery looking skin. His salt and pepper hair is slicked back, his lips parting as he smiles to display a few gold crowns.
“Your father has told me so much about you,” he states, taking my hand to shake.
“All good, I hope?”
My father laughs as he presses a hand to my back. It’s a possessive move, a warning not to mess this up. The action is a clear move of power; I might have taken his position, but he’s still in charge.
“This is Governor D’Angelo. A good friend, better ally.” I don’t miss the wink my father gives the man in front of me. It sends a chill crawling up my spine because I know exactly what his words mean.
If my father has the Governor in his pocket, it means I need to keep up appearances to receive the same treatment. Having someone of political power on your side is only good for so many things. But that can easily be taken away.
“Serafina,” D’Angelo husks. “How is your dancing?” He gestures to the dance floor at the back of the room, where music plays gracefully in the background.
My father nudges me gently, forcing me to control the scowl determined to make an appearance. This is the Governor giving me a way in, an opening to build an alliance. I’d be an idiot not to accept.
“I think I can keep up,” I say with a smile.
Without hesitation, D’Angelo takes my hand and guides me through the room. I feel the eyes watching us as we take position, the Governor spinning me into his hold. He leads the way, gently turning and swaying.
“So, how long have you known my father?”
The Governor pins me with a cautious stare before answering, “We go way back. He helped me get into office…”
“And you help him with the rest.” I don’t know how much this man knows about my family’s business, but I’m wary enough to tread carefully.
“You’re smart. I like that.” D’Angelo nods, pulling me closer to him. I can tell by the way D’Angelo’s eyes scour over my body that he doesn’t appreciate my brains at all. Men like him don’t have the capacity to care about those things. Men like D’Angelo prefer beauty over brains, something that makes him stand out in a good way. Someone who makes him look desirable. I know, I’ve done my research. The Governor has had three wives, and two of those were younger than me.
“Your father has left quite a legacy,” the Governor states as we sway to the gentle music.
“He did,” I agree. I don’t need a reminder of the work I need to do to fix the mess I’m in, and I certainly don’t need the Governor to put his two cents in.
I’m more determined than ever to prove what I can do, and if I need to schmooze with politicians to do that, so be it.
“I would say it’s some big shoes to fill, but I can already tell you will do well.” His eyes linger on my chest, unashamedly. “And of course, I’ll honor the agreement set with your father.”
I wish I could say I was happy to hear those words, but with the way he keeps looking at me, I’m increasingly aware of his intentions. His hands are creeping further south the longer we talk. I can already tell where this is going, and as my eyes dart around the room, nobody is watching anymore. It’s like this moment was designed, planned for the Governor to have this very conversation with me. Only, his intentions are becoming clearer the longer we dance.
“I don’t need anything,” I state, not missing the suggestion in his tone. I hesitate to ask, but I need to know. I need to prepare myself for what I know is coming. “You’re in office now, what do you need from me?”
“It’s not what I need, my dear. You need a way to import freely, correct?” He’s referring to the drugs and weapons my family imports. It’s the family’s income; something I’m not too proud about, but you can’t choose family, I guess. He tilts his head, eyes finally meeting mine. “So, let’s make this work, for both of us.”
The Governor spins me, and as I turn, my eyes lock onto Giovanni. Thankfully, he’s not too far away but he’s already taking slow steps towards us in preparation. I shake my head, almost imperceptibly. It’s enough for my bodyguard to slow his pace, watching carefully from a short distance.
“I scratch your back, you scratch mine.” The Governor smiles at me, his lips turned up in cocky fashion. I try to push away, but he’s got me pinned against him. I frown, because that’s all I can do. Showing too much emotion will show my cards, but I can’t fight the confusion and anger bubbling beneath the surface.
He spins me around once more, yanking me close to his body. My back presses to his chest, and almost immediately I feel the hardness. “I’ll take great pleasure in giving you whatever you want, my dear.” He rasps in my ear. If it were anyone else, I would probably find it sexy. But nothing about this man screams sex appeal.
I resist the urge to push away, to grimace at the sleaziness of his words. Instead, I focus on Giovanni’s gaze. It keeps us both in place, at least until I give him the signal.
“I’ll give you the same warning I gave your father, Bianchi. Fuck me over, and you’ll wish you were dead.”
Steeling my emotions, I stiffen my posture. Anger threatens to boil, while Luca’s words echo in the back of my mind.
Nobody talks to a Bianchi like this. I am a leader, and I need to prove that I won’t take any shit.
Sliding back against the Governor, I tilt my head up at him and flutter my eyelashes. “You think that’s the appropriate way to talk to a lady?”
His grip lessens, only enough for me to turn around and slip my hand between us. His eyes widen when I grip his prized jewels unforgivably, and through gritted teeth, I offer up a warning of my own.
“Threatening a Bianchi is enough to seal your own fate, Governor. You don’t know me or what I am capable of.” I tighten my fist around his balls. “These are mine, D’Angelo. Don’t you fucking forget it!”
Pushing me off him, I stumble backwards, my back hitting a hard body. Hands gently capture my arms, keeping me upright while I watch the Governor scamper off.
Giovanni steps around me, staring me down with disapproval.
“What?” I snap, rolling the tension from my shoulders. “Faccia di merda.”




OceanofPDF.com

[image: image-placeholder]
Levi


“You did  what?” I spit out my beer. I don’t think hearing it the second time is going to help matters, but she answers anyway.
“I put him in his place,” Sera says with a shrug of her shoulders. Nonchalance isn’t Sera’s strong-suit, but even I’m impressed with the confidence she exudes. She stands in the center of the living room like she owns the place — in all fairness, she does.
I followed her back after the ball this evening, which was cut short after her encounter with the Governor. Unsurprisingly, Luca was waiting outside her house. It seems he had the same idea as I did.
“So you grabbed his dick?” I deadpan, my teeth grinding sharply. My eyes dart between Sera and Giovanni. I don’t even want to ask how she got into that predicament but Giovanni is meant to stop this sort of shit from happening. I don’t like the thought of the Governor’s hands all over Sera, but she’s not mine. I don’t own her.
That doesn’t mean I have to like the situation.
I can already feel the room charging with fierce energy nobody can contain. If it doesn’t diffuse soon, words bound for regret are going to start flying.
“It was his balls,” she defends, pulling her hair up into a messy knot. “At least I think it was his balls. They were really small.”
Luca snorts a laugh, his lips turning up in admiration for our leader. “Looks like Bianchi finally found her balls.”
“You’re not helping,” I grind out, fists bunching. Luca is usually the collected one, the guy who remains stoic and stern, angry under the multiple layers of golden skin. He’s not the joker, I am! Asshole.
Sera offers him a gracious smile before turning her attention onto me. “The guy had it coming, Levi. He thought I was just going to roll over and suck his dick in exchange for immunity. The same immunity he gave my father.”
“You think your father sucked his dick too?” Luca laughs. I don’t know where the hell Luca got his recent sense of humor from, but it’s not helping things. Especially when Sera is laughing at his joke.
My jaw clenches again, my teeth grinding as I fight the urge to punch Luca then pin Sera to the wall and remind her she can’t do shit like that. But I’d be lying. She can do whatever she wants, and Luca seems to admire that she is doing just that.
I want to feel some kind of happiness that he isn’t being a moody asshole like a few days ago, but right now I don’t have the room for that emotion. I’m far too pissed at the entire situation.
Ignoring Luca’s comment, I redirect my anger to the one person who should have prevented anyone from getting their hands on our leader. He’s standing stoically beside his mark, not even batting an eyelid at the arguments ensuing.
“And where were you?”
Sera stands in front of Giovanni, blocking my path. “I told him to stand down.”
“Sera,” I growl. “This is the exact reason Gio was hired!”
“No! He was hired to protect me from harm. From my enemies! The Governor is not an enemy, just a pawn in this stupid game! I had it handled!”
“Listen, Bianchi. I’m on Levi’s side,” Luca says, approaching us both. While I’m grateful for his support, I don’t really give a shit. Sera is the only thing I care about right now and anything could have happened to her.
“I can’t win with you two!” She points a manicured finger at Luca, hand shaking with anger. “You want me to be a leader!” Then she points the same sharp finger in my direction, “And you want me to be some weak ass cagna stupida!”
“I want you to be safe!” I snap.
“Well, you can’t have it all, Levi! I can’t build a reputation by magic. I have to earn it, I have to fight for it. I have to show those assholes that I am not to be messed with. Just like I did tonight!” Before I know what’s happening, Sera is spinning on her heels and heading upstairs.
The room lapses into silence, an angry chill settling over us. There’s so many thoughts flying around my head, so many possibilities of what could have happened all because Sera’s bodyguard fucked up.
I narrow my eyes on the man who should have broken the Governor’s hands—because that’s what I would have done. He shifts, but it’s not because he’s nervous. I can already tell that his defiance is because of something else.
“I’m sure she had it handled,” Luca mutters beside me.
She probably did, but that’s not an excuse. Giovanni and I need to have words about what his job entails because today he showed he can’t listen to instructions. And for someone less inclined to speak, I thought that would have been an easy task, even for him.
I decide that conversation can wait because I’m still rolling in the aftermath of our argument. Sera thinks being a leader is about showing strength, but it isn’t. She needs to learn to make the right decisions at the right time. That’s why I’m here, to ensure she doesn’t make stupid mistakes. Marching up the stairs towards her room, I make a mental note that from now on, she doesn’t go anywhere without me. Clearly Giovanni can’t be trusted to do the one thing he was hired for. Orders from his leader or not, he fucked up.
I can hear the music playing in Sera’s room as I approach, Taylor Swift’s “Lavender Haze” playing through the speakers. Normally, I would knock on the door, but I’m too pissed off to give a shit.
The door slams against the wall as I barge through, Sera spinning around with wide eyes as she clutches her dress to her chest. “Levi!”
“You’re fucking infuriating, you know that?!”
She backs away from my approach, but she has nowhere to go as I close the distance between us. Her back hits the wall beside her bathroom, her chest heaving as she stares up at me.
“Knowing some fucker had his hands on you…” 
I know I’m speaking out of turn. I’ve already realized that the words coming out of my mouth come from a place of jealousy. So far though, my interactions with Serafina have sparked something primal within me. She doesn’t seem to mind, she hasn’t stopped my advances thus far.
“Levi, I—”
I slam my lips onto hers.
I don’t care what she has to say because right now, I need her to feel this. I need Sera’s kiss, the caress of her tongue. I desire her and the delicate whimpers that escape her pretty little lips.
Capturing her mouth with primal force, I tip her head back. Her mouth opens with a gasp, and I use the moment to slide my tongue past her lips, dragging it against hers. I completely own her with this kiss, which is totally out of character, but Sera has made me like this.
I don’t know when, but somewhere along the way, my attraction to her became more than just admiration. Being my cousin’s best friend was the only thing stopping me from making a move before. Not because he was always around, but because I had more respect for his own damn feelings for her than my own.
With her hands in my hair, I feel her nails dig deep, scratching at my scalp. It’s both painful and deliciously euphoric. I groan against her, feeling everything in that moment. Her lust, my desire. Her submission and my desperation.
Her leg lifts, hooking behind my calf and drawing me closer. There’s nowhere else to go but to fall into her, and fuck do I want to do that. But I can’t.
I pull away, pressing my forehead to hers while our messy breaths collide.
“What was that for?” she pants, running her nails down the back of my neck.
I groan out at the sensation, her touch sparking more than desire in my slacks. “Because… if I didn’t do that, I’d be tearing this room apart.” It’s honest and brutal; frightening, yet she seems to understand.
She runs her nose along mine, smiling and blushing at the same time.”What’s happening?”
I shake my head, a choppy breath falling as I admit, “I don’t know, Bianchi. You’re driving me crazy.”
Raking her nails through my hair, she worries her lip between her teeth. Her bright brown eyes lure me in, her eyelashes fluttering with expectation. But deep in those depths, I can see it; the sadness that surrounds her, the guilt that anchors her. Every time she looks at me, I see those emotions warring with her and I know why.
I’m all too aware of the similarities Enzo and I shared. The eyes, the nose, the jawline and hair. There are very few things that kept us apart in likeness; his tattoos, my carefree attitude. I’m also aware of the pain Sera harbors. Enzo’s death was barely a month ago. Nobody gets over a death in that amount of time, especially with how close the pair were.
It’s that particular thought that steers me away from Sera, earning me a frown. As much as I want this–her– she needs time. I can’t be the one to heal her because she needs to do that herself.
Her uncertain gaze calls to me. It’s silently asking for answers, and with a sigh I give them to her. “I know you miss him.”
She takes a deep breath, her eyes glazing over as tears threaten to spill at the mere mention of her best friend.
“I miss him too, but—”
Realization widens her eyes and she steps forward, taking my hand. “I do miss him,” she whispers. “Nothing will make that stop.”
I know.
“But why now? Why are we… whatever this is… why now?” 
“Are you questioning my intentions?”
She shakes her head, dropping her gaze to the ground. All at once the earlier confidence has disappeared and in its place is doubt. As I take her in, she’s no longer the fierce leader but a timid little girl who has had her heart broken, her soul crushed, all by the people she cared about. 
I tip her chin up, meeting her defiant gaze.
“I’m wondering where this is coming from. Six months ago you wouldn’t look twice at me like you are right now.”
“I’ve always cared about you, Bianchi. Ever since the day I met you, there was something about you. But you were Enzo’s. Maybe not in the way he wanted, or you for that matter. But you were always his.”
A single tear rolls down her cheek. “But why now?”
I reach up and capture it with my thumb, tasting the salty sadness on my tongue. “Why not?”
“How does this work?” she says with a frown. “I’m your leader. I like you, but…”
“We do whatever we want. There are no rules, Bianchi.” I press my forehead to hers again, my entire body fighting me to get another taste of those lips. “You make them.”
“I don’t know how to do this, Levi.” She wrings her hands together.
Her words are loud and clear. They hit me right where it hurts when I know it shouldn’t. It’s just the wrong time. I should have seen past my own urges and thought about her. Cazzo. Her last relationship was Luciano and that was seven years ago. He fucked her up royally and even though I know I would treat her better, that’s a different level of trust altogether.
“Do you trust me?”
“Yes, but…” her voice carries softly. In any other circumstance it would make me rethink what I’m about to do. She reaches for my hand, but I’m already backing away without giving her the opportunity to make me stay.
“Trust this,” I smile. “Take the time and space. I’m not going anywhere.”
And with that, I spin on my heel and head for the door.
“Levi, wait!”
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Luca


Pulling up to the meet point, dust from the hills kicking up clouds beneath the tires. My thoughts are lost as I think back to last night’s events. 
I can’t say I wasn’t pissed about the Governor getting handsy with Serafina, but I have to admit that she surprised me. Obviously, Levi didn’t appreciate my jokes. That guy is far too wound up. He needs to get laid.
Maybe that’s it. Something is going on between Levi and Sera. I don’t want to ask what, but I’m pretty sure his anger stemmed from jealousy and deep-seated possessiveness. I wish I could say I didn’t resonate with that, but I’d be lying. I thought I could bury those feelings, but my adoration for her is starting to grate on me. How can I be mad at someone I like?
Yes. I like her.
I’ve gone from being a lost soul with only vengeance on the brain to a man hanging on every word Bianchi says. It came out of the blue, only really hitting me the other night when Luciano appeared. I thought my retaliation came from a need to protect Sera’s honor, when in fact, it came from a deeper place. A place I’ve never really ventured to before.
Sure, I hate men demeaning women, beating on women, but I snapped that night. I wasn’t protecting her honor, I was defending it. I don’t know how to decode what’s happening anymore. I’ve alway felt something for Bianchi, no matter how simple and irrelevant it was. But my alliance with her now has turned into something stemming from more than just revenge and loyalty.
Cazzo!
A black Sedan pulls up in front of me. After leaving Sera’s last night, I received a call from my contact. Someone I’ve hired the assistance of because my skills only stretch so far. They’ve been keeping tabs on everyone, and with good reason. The Verdis have instilled doubt in all of the families—probably intentionally. Which is why safety is important. Not just for me, but for Serafina too.
It’s early morning, but with the sun blazing down already, I can tell it’s going to be a good day. I’ve chosen this place for a reason. The only people ever to venture up here are hikers, and with today’s weather forecast, the area isn’t going to be visited anytime soon. 
A door opens from the black Sedan in front of me.
“This him?” Marco asks from the passenger seat. I’ve told the brothers who we’re meeting today. Surprise didn’t come close to the look on Matteo’s face when I mentioned the family name.
I nod, narrowing my eyes on Rafael Mancini, the leader of the smallest family this side of the West Coast Mafia. He’s dressed in a suit, the top of his shirt unbuttoned. For a guy who sits behind a computer most of the day, he has the assassin vibe down to the letter. Between the suit and good looks, you wouldn’t have thought that he prefers the company of whirring boxes and lit up screens. And I’m the type of guy to appreciate a good looking man when I see one.
Raf stands between our cars, perching on the hood of his as he tips his sunglasses down.
Marco and Matteo shift in their seats, and I hear the clicks of their guns as they check the chambers.
“There’s no need for that here. Raf isn’t like that.” In fact, the guy despises the use of guns. It sounds strange considering the guy was once heir to the largest ammunition empire. But after his mother and sister were killed in a shootout, he chose to get rid of the gun business. Now he focuses on more antisocial activities, such as hacking banks and organizations, stealing and cleaning money.
His untraceable skills are what drew me to him. Originally, I’ll admit, it was for more personal reasons. I’m not ashamed to say I called for his help to find dirt on Bianchi. When he said she was clean, I had no choice but to accept that she was the target. It never dissolved the feelings of resentment, just the bubbling anger of blame. I’ve never trusted the Verdis either, but it did cross my mind that Sera could have had ulterior motives the day she was inaugurated.
I guess I was wrong.
Stepping out of the car, I head towards Raf. He’s holding a file under his arm as he spits out his toothpick and replaces it with a cigarette.
“Fontana,” he nods at me, lighting up the smoke. “Ferrantes.”
The brothers stand behind me, less stoic and more prepared for battle. Those two always seem to find trouble, so it seemed worthwhile to bring them along.
“Mancini, what have you got for me?”
“Nothing good, I’m afraid.” He takes a puff of his cigarette, smoke whirling around us. “I followed up on the Rocco family. I wanted to be sure they weren’t working with the Verdis.”
Raf has his own agenda in all of this. He made that clear the day I approached him. He was all too happy to help, and when I told him my own reasons, well, he tried to make me see sense. He never thought Bianchi had a role in my father’s death, but neither of us were there. The only way to be sure was to dig, and that’s one thing Raf is great at.
I take the file from Raf, opening it to find security footage of the two families meeting. Numerous places, various dates and times.
“Looks cozy,” I comment, flicking through the candids.
“Yeah. You’ve got a fight on your hands.” Raf warns, taking a photograph from the bottom of the pile and handing it to me. “They’re bringing in weapons and ammunition. Big quantities, too.”
The image is a container full of weapons. This only confirms that the Rocco family are aligning with the Verdis. While the Verdis deal with cocaine importation, the Rocco’s deal with weapons. They usually sell to gangs, something I know Sera’s father tried to prevent when he was a leader. Now, this falls into Sera’s hands, and that fills me with a fear I’m unfamiliar with. It’s a different kind of fear that stretches far beyond the safety of the innocents around us. I know she’s capable of handling this, but that’s not what seems to worry me.
“This is not good,” I mutter. “Roccos were not meant to be a part of this.”
Raf shrugs nonchalantly. “Maybe the Verdis offered them something they couldn’t refuse.”
“Like what?” The only thing that family wants is heirs. They don’t care for war or feuds, they just want to prolong their bloodline. It’s a chaotic attempt to come out on top. They think they’ll be able to withstand all the other families by remaining impartial. Self-preservation at its finest.
“What weapons?” Marco asks over my shoulder.
“AKs, Glocks, semi-autos.” Raf takes a final drag from his cigarette before stomping it in the dirt. “They’re planning something big.”
“Or protecting something big,” I frown. There’s no way two families would need that many guns just to take down Bianchi and they know it. The Rocco family wouldn’t jeopardize their own safety for the sake of a war. There’s something else going on. “Think you can find out more?”
“I’m working on it,” he smirks, popping a new toothpick into his mouth. “I just wanted you to see what I have so far. There’s more to come.”
“Thanks,” I nod. “Sera needs to see this. We need to prepare ourselves.”
“How are the alliances?” he questions. He’s aware of our attempts to get families on our side. Tallying up, I’d say the Verdis have just as many families on their side as we do on ours. They’ve already got the Carlucci’s on their side. That was bound to happen, though.
The Carlucci family are known to be just as ruthless as the Verdis. They don’t care who gets caught up in their gunfire, as long as they win.
“We’re going after Greco,” I say with a sigh.
Raf whistles, shaking his head. “You think that’s a good move?”
“You don’t?”
“I don’t think it’s a bad move, but I know you. You don’t negotiate, and I don’t think Greco will take too kindly to what I know you have planned.” He’s only saying that because he found the dirt on the Grecos in the first place.
“Is that a warning?” I laugh emptily. “Because you of all people should know the lengths people like us would go to.”
For a moment, I don’t think he’s going to answer me. He pats my shoulder, shaking his head and chuckles. He heads back towards the open car door, glancing back at me. “Be careful what you wish for, Fontana.”
[image: image-placeholder]“What am I looking at?” Sera frowns. She’s perched behind her desk, her large chair swallowing her small form. 
“The Rocco family aren’t as impartial as we thought,” I answer.
“Weapons, ammunition,” Marco adds. “They look like they’re about to go to war!”
“It’s nothing we can’t handle, though,” Matteo reassures.
If there’s one thing I know about the Ferrante brothers, it’s that they could go to war, just those two, and win.
“Merda,” she mutters. “We really need to get Greco on our side more than ever.”
“Agreed,” I say, taking a seat beside Levi on the couch. 
He’s got his arms folded, looking like someone just pissed on his favorite suit. I would ask, but I can already hazard a guess that it has to do with last night.
“Where did you get these from?” she questions, narrowing her gaze on me.
“I already told you,” I smirk. “The less you know, the better.”
She turns her attention to the twins, hoping they might supply her with the information, but they don’t budge. We had a firm discussion in the car on the way here, and we were all in agreement that if Mancini doesn’t want his name dragged through the mud, we don’t. He has his reasons and unless he’s willing to show face, it’s not on us to bring him up in conversation.
Rolling her eyes, Sera returns her attention to the file Mancini gave me. I can see the concentration etched in her features. The way she worries her lips as she flips through each photograph tells me she’s trying to work out what’s going on.
“I don’t know what they’re up to, but I don’t think their alliance is to go against you.”
She lifts her eyes to meet mine. “You think something else is going on?”
I nod. “They don’t need that much arsenal to take you down, Bianchi.”
“Then what?”
“I’m still trying to work that out. But I’ll have more information soon. We just need to make sure we get Greco on our side.”
“Right,” she sighs, leaning back in her chair. Her gaze lands on Levi for a moment, before flickering back to me. Whatever happened last night has left them both in sour moods and I don’t think I want to be a part of it.
“What I have on Greco, he’ll never want it getting out. You won’t need to put his balls in a vice,” I tease, trying to lighten the mood. 
Levi huffs beside me, telling me it didn’t work. He didn’t find my jokes funny last night, and he certainly doesn’t now. Deciding to move the conversation on to more important things, I ask about the wedding. “You all set for next weekend?”
Sera runs her hand through her hair, the chocolate waves falling over her shoulders as she leans forward. “Yes. We’ll meet at mine, attend as one unit.”
“Good idea. A united front might sway Greco. And if it doesn’t,” I shrug my shoulders and smirk, “then we go to plan B.”
Serafina nods, albeit reluctantly.
“It’s going to be fine,” I reassure.
“You’ll have us there, we won’t let anything happen.” Levi finally speaks up, and it seems to put our leader at ease.
“Thank you,” she smiles. I sense those two simple words mean a lot more than just gratitude. There’s something else going on and it feels like these are the first words they’ve spoken to each other all morning.
I don’t want to be the one to crowd the situation. It feels like they have a lot to discuss. So, I nod at the brothers and we take our leave. Hopefully, whatever has got those two acting like kids will be smoothed over by this weekend. We can’t afford to have anything go wrong.
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Serafina


“I don’t like any of these,” Levi mutters, scrunching his face up at the bright yellow dress in his hands. “This feels too scratchy.” 
“Thank god you’re not the one wearing it then,” I snark, glaring at him at the same time. After last night, I didn’t think he would be talking to me. It appears that he’s still taking his position seriously and not leaving my side.
“Yellow isn’t my color, anyway.” He turns to grab a silver, backless dress from a hanger. “Now this, I can imagine you in.”
“Really?” I raise my brows at him.
“And out of,” he adds with a wink.
Despite what happened, I can still feel the ghost of his lips pressed against mine. I won’t lie that our kiss was hot—all of them have been. Every part of me wants him. I want to explore the feelings that have developed—even if they came out of nowhere. I trust Levi enough to know that he wouldn’t hurt me. Because that’s what is holding me back, and I think he knows that.
Sure, I miss my best friend. Sure, Enzo’s words will haunt me. But that’s not what lingers in the back of my mind. It’s the fact that my last relationship was so toxic and destructive that I lost myself. It put me off relationships forever, and I can tell just from the palpable attraction between Levi and I that he wants more than just a one night stand. But I don’t know if I can give him that.
Through my grief, I’ve sort of forgotten how gorgeous he really is. I guess the similarities of my best friend riddle me with enough guilt to push any ideas of something happening to the back of my mind. Levi is still beneath me, he’s my second in command. Neither of us can afford distractions, or our emotions getting in the way of our plan. 
I’m currently warring with my sensibility as I flip through the dresses on the stand. I can’t have anything to do with my second in command. It would be stupid of me to even entertain the notion.
So why do I want to kiss him all over again? Why do I want his hands to tug my hair or cup my face? Why am I desperate for more of his touch, his attention?
Maybe I just need to get laid. It’s been so long that it’s no wonder I was so turned on my Levi and his demanding kiss.
“What d’ya say?” he asks, waving the floor length dress at me.
“That’s a little too dressy.”
“Says who? You’re Donna Bianchi, you wear whatever the fuck you want.”
I gaze into those tempting eyes, tracking the way he licks his lips at me until I finally give in.
“Add it to the pile then,” I sigh.
He drops it into the chair by the dressing room. “I’m grabbing some coffee. Can I rely on you to keep her safe for ten minutes?” he asks Giovanni.
With a stoic nod from Giovanni, Levi heads out of the store. I pick up a few more options before I head over to the dressing room. Giovanni is already waiting for me as he stoically checks they are empty. Once he’s satisfied, he holds the curtain open and gestures for me to enter.
I try a navy blue lace dress first. It hugs my body beautifully, but it’s short. When I step outside to see Giovanni shaking his head, I know it’s not the right one.
The yellow one is next. It’s bright and simple, elegant in a beachy vibe kind of way. 
“Gio!” I call out for him as I slide my arms through the sleeves. “Can you zip me up?”
He appears without a moment’s hesitation. I can see why my father picked him. He’s both obedient and reliable, he doesn’t question anything. Levi is still giving him a hard time about last night, making digs wherever he can.
In any other situation it would probably do him well, but after almost two weeks of silence, I won’t lie that it’s starting to grate on me a little.
Giovanni steps forward, and I watch him through the mirror as he tugs the zip up. His warm knuckles run up my back, a subtle tingle on my skin catches my breath, stunning me into silence. But when I meet his green gaze, I see the gentle hint of a smile.
“Is that a yes on the dress?” I ask him, but he doesn’t react.
“Definitely not!” Levi’s voice carries into the stall, making Giovanni and I both jump. And then his head pops over the side of the curtain. “Try the silver one!”
Rolling my eyes, I turn away but don’t miss the way Giovanni slowly retreats, taking a coffee cup from Levi.
“You’re going to need it,” he smirks at my bodyguard before returning his attention to the zip. It’s nice to see his mood has shifted a little already. But I’m still wary. It wasn’t Giovanni’s fault after all.
I put myself in that position with D’Angelo, I knew what I was doing and my bodyguard was ready to step in. He only obeyed my order. Had it been a different situation, I doubt he would hesitate.
Shaking my head, I peel off the yellow dress and slide into the silver one. I can’t really fault Levi’s choice. The more I gaze at it, the more I like it. It’s more of a rose gold than silver, but it clings to my curves and accentuates them perfectly. It’s far too sparkly to wear at a wedding, but I need to remember what Levi said.
“You decent?” Levi’s voice sounds from the other side of the curtain.
“Yeah,” I sigh, turning sideways to admire the fit. It just touches the ground, but with the trail along the back, I know it’s going to get ruined. It’s almost summer here, the dusty hills will wreak havoc on any clothes we wear to the wedding, this one included.
“I knew you’d look good in this,” Levi smiles, running his knuckles down my back.
I fight the shiver and lock eyes with him in the mirror. “Just good?”
His gentle touch on my neck makes the hairs stand to attention. My entire body is alert with his simple gesture, my legs are already pressing together automatically. 
“How about beautiful?” He whispers, leaning in to pull my hair to the side. His hot breath skates over my skin, and this time there’s no way I can stop myself from shuddering excitedly. “No. Gorgeous,” he says, running his lips across my bare shoulder. “Breathtaking.”
“Stop.” The word falls out sub-consciously, but it does nothing to halt Levi. Maybe it’s because it sounded so weak. Maybe it’s because my chest is heaving with apprehension and lust. Whatever it is, Levi must sense that I don’t mean it.
He looks at me through the mirror, his lips edging across the shell of my ear. “Stop what?” 
He’s not an idiot, but even I can tell he’s playing one of his games. Only I’m not sure if I want to join in.
“Stop looking at me like you want to kiss me.”
Suddenly, the room spins. My back slams against the plastic wall, the stall shaking under my weight. Levi slides my arms up above my head, stepping in close so that he’s all I can see, all I can focus on. “I don’t just want to kiss you, Bianchi. I know what you taste like, and now I’m craving more.”
“What about last night?” I have no idea why those are the words I say. Call it a delay tactic, but I’m beginning to grow apprehensive about Levi’s proximity. The fact that it hasn’t even been a month since we lost Enzo and I’m already spiraling. That’s what it feels like anyway. Or maybe Levi and I just need comfort. Yeah, that’s what it is.
Levi leans in until his chest is pinning me to the wall, until my chest heaves against his so obviously that there is no mistaking what he is doing to me.
Game or not, I’m falling for it.
“What about last night?” he whispers, running his fingertips down the column of my neck. 
“You left.”
“I wanted to give you space,” he explains.
It tells me all I need to know. I can see the defeat in his eyes telling me he wants me but he doesn’t want to push me. He knows what I went through, he understands without me having to tell him.
“I don’t want space.”
“I know.”
And there it is. I’m so oblivious to it; the fact he knows me so well. It’s the reason I chose him as my second in command, because nobody else could advise me better than someone who knows me. I chose him because I know I can trust him. And maybe, it’s none of that at all?
Levi runs his lips across my collar bone. I remember how surprisingly soft they are, pressed against mine, soft yet demanding all in the same effort. For a moment, I think I can fight this. For a second, I think I might be making a mistake. But then his hand runs down my ribcage, staying between the areas that could define what this is for us. It catches my breath; the blend of his hand and his lips spins me through a loop until I’m hot and flustered.
I have no doubt how skilled Levi might be. If our kisses are anything to go off, I would say that he is more than experienced in this field. 
“Damn, you smell so fucking good.”
I think those words mixed with his sultry kisses are my final undoing because a whimper escapes me. I try so hard to mask it, but it’s unmistakable that Levi’s teasing is turning me into some horny little bitch.
“Tell me what you want, Serafina, and I’ll give it to you. All you have to do is admit it.”
Admit it. I don’t need to ask what he means. He asked me before to admit that I felt it, that attraction between us and I couldn’t. Admitting it is the first step to chaos. But the fact he was willing to walk away last night and give me space to think on his words means more to me. 
I did think on his words—all night in fact. I woke up with a damn headache because of the revelations from last night and it left me with only certainty. Letting Levi in will make me feel. I’m too used to the numbness and I don’t like it.
I want to feel.
Levi’s hands glide into my hair, tugging my head back to expose my neck. He runs his tongue along it, his hot breath sharpening the sensation. It feels like I’m connected to a battery, one flick of the switch and I’ll be a live circuit.
One snap of that elastic band that has me wound so tight and I’ll cave.
He’s so close to my lips that I’m anticipating them, eagerly, desperately. What the hell am I doing? Have I suppressed my emotions for that long that I just want to feel something now? Anything…
“Sera—”
Snap.
“Kiss me!” I gasp.
Levi obeys. He’s swift with his actions, sliding his lips across mine, slowly nipping at my bottom lip with his teeth.
When the second whimper comes, he wastes no time in swallowing it. He’s greedy with his kiss, his tongue sliding against mine, his lips demanding in their pressure. I let him take the lead, certain that he would make me if I didn’t. The kiss is deep, erotic in a way I’ve never been kissed before. It has the deepest parts of me awakening because Levi seems to know how to move against me, how I like to be kissed.
I can already feel how hard he is as he presses against me. His lips start touring down my neck, kissing towards my shoulder. We’re a heaving mess, and I have no doubt that Giovanni can hear everything.
Damn, why does he have to be such a good kisser? It would definitely make all this easier if he wasn’t, but somehow I know there’s no coming back from this.
Levi’s kisses move lower, down the center of the dress that dips to my navel. “What are you doing?” I hiss, but it’s more of a hush.
“As your second in command it’s my duty to ensure you have everything you need.” He looks up at me from where he’s kneeling, and something about the sight of a man as attractive as Levi on his knees for me does something to my insides. I’m instantly hot for him, definitely turned on to the point where I can feel my panties dampening by the second.
He hikes my leg over his shoulder, drawing the dress up my thighs. “Let me take care of you.”
I gulp audibly. Feeling his hot breath so close to the junction between my legs has me gasping with anticipation. Levi is still looking up at me, those dark deviant eyes silently waiting for my consent. Though, I’m not sure he needs it.
All I can manage is a sheepish nod of my head because through the haze of this moment, the lust suffocating me, I know I want it.
With delicate movements, he moves my underwear to the side. His eyes stay on mine until the very last moment, and then he draws his tongue along my slit; one, long, languid stroke that has my hips bucking, and my hand slamming over my mouth.
I can’t let anyone hear me. I can’t allow anyone to know what we’re doing.
But Levi is making it so damn difficult.
“Fuck! Your pussy tastes better than I imagined.”
My cheeks heat up under his words, my whole body is alive as Levi teases my clit. It’s soft and sensual at first, but he’s soon picking up on my tells, on what I like. He slides his tongue between my folds, lapping me up and tongue fucking me.
I writhe beneath him, beneath the pleasure. My breaths expel so loudly there’s no mistaking what’s going on behind these curtains. I’d have to be dead not to react this way because just like I thought, Levi has a talented mouth.
He sucks on my clit, sliding one hand up my thigh. I feel his fingers dig into my flesh, and I’m so high off the pleasure that I might tip at any point. Higher and higher, Levi’s hand slides up until he’s grabbing my ass and pressing me closer to his face. I’m pretty sure I could be suffocating him, but his rhythm never falters.
I’m closer than ever, riding on the edge of my climax. It’s ready to unfurl, like a ball of yarn on fire, and I don’t care who catches flames because this is the best I’ve felt in months. Years in fact.
It only takes two fingers to make me fall apart, and he slides them into my entrance just once for it to be enough.
I bite down on my hand as the sensations rock through me, my hips gyrating against Levi’s face. I can already hear my breaths filling the stall, my muffled whimpers piercing the silence. There’s no way Giovanni doesn’t know what we’re doing now.
The wave of euphoria sweeps me away, a current I can’t fight, nor do I want to. I could forever float away in this feeling, because I have never had an orgasm like this before. Nothing as earth shattering as this.
I don’t know when I do it, but it’s not until Levi clutches my face that I open my eyes, realizing I’ve had them shut for the longest time.
“Sera?” he frowns.
Before I can stop it, a single tear rolls down my cheek. I don’t know why or what for. It feels close to relief, happiness even, but I can’t make head nor tail of what just happened, or how I feel.
“I’m good,” I pant, nodding at the same time. “I’m good.”
I meet his dark gaze, noticing him rearranging himself in his slacks. He’s still looking at me with what I can tell it’s doubt in his eyes. The only thing I can’t make out is if it’s for me or him.
He pulls out his pocket square, dabbing his mouth. Then he kisses me on my cheek, licking my tear away. “Buy the dress, Bianchi.”
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Levi


Exiting the dressing room with more than a pleased look on my face, I see Giovanni standing stoically to the side of the curtain, glaring at me like I just stole his fucking candy. I’m not sure what his problem is but I have no doubt that he heard us. Try as she might, Sera was not quiet. Maybe that shit makes him uncomfortable. He’d better get used to it, though, because now I’ve had a taste of her, I won’t be letting her go. 
Eventually, the curtain draws back and a less flustered looking Serafina appears, clutching the silver gown. I smirk, catching her eye and watching her cheeks bloom a rosy color all over again. I wasn’t lying when I told her how good she looked in that dress, especially coming apart under my tongue. I’m already feeling jealous about everyone else getting to see her in it.
She doesn’t say a word as she pushes past me, heading towards the desk to ring up the sale.
I glance over at Giovanni, but his gaze is focused solely on Serafina as she walks away from us. I can’t say I blame him–-her ass looks divine as she saunters away with a just-fucked glow about her.
It takes more willpower than I know I have to turn around. When I do, I’m taken by surprise at the person I see in front of me. “Luisa?”
“Levi!” My sister jolts back a step, shock widening her eyes as she clutches her chest. “What are you doing here?”
I glance over at Serafina, who is grabbing her bag from the cashier. “Shopping with Donna Bianchi,” I answer swiftly.
Luisa’s features go from surprised to anxious in a matter of seconds. I haven’t seen her since Enzo was killed, and I can’t even remember when Luisa and Sera last crossed paths.
“I better go before—”
“Before what?” Serafina frowns behind her, crossing her arms over her chest. “Before I see you?”
My sister visibly recoils. Like a child being scorned, she instantly turns timid and wary. “Donna Bianchi,” she mutters, eyes cast to the floor.
Serafina rounds my sister like the viper she is, but her gaze is anything but hard. There’s a flash of sympathy, a gentleness to the way she looks at her. “Relax, nobody is going to hurt you.”
Though I’d like to give her a piece of my mind.
I hold back, knowing Serafina has complete control over the situation. It would have only taken a few more words out of my traitorous sister’s mouth before I blew up and caused a scene, so I’m thankful for Sera coming out when she did.
“I’m sorry about… Enzo.” Luisa gulps, slowly lifting her gaze to meet Sera’s. My sister looks scared, petrified that she is speaking to the leader of La Cosa Nostra. While I revel in the fact I was right, people do respect Serafina and her power, I hate that my sister looks so uncomfortable. This isn’t like her at all.
“Me too,” is all Sera can manage.
“You weren’t at the funeral,” Luisa says to both of us.
Sera slides her gaze to mine. We share a look, mutual understanding passing between us with regard to who Luisa is married to. “No, we weren’t.”
We have to be careful what we say. Despite Luisa being my little sister, she has always been easily manipulated. I wouldn’t put it past her husband, Ronaldo, to ask her to spy on us. She would make the perfect mole, too. She’s so quiet, so unnoticeable that nobody would suspect her.
But I would. Serafina would, too.
“Well…” Luisa shifts nervously, looking over her shoulder. “I’d better go.” She looks even more anxious now. Her dark hair covers most of her face as she dips past us, and as much as I want to check up on her, I don’t.
I don’t stop her, either. She’s just another reminder of what we need to do, what we need to accomplish.
“Tell me you saw that,” Sera mumbles as she hooks her arm through mine.
I frown, looking down at her. Even in heels I tower over her. “What?”
She rolls her eyes at me. “You men are so oblivious. You didn’t see how scared she was?”
“Of you? Yeah.”
“No,” she snaps. “Someone is watching her. And those bruises—”
“Bruises?” I spin around, about to head back to follow my sister, but Sera grabs my hand.
“Levi,” she says softly. Her lips thin and the look of sadness in her washes over me. “Not here. We both know what the Verdis are capable of.”
I shudder at the thought. I remember Enzo telling me about Luciano Verdi. At the time, Sera and he were an item, and Enzo hated it. I suspected it was because he was in love with her, but it wasn’t just that.
Luciano Verdi was abusive. He would torment Sera, treat her like shit, use her as his toy. She was young. She fell for him because she didn’t know any better. Sera has come a long way since those days. She’s stronger; a fighter. I admire that most about her because I know she’s capable of using her emotions to get shit done. It’s what so many of the men in this Mafia are afraid of.
“She didn’t choose the Verdi’s side,” she states with certainty. “She doesn’t have a choice in any of this.”
“Like fuck she doesn’t!” 
“Levi!” she snaps with a glare. “I know what Luciano does, and his brother is probably the role model Luciano looks up to. So when I say she doesn’t have a choice, she does not have a choice.”
“Fuck sake, Luisa,” I mutter, sliding my fingers through my hair.
“Add it to the list of shit we need to get done.” She takes on her no nonsense tone that turns her into a real badass. “We’ll get her away from Ronaldo.”
I nod, but I can’t help feeling the guilt seep in. She’s my little sister, and I was so oblivious to the reality of the situation. I should have known that Ronaldo would be just like his brother, and that revelation makes me feel more murderous than Enzo’s death did.
[image: image-placeholder]“I fucking hate these things!” Matteo mutters bitterly, struggling to fix his tie in the mirror. 
Marco spins his brother around, rolling his eyes as he manages to get it looking semi-decent.
We’re all dressed in tuxedos, ready to make our appearances at Don Greco’s son’s wedding. We’ve spent the better part of a week planning for today. We’ve discussed the travel arrangements, though they have changed several times. We’ve even planned for an attack at the wedding—because at this point, who knows what the Verdis are planning.
It’s invite-only, and the highest ranking families are the only ones allowed to attend. Matteo and Marco will be coming, but their invitation only stretches as far as security. They won’t be allowed inside, which means we need to keep our wits about us. We’ll have a few of us on the inside, but that’s it.
While the Ferrante brothers fix each other up, I turn to Giovanni. Aside from the not-so-subtle digs, I’ve kept my cool for the last few days. Deep down, I know Giovanni was only following orders, but from here on in, he needs to make sure that nobody lays a finger on our leader, and I mean no-one.
“Do I have to wear it?” Matteo grumbles. Of course the leather jacket wearing mobster would have an issue with tuxedos. Unfortunately, it’s the go-to attire for a wedding of this magnitude. 
Usually, I’d opt for something more breathable, especially with the Californian heat—and did I mention I hate bow ties? 
“It makes me look—”
“I think you look handsome.”
The entire room falls into a state of awe as Bianchi strides in. We all must have the same thoughts because as I glance either side of where I’m standing, we’re all gawking like we’ve just seen a pair of tits for the first time.
Serafina is wearing the dress I picked out, the glittering material clinging to her body just how I remember. Every delicious curve of her body is accentuated by the dress, and I’m just waiting for her to turn around so I can memorize that ass. Her hair is styled in chocolate waves that cascade down her back, just begging to be wrapped in my fist. And don’t get me started on the make-up. She doesn’t need any, but damn she’s a smoke-show with her red lips and dark eyes.
“Have you all finished staring?” she quips. “Because I don’t want to be late. I heard this is going to be the wedding of the year.”
Luca shifts uncomfortably, loosening his bowtie slightly. I’ve already noticed the looks he’s been pointing Sera’s way lately. He can’t keep his eyes off of our leader, and I don’t blame him. She’s fucking radiant. The dress she’s in now looks like it was made for her. And yet, Luca’s obvious attention doesn’t bother me. I kind of like the idea that other men want her—within our circle anyway—but I’m the only one out of all of us here that has had a taste of Serafina Bianchi.
But I’ve also noticed the not-so-subtle glances from our leader, too. She might not say as much, but I can feel that attraction vibrating in the air. She’s just as attracted to Luca as she is to me which unnerves me. I don’t want there to be any animosity in the group, but I can already feel the sliver of jealousy working its way through my mind.
I nudge Fontana, but he doesn’t make any effort to move from his position. So I make the first move, stepping forward and taking Sera’s hand in mine.
“You look gorgeous, Bianchi. Breathtaking,” I murmur in her ear before pulling away.
She blushes, sucking in a shaky breath as I kiss her hand. “Always the sweet talker.”
“Need to go over the plan again?” Luca asks, running a hand over his clean shaven jaw. Yeah, I noticed that shit. I’ve yet to ask him about his sudden change in appearance. Though I have to admit, whether or not he shaved in a bid to impress Sera, he looks better without the fuzzy mess.
“I think I’ve got it,” Sera answers with a smile. “Walk in like I own the place, blackmail Greco, walk out. Simple.”
I know she’s being sarcastic, but even I feel the need to reiterate that nothing ever goes to plan. I’m her second in command; managing her expectations is part of my job. “Simple plans are never simple,” I say.
Sera gives me a pointed look, like she already knew what I was going to say. It fills me with confidence that she already expects complications, and I don’t know whether that should worry me or not.
“Let’s go, then.” Luca heads towards the door first, while I hook Sera’s arm through mine.
“I hope this works,” I hear Sera say under her breath.
The doubt encasing her words is the vulnerability only we get to see. Sure, Sera isn’t the most confident of leaders, but she’s still young. Confidence comes with years of experience, and Bianchi has a long reign ahead of her.
“Levi and I will be riding ahead,” Luca explains as he helps Sera into the car. He reaches over, clicking her seatbelt in place, like he’s assuring himself she is safe. “Marco and Matteo will follow behind you and Gio, just in case.”
Sera frowns. “You really think the Verdi’s are going to try something? Today of all days?”
This is where experience comes in. As a leader, she should be looking at every moment as an opportunity for her enemies to make a hit. It’s exhausting, but it’s realistic. Sera is the biggest target in all the families right now.
Luca leans against the car with a sigh, head resting on his forearm as he stares apologetically at our leader. “I don’t trust that they won’t.”
I wish I didn’t agree with him, but Luca is right. Nobody is to be trusted, especially not the Verdis.
Leaning in, I kiss Sera’s cheek. “See you there, beautiful,” I whisper, then close the door.
“Beautiful?” Luca smirks, folding his arms.
I know he’s baiting me. If I gave half a fuck it would work, but then it dawns on me why he’s doing it in the first place.
“Pretty sure she could put her own seatbelt on,” I laugh, nudging him out the way with my shoulder.
“Shut up, Marchese!”
I wink at him as we approach my Porsche, the doors sliding up for us with just the click of a button. “Get in the car, Fontana.”
An hour later, we’re all pulling up in the valley, where the Greco wedding is about to take place. The entire venue is teeming with security, eyes following the stream of cars to the valet. Luca and I get out first, handing the keys to the attendant before heading to the blacked out SUV where Sera and Giovanni are.
The Ferrante brothers pull up just behind, tipping their chins up in acknowledgment. They know what they need to do. They didn’t get an invite, so they’re acting as extra protection, which means they need to keep a close eye on everything going on outside the venue. If anything looks out of the ordinary, they know to alert us.
Luca reaches the car before me, tugging the door open immediately. He’s already poised to help Sera out, and I can’t help but notice the tension in his shoulders, the lingering stare he fails to mask as Sera walks past him.
Approaching the steps, I offer my hand, but she shrugs me away. “I’ve got this,” she says with a wink. And then she saunters off up the steps, her hips swaying seductively. I’m immediately brought back to our moment in the dressing room last week, where she fell apart and finally admitted what she wanted. Maybe not in so many words or in that order, but she wouldn’t have let me touch her if it wasn’t what she wanted, right?
“Pick up your jaw, Marchese,” Luca goads.
I punch his shoulder, knowing he’s probably imagining himself doing what I did with Sera. “I could say the same to you!”
The sound of a throat clearing behind us snares both of our attention. Giovanni smirks at Luca and me, but he’s just another failing to keep his admiration for our leader at bay. Every time he thinks I’m not looking, I see it.
“I’m not going to lie,” Luca says, nervously touching his bow tie. “Bianchi looks good.” If ever there was an admission from the hard-ass himself, this is it. He might be observant, but I pick up on the words people don’t say, the thoughts they don’t want to voice. Call it a talent, but if anyone can pick a liar out of a lineup, it’s me.
“You don’t need to tell me, I’ve got eyes.” And I’m hypnotized by that ass.
As Sera finally reaches the top step, I break out of my entranced state. She gestures for us to join her before turning around and heading further into the venue. I’m sure she’s probably laughing at us by now, there’s nothing subtle about the way we’ve been acting around her. Even the Ferrante brothers are trying to keep their cool.
Luca and I approach Sera with Giovanni in tow. All eyes land on us as we head towards our leader. Hushed whispers, murmurs of Bianchi’s name, I hear it all. I’m certain Luca and Giovanni do too, but my attention is focused on only one person.
I watch as she twists and turns, greeting the guests like she is royalty. In this fucked up world, she kind of is. Some people here are clearly delighted that Bianchi made an appearance, greeting her politely, asking how she is. Then there are those who sneer from the corners, the ones muttering about her abilities as a leader, conspiracies about how she got to be in her position. Just like office gossip, the Mafia follows the same rules.
“Stay close to her,” I murmur to Giovanni.
He goes to step past me, but I grab his arm. In any other circumstance, he could probably take me down with one punch. Thankfully, he knows his place, which is beside Bianchi.
“Don’t fuck up this time.”
He nods without hesitation. Maybe he’ll listen this time.
“Here,” Luca says, handing me a glass of champagne. “Any sign of the Verdis?”
Just the mention of the name has me coiling up, anger tensing my shoulders and narrowing my gaze. “They would do well to steer clear of me, today.”
“Do I want to know?”
I meet Luca’s inquisitive stare, and despite the question I can tell it’s more than intrigue. 
“It seems violence runs in the family. Sera saw bruises on my sister the other day. We think Ronaldo is hurting her.”
“Then we’d better make sure she’s okay.” Luca goes to turn on his heel, no doubt to search for Luisa.
I stop him before he can take another step, shaking my head. “I don’t think she’ll be showing her face, not if the Verdis have a say in it.”
A flicker of understanding and shared annoyance darts between us. And just like me, I don’t have to tell him the meaning behind my words. Luisa won’t be here because the Verdis won’t be able to keep an eye on her—at least not without arousing suspicion. She’ll be under the personal watch of one of their trusted guards, caged like a fucking slave, and there is nothing I can do about it.
Not yet, at least.
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Serafina


The ceremony was beautiful. The bride was gorgeous and the food was to die for. If I could pin the aesthetics of this wedding to a board, I would. Everything about today has been planned with thoughtful, delicate detail, and I’m totally here for it. 
Luca and I sway to the music in an attempt to look like we don’t have ulterior motives. Despite the facade, the tension between us has evaporated and in its place is something lighter. There’s no sharp undertone, no subtle resentment. We’re just two people, dancing like this is the most normal thing in the world.
Levi has disappeared to negotiate a meeting with the elusive Greco, and Giovanni is nearby, keeping close contact with the Ferrante brothers. And while I’m trying to keep my nerves at bay, there’s one person I keep locking eyes with that sends shivers down my spine.
Luciano.
“Don’t give him the satisfaction, Bianchi.”
Luca turns us, redirecting our position so he can assess our surroundings— something he has been doing all day. His gaze softens as he looks down at me with a gentle smile, and that look alone fills me with the strength I didn’t know I needed.
“You’re a good dancer, Fontana.”
Luca rolls his eyes. “I hardly call this dancing,” he scoffs.
“Noted.”
We rock gently. The music is soft, but I’m focused on Luca and the way his eyes dart around the room once more. Maybe he feels it too, that charge of uncertainty. Or maybe he’s just being cautious. Either way, I feel safe.
“Sorry,” he mutters.
My pulse picks up, taken aback by the apology. It’s one word, but it’s the kind that leaves you vulnerable, and right now, I can see the sincerity shining in his eyes. “You don’t need to apologize.”
“Events like these always make me uncomfortable.”
I tilt my head, finally taking in his appearance. He looks less troubled than he did a couple of weeks ago. He’s relaxed, but not too much, and I can’t ignore how sharp he’s looking in his suit with his clean shaven jaw and hair brushed back.
We turn again, this time moving more freely, slipping past other guests. I know it’s a tactical move on Luca’s part, but I’m enjoying the sway.
“There’s too many people. Too many variables,” he whispers in my ear.
“Do you ever stop?” I ask, my brows furrowing together.
“Stop what?”
“Stop thinking and just live in the moment.” As soon as the words leave my mouth I realize the irony. It sounds hypocritical considering everything that has happened, but I hate the idea of Luca never enjoying life because he’s always on lookout, always anticipating, always worrying.
All of the sudden, Luca pushes me away. Our hands are still connected so when I reach arms length, he twirls me around and tugs me back to him. “Like this?”
A girlish giggle leaves my throat, and I can’t help but smile. “Something like that.”
We’re chest to chest now; closer than before. With my hands on his shoulders, and his firmly around my waist, it’s the first time I’ve actually felt carefree in a while. It’s liberating; to feel free from the burden of my position, free from the judgment of others. Inadvertently, I’ve been drawn into living in the moment, heeding my own words with Luca.
“You know,” I say, slowly reaching for his jawline. “I think I prefer the rugged look on you.”
A smile flits on Luca’s face. It’s there for barely a second, before it disappears. His gaze roams down my face, along my neck and shoulders. The delicate touch of his fingertips drawing lines up my back stokes a fire within. “I like this dress on you,” he comments, bringing his fingers up to slip beneath the strap of my dress, toying with it. “You wear it well.”
Our movements seem to stop. His words only fuel the fire inside me, and I can’t wait to hear more.
My pulse races as we lock eyes, a battle between lust and sensibility warring inside of me. With every second that passes, I feel the intensity of his gaze, those blue eyes drawing me into the depths. My gaze scours his perfect features, the smooth skin and sharp jawline until my eyes land on his mouth. 
For a moment, I wonder what it would be like—What it would feel like to kiss him.
Would it be soft? Would it be demanding? Would it be just as consuming as Levi’s kiss was?
“You guys look cute together!”
I jump back slightly at the sound of Levi’s voice, not realizing how close to Luca I really was. 
“We were just dancing,” I admonish, though deep down I’m kind of yearning for more. I shouldn’t feel like that, though. I’ve already crossed the line with Levi, and I don’t even know what that is right now.
“Hey!” Levi’s hand presses firmly against the base of my spine, urging me closer to Luca. “I don’t have a problem with it.” He smirks. 
“Then stop ruining it,” Luca snaps playfully, twisting me away from Levi.
“I wish I could, but Greco has agreed to see you, Sera.”
Merda. This is it.
Panic sets in; my mouth is suddenly dry and my heart rate picks up speed.
Luca grabs my hands, a soft smile lifting those plump lips. “Deep breath.” He nods at me, “You’ve got this.”
I’ve got this.
I roll my shoulders back as Giovanni appears by my side. With all three men surrounding me, Levi guides us out of the hall and down a corridor. The walls are decorated in red and gold, the colors of royalty. Greco always did consider himself high class, but we all know the truth. Any member of the Mafia can pretend, but nobody can buy their way to the top.
We finally reach a door where two of Greco’s men stand guard on either side. One holds his hand up to us, signaling for my men to wait out here. I can feel the tension rolling off their shoulders. While Levi’s fists clench in front of me, I can feel Luca’s anger lacing his hot breath at the back of my neck.
“I’ll be okay,” I assure them, stepping past Levi. “I’ll shout if I need you.”
Giovanni nods, accepting my order. I wish I could say the same for the other two who are locked in a staring contest with Greco’s guards. But I don’t have time to placate them. I just want to get this over with, preferably without a scratch on me. Today has already gone smoother than I thought. With Luciano and his brother arriving, I half expected another brawl like last week, but it appears they’re choosing to forgo brute force in favor of heavy intimidation tactics, staring me down whenever they can.
A shiver runs through me as I push those thoughts to the back of my mind and enter the room.
Greco sits behind a delicate white desk with gold trimming. I can only assume it belongs to the wedding planner because I have to fight the laughter bubbling beneath the surface at how out of place the man behind it looks.
“I trust there is a good reason why you asked to meet with me today?” Greco asks, peeling one leg over the other. Apparently, he’s attempting intimidation tactics of his own. He leans back in the tiny chair, linking his fingers at his chest.
In all honesty, I thought I would be more nervous. Since stepping through the door though, I’ve felt nothing but helplessness coming from the man who seems to hold every single card. He’s sought after, and he knows it. It’s what makes the man so difficult to contact. He avoids everybody, even the Elders. The only reason he has gotten away with it for so long is because he’s trusted. I presume that whatever Luca has on him will be a stark contradiction to that, but the less I know, the better.
“Well, you are a hard man to reach on the best of days. I trust there’s a reason you would be avoiding your leader?” I smirk, using the same tactics.
I take a seat in front of him, perching elegantly and confidently.
“What makes you think I am avoiding you? I have businesses to run, an empire to rule.”
His nonchalance irritates me, like an itch I can’t scratch. 
“And yet you still answer to me.” The words spill calm and confidently. There’s no mistaking the authority I’m adopting, even though I’m concealing the slight tremble of my hands. “Or have you forgotten?”
“I admire your tenacity,” Greco says, leaning forward with a smile. It’s soft, fake, and menacing, but it gives me a glimpse into the real man. He’s conniving, not to be trusted at all. But I need him. I hate to admit it, but I need his family and their loyalty. “You get it from your fath—”
“I didn’t come here to talk about my father,” I snap through gritted teeth.
“I know exactly why you’re here, Donna Bianchi.”
“Then you know what I’m going to ask.”
Greco sits back like he’s assessing me. The room lapses into a tense silence while he appears to contemplate his answer. I can already tell by the way he huffs that I’m going to have to get my hands dirty. I had hoped he wouldn’t put up a fight over this. The last thing I want to do is call him out on the side hustle he clearly doesn’t want anyone to know about.
Unfortunately, it seems that is the only route to take.
“You know I don’t like to get involved with disputes.”
My fists clench at his words, my temper burning furiously beneath the surface. “I would hardly call the attempt on my life a mere dispute. Family members died because of the Verdi’s actions!”
“If it’s loyalty you’re after, you already have it.” He waves a hand in the air.
“And your protection?” I grip the arms of my chair, fighting the urge to lunge at the asshole before me. “Do I have that?”
Greco looks put off, almost dismissive. I know what I’m asking of him, but the bigger picture far outweighs the reason not to align with me. “You’ll be putting a target on my family's back. You can’t expect me to put my family in danger.”
I take a deep breath, standing up to straighten my dress.
Greco’s eyes tour my body, and while I hate the look he gives me, or the way he licks his lips, it’s the only thing I know will get his attention.
“Of course,” I sigh. “I understand.”
Greco raises a brow, shifting nervously on his seat.
I smirk, knowing I have him right where I want him. Clearly, Greco wasn’t expecting that, which means my next words are definitely going to piss him off. 
“Though if you’re unwilling to reconsider, I may have to look elsewhere,” I say, smoothing the material of my dress down over my knee. “I’m sure the Elders would exchange services for valuable information, like your secret little side business, perhaps?” 
My words have the exact effect I intend. Gone is his confident posture and arrogant expression. His jaw is practically clicking with irritation. For a moment he regards me, probably wondering if I’m bluffing or how far I’m willing to take this. Unfortunately for him, I’m willing to go as far as I can to ensure the Verdis suffer.
Placing my hands flat on the desk, I tower over Greco’s form. “Protection goes both ways, Greco. If you’re unwilling to offer yours, then I can’t protect you or your family from their wrath.”
The Elders are the retired leaders of La Cosa Nostra. Anything beyond my stretch of leadership defaults to them. While they have no hand in who takes over, they do oversee the legalities of our businesses. I’m not sure exactly what I’m dealing with when it comes to Greco, but his reaction to my threat tells me his side hustle isn’t exactly kosher.
He knows what the elder council would do to him if he was caught stepping outside of the gray boundaries we have in place. He understands the complexities of this life and how one single slip-up could land you at the bottom of the pile, left for the vultures to pick at. And when I say vultures, I mean the motorcycle gang that runs the streets, the bands of misfits that lurk in the shadows, prepared to take down anyone not protected by me and my family.
“You’re bluffing,” he sneers with narrowed eyes.
“Am I?” I goad. “Are you willing to take that risk?”
Greco huffs, his nonchalance long gone now. He’s practically foaming at the mouth from my threat. If he thought I was another female about to lie down and take this shit, he had another thing coming. I might be young, but I still have the backing of three families, plus my own.
“Fine!” Greco snaps at my unwavering form. “I’ll have my son contact you in a few days. We can spare you some men.”
“Tomorrow.”
The man grinds his teeth, the crunching sound piercing straight through. Obviously he doesn’t like being told what to do. A man of his age demands respect and power, he wants to be the one in charge, yet here he is deferring to a woman.
He fancies himself a king, but he’s bowing to a queen. 
I raise a questioning brow, waiting for his confirmation.
“Tomorrow,” he concedes.
“Thank you.” A wave of relief crashes through me. For the sake of my position and what I stand for, I keep it together, remaining calm and composed. There are still formalities to adhere to and since I’m at a wedding, and the highest ranking member of the Mafia, I have a reputation to uphold. 
Still, Greco accepts it with grace.
“And thank you for the wedding invitation, it really was a lovely ceremony,” I say with a smile. Pulling out a pre-written check from my purse, I place it on the table. It has always been the custom for the leading family to offer a monetary gesture, and to say I’ve been generous is an understatement. “My gift to the bride and groom.” 
I turn before Greco even considers saying thank you, and head for the door. As soon as it opens, I feel three sets of eyes burning into me with impatient expectation. Levi looks pissed. Luca looks like he’s about to put bullets in the guards’ heads. And Giovanni… well, he’s still his stoic self, only I can sense the agitation he’s been battling. Being by my side is his job, and for a whole ten minutes the man was unable to fulfill his duty.
To some degree, I feel a little guilty for putting the guy through it. I know he’s there for my safety, but some things need to be dealt with alone, and I’m sure if Greco was aware that more people knew about his secret, the less effective my threat would have been.
I step past the brooding men and start my walk down the corridor. 
“Let’s get out of here, boys. Our work is done.”
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Luca


Sera looks badass as she walks—no,  saunters— away from us. 
We’re all left dumbfounded. 
We were expecting threats, raised voices, a brawl. In fact, I was hoping for the latter so I had an excuse to put a bullet through someone’s head. The fact we were only met with silence and the odd murmuring from the other side of the closed door left us all a little uncertain. I was all ready to go in, guns blazing to save Bianchi. It seems she didn’t need rescuing at all. 
Our leader is finally finding her place and that brings a smile to my face.
With a subtle turn of her head, Sera waits for us to catch up. Giovanni is already ahead of us, his long strides eating up the distance with ease. It’s probably to stop Levi from kicking his ass, but you can’t fault the guy’s tenacity. 
As soon as we’re outside, Serafina takes a deep breath. “I can’t believe it worked,” she gasps, clutching her chest.
“He’s agreed to help?” I ask.
“I gave him no choice. He pushed back, but as soon as I mentioned his little secret, he was putty in my hands.”
Pride surges through my chest. Not just from this plan working but for Serafina holding her own. I know she likes her independence, but it was tense for a second back there. We were all anticipating having to storm inside and put a bullet through Greco’s head. By the looks of Bianchi, though, he didn’t touch her.
Levi pulls her into his side. For a moment, you wouldn’t have thought Sera was our leader. She’s clutching Levi by his jacket, smiling up at him like he’s all she needs. He’s looking down at her with the same admiration, his lips tilted up in a suggestive smirk.
I feel like I shouldn’t be a part of whatever is going on, but I can’t seem to forget the moment Sera and I had earlier on the dance floor. There was definitely some attraction, however imperceptible. I’m more than familiar with the way women flirt, and despite the subtlety, Serafina was definitely flirting.
I’m still not sure how I feel about the shift in dynamics between us. I only joined her so I could get my revenge. Admittedly, it was because I had wanted to make her pay, too. But that thought went flying out of the window so quickly I didn’t get a chance to reconsider my options. Before I knew it, I was falling under Bianchi’s spell. Just like Enzo and Levi, I’ve been charmed by our leader.
It remains to be seen whether that spell is a curse.
“Guess we should thank Fontana,” Levi beams at me, snapping me from my thoughts. “It was his idea after all.”
Sera slips away from his side, approaching me with confident prowess. She reaches up, cupping my cheek, all while her brown gaze never leaves mine. “Thank you.”
The familiar shift of attraction floats between us. I’ve felt it all evening, and I have no doubt that she feels it too. As much as I want to blame her for losing my father, I can’t. The more time I spend with Bianchi, the more difficult it is to see her in any other way than the gorgeous woman in the sparkly dress.
I’ve watched her all night, absorbed her energy, and smiled at her charismatic laugh. She’s breaking down my damn walls and there is nothing I can do to stop it. She commands a room, and she’s unaware of it. Her presence demands something more than just attention. It calls to me and I’ve never felt like that before.
“You coming?”
I’m yanked out of my trance as Levi calls me down the steps. The Ferrante brothers are already in their car, waiting for us. I get a salute from Marco as I pass them, heading to the front of the convoy. I think we’re all eager in some way to get out of here. Tonight went far too smoothly.
With the dark night looming, we hit the main road out of the valley. In no time, we’re heading back to the bay with the prospect of a successful meeting now in the back of our minds. The windows are open, the summer breeze whipping as Levi presses his foot down. Even the scent of the sea grows stronger the closer we get—and we’ve still got miles to go.
“You two seem to be getting along better,” Levi smirks beside me.
“There’s no point holding a grudge, right?” Weak excuse at best.
“Is that what that is? You’ve matured in the space of a few weeks?” he laughs, taking a corner smoothly.
“Maybe,” I shrug. “So are you going to tell me what’s going on between you two?”
Because I sure as shit feel guilty about what happened earlier. It was nothing, but everything all in the same breath. Sera calmed me, liberated me in the most subtle way that I can’t even deny the effect she has on me anymore.
“Nothing to tell,” Levi mutters, though it’s audible enough for me to catch.
Liar. 
I guess I can’t blame him if he’s keeping his cards close to his chest. I can tell he’s afraid of getting burned, but I don’t think that’s the reason he’s staying closed off. Maybe she wants to keep things quiet, not that there would be anything wrong with what they’re doing—if anything.
“What about you?” he quirks a brow. “You two looked pretty cozy earlier. That was more than just dancing, Fontana. I saw the way she was looking at you.”
“You were watching?”
Before he can answer me, my phone is ringing. I frown, looking down at the screen. “It’s Marco.”
“We have a tail!” he says sharply when I pick up the call.
“Who?”
“Well if I knew that, we’d be having a different conversation.”
BANG.
The sound of gunfire ensues, the reverberant echo through the phone marries with the noise behind us. Bullets whiz through the air, twanging against the cars while tires screech behind us. 
I twist to get a look, my body practically vibrating with anticipation as I grab my weapon. I knew tonight was going too smoothly. I knew that sooner or later someone was going to take the opportunity to come after Bianchi. Without firm proof, though, I had nothing.
I’ve learned to trust my gut when it comes to these things. But that’s the problem, you can never convince others if you don’t have the proof. The only time my gut ever let me down was when it came to my father’s death, but I was drowning in guilt, too suffocated by my loss to actually see sense. Now, I’m seeing clearly enough to know that my gut was right.
Everything fell into place tonight too easily, too quickly. The Verdis never made a move, Greco conceded like a puddle. The entire night was too normal for someone like Bianchi, and I should have figured this out sooner.
“Hold steady!” I twist my body the other way, pulling myself through the open window. The Ferrante brothers are still on the road, battling with another car. I can’t make out anything past the glaring headlights and swerving cars, but I can hear the scream of metal as it collides and scrapes.
I aim for the enemy’s car, but they swerve at the last second, taking out the back end of Sera’s SUV.
They twist and turn. The tarmac screams and burns up while smoke whirls from the back end.
No!
It’s like I’m watching it in slow motion. The headlights seem to glow brighter, the car seems to decelerate. Sera’s SUV hits the bank with such force that it flips once, bouncing and rolling from its roof to right-side up. The vehicle slides through the grass, coming to a halt beside a tree.
I don't know which is worse, the shock or the anger raging through me. By the time I register that it’s both, Levi has slammed on the brakes and has us skidding in a full circle.
“Out!” he barks.
Bullets soar through the air, bouncing off metal and tarmac. We take cover behind the open doors, but it won’t be enough. I glance to the right, where Sera’s car is half buried in the grass. There’s already smoke whirring from both ends of the vehicle now, and there’s no movement.
“We need to get her out!” I bark over the ruckus, even though the probability of anyone surviving that crash is low.
“I’ll cover you!” Levi nods, positioning himself by the open window.
Gunfire pops through the air once more, this time it comes from the other side of the enemy. Marco and Matteo emerge from their own wreckage, guns blazing, allowing me just enough time to dart out from Levi’s car.
With only the light from the enemy’s van, I use the shadows to block me while Levi fires out. Each bullet misses, but that doesn’t matter. It’s a distraction, a diversion so I can get to the SUV.
I round the front that’s half buried in the dirt and grass, my pulse pounding in my ears.
No. Wait. 
There’s banging coming from the side of the car. I rush to the driver’s door, prying the beat up metal away until Giovanni has enough space to crawl out. He’s looking worse for the wear, but aside from the gash on his temple, he’ll survive.
My breathing picks up speed when I don’t see her, though. There’s no way I’m allowing her to die on my watch. I rush to the other door, panic burning through my bloodstream as I yank at the crumpled door.
“Sera! Sera!” I freeze when I see her, my breath catching as I’m spun into what can only be described as a sick cocktail of relief and awe.
There in the broken glass, she sits frowning at me. She’s covered in scratches, bloody cuts mar her beautiful skin, but in the moonlight she looks even more stunning. 
She climbs over the seats effortlessly. She doesn’t seem to care about her dress or the glass or the fact I’m leaning through the window in awe at her. She pulls herself up and uses her bag to push the shards of glass out of the way. “You going to help me or just stare, Fontana?” she quips.
Relief washes through me as soon as she hooks her arms around my neck.
“Are you okay?” I rasp as soon as her feet hit the ground. “I thought…” Shit. I won’t deny that seeing her alive was probably the last thought going through my mind after that collision. But I can’t tell her that.
“I’m fine,” she pants, but I can tell she’s lying. Her forehead is cut open and in the shadowy light I can see her busted lip.
I go to run my thumb over the delicate torn skin, hoping she doesn’t push me away.
“Luca!” Levi calls out.
Chaos surrounds us. The cacophony of bullets whirring past us force her to cower. I use my body to shield Sera while I draw out my second weapon.
“I’ve got her!” I shout back just as gunshots resume—or maybe I just ignored them because I was focused on other things.
Giovanni is already leaning over the hood of the car, aiming at the men approaching with his own gun.
“There’s three of them,” I count. There were four.
One is dead on the ground beside the car closest to Marco. He’s crouching, slowly heading towards the others. We’re not outnumbered, but these assholes don’t give a fuck. They’re storming ahead of us, aiming at anything and everything they can.
Giovanni takes one out, the body dropping onto the ground with a sickening thud.
It takes one moment of pause before the other two are back at it. But they’ve forgotten about Levi. He takes out the second, and I take out the third.
Before I can comprehend what is happening, my body is shoved sideways.
Two gunshots fire out.
And then there’s just silence.
I spin around just as a man drops into the grass from the tree line behind us.
What the—
“Figlio di puttana,” Sera hisses clutching her arm. All of the sudden, her legs give out from underneath her and she drops to the floor.
“Sera!” I feel my knees crunch as I bear my weight down on them. “Sera!”
Blood trickles down her arm, spilling through her fingers.
“What the fuck, Bianchi?“ I scream at her, clutching her sweaty face.
“He was going to kill you!” she winces. 
I don’t have time to process what I’m feeling. I should be grateful, I should be relieved, I should be anything but angry, but it’s my go-to emotion. And right now I’m furious that she would put herself in a vulnerable position.
Should have fucking let him.
“I heard that!” She grabs my hand, looking sternly into my eyes. “I would never allow that to happen, Fontana.”
The way she says those words holds so much more meaning than she realizes. Just those simple words seem to knock down more of that solid wall I had built up. The more she speaks, the harder she looks at me with such fierce determination, the more those bricks tumble.
“Here,” I say, clearing my throat. “Let me see.”
She releases my hand, allowing me to finally get a look at her arm. Thankfully, it’s just a flesh wound. There’s a fair amount of blood, but there’s no entry or exit wound. Just a sharp gash slashing her flesh.
“It’s superficial.”
She frowns while I grab the hem of her dress.
“What’s that meant to mean?”
“That you’ll live another day,” I smirk, grabbing a shard of glass from the floor.
“I’m sorry, Dolcezza.” 
“Wha—”
I rip the hem of her dress. It’s not much, but it’s enough to both destroy the dress and make a tourniquet.
“Shit, Bianchi!” Levi appears from the side of the vehicle, panting. He has both Marco and Matteo in tow and they look like they’ve seen better days. I’m glad to see they’re not harmed, though. They put up a good fight back there. It makes me glad I put my trust in them in the first place.
“I’m fine!” Sera laughs, waving Levi off. “Luca says it’s superficial. Though, I don’t know if he was referring to me or the gunshot wound.”
“Gunshot wound!?”
I finish tying the material around Sera’s arm, while she bats off a frantic Levi. It’s not hygienic, but it’s enough to stem the bleeding until we get home.
Shit. We need to get home.
While Levi helps Sera stand, fussing over her, I make my way over to the fifth dead body by the tree line. It’s nobody I recognize, even without a bullet hole right in the center of the man’s forehead. I glance back at Bianchi, then at the dead body, rubbing my forehead in disbelief. I knew Sera could use a gun, but I didn’t know she was a good shot. I don’t think I could have even made that shot, at least not at night and from this range.
My thoughts are scrambled as I crouch down and dig for the man’s wallet.
Nothing.
“I don’t like this,” I say over my shoulder.
Sera frowns at me. “What?”
“I don’t recognize him.” I head over to the other body by the car, the one Marco took out. I already know what I’m going to find and I don’t like it at all. “Or him,” I sigh.
I turn to see Sera is still frowning, absentmindedly rubbing her arm.
“Either Verdi is outsourcing, or…”
Levi runs his hand through his hair. “Or there’s another player involved.”
Pulling my phone out, I dial Raf’s number. He’s the only other person I trust right now, and I know he’ll be able to help.
“Fontana,” his deep voice carries through the speaker.
“Where are you?”
“Why? What do you need?”
I turn to the group, watching their weary faces. “A ride.”
“Done.”
“Who was that?” Sera asks when I pocket my phone. She’s shivering, clearly fighting off the cold. I’m not prepared to drop another bomb on her just yet. I’ll leave that for Mancini to fight her over. Those two have never seen eye to eye, partly because of the ‘no-guns’ things Raf has going on.
I march towards Sera, tugging off my jacket. “I’ll explain later,” I say, pulling the jacket over her shoulders. “Right now, we need to get out of sight.”
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Giovanni


“Quite the nasty mess back there.” 
I shiver at the intonation in the voice coming from the phone by my ear. We’ve only just returned to Sera’s compound. After hanging out in the tree line, in case we had any other unexpected visitors, Rafael Mancini finally pulled up with a convoy of his own. The entire journey back was filled with tension and unanswered questions. Sera took one look at Mancini before she punched Luca in the shoulder. I sense there’s some history between Raf and Sera. Though I’m not quite sure what that is right now, but it still seems fresh.
I pace out into the courtyard, turning a corner to find some privacy. This area is unlit, away from prying eyes and apparently security, too. I’ll have to get that fixed.
“What do you want?” I growl when I know I’m not in earshot of anyone.
“I’m just checking to see if you're okay. It has been a while.”
Two weeks to be precise. I guess getting a longer reprieve was too much to ask for.
My lips pinch together and my fists curl. I can feel my face heating up as I clench my teeth. 
After everything, the fucker wants to check if I’m okay? If I wasn’t so fucking angry, I would believe their words. This asshole doesn’t care at all. This asshole wouldn’t have cared if I was caught in the crossfire tonight, or killed in the collision. They don’t give two shits about me leaving this world, leaving everything in my life behind. All they care about is eliminating enemies.
I’m starting to see both the irony and appeal in that now.
“You can’t keep calling me.”
“I’m pretty sure I can do what I like, Giovanni.” I can practically hear the smirk down the phone, like they’re enjoying the darkness I’m falling into.
I pace back and forth, tugging at the sweaty strands of hair flopping in front of my face. 
“How is she?”
I pause my agitated pacing, lingering on the edges of the shadows that surround the compound.
On a deep breath, I answer. “She’s alive.”
I have no idea how. In fact, I have no idea how either of us survived it. That crash was fatal, it could have changed a lot of lives because while I thought I was in control, I wasn’t.
“Hmm…” the voice hums.
My stomach twists while bitterness makes my blood flash hot and cold.
“Is that all you have to say?” I snap.
“Stay safe, Giovanni.”
I grip the phone tightly when I’m met with the dead tone of an ended call. “Merda!”
My muscles twitch. All the rage that has been building up inside of me comes crashing down. The darkness I’ve been fighting, the sadness I’ve been avoiding, the guilt I’ve been pushing away—it all hits me at once. My fist slams into the wooden siding of the Bianchi house, my knuckles splitting instantly.
“You okay?”
I jolt back from the wall, my eyes landing on Matteo. He looks rough, drained even. Tonight really took it out of us all, and it’s starting to show. I sense it has been a while since any major shootout has happened because I don’t miss the way Matteo twitches at the slightest sound, his hand ready at his gun.
“Weird night, huh?”
I pocket my phone. I’m not sure how much he heard, or if he heard anything at all.
“Sera’s getting seen now. You should probably get that checked, too.”
I frown, reaching a hand up to where he’s pointing. The sharp sting snaps me into focus as I realize I’m sporting a pretty deep cut. Matteo is right, I should get it closed up. I’m sure Bianchi doesn’t want me dripping blood all over her carpets.
“Hey.” Matteo grabs my shoulder. It’s not forceful or dominating. It’s just a friendly reminder that he’s here. “You gonna be okay? It was a nasty crash.”
I nod in reply. My own health is the least of my worries right now. I knew what I was getting into when I signed up to be Donna Bianchi’s bodyguard. I knew what was being asked of me, what I needed to do. Protecting her at all costs has been my mission from day one. I came here with a purpose, I was hired for a reason. Remaining silent and stoic is all I am. I’m the guy who lingers in the background, barely conspicuous. I get shit done because I’m the best. They’re the rules I abide by, boundaries I set for myself because without them, things can quickly get out of hand.
The problem is, the more time I spend around Sera the more I ignore what my job is. What I wasn’t expecting was for Serafina Bianchi to steal my breath, my attention, my focus. I’m constantly drawn to her, watching her so intensely that I’m losing myself bit by bit.
I survey each and every interaction, sometimes wishing it was with me. The way she melts into Levi’s comfort, relishing in the undying support he gives her. They’re easy together. But then I’ve observed how she is with Luca; the fire that smolders between them. At any given moment those embers are going to spark into something more fierce, and it’s all fueled by this insane mutual act of revenge.
In turn, I’ve seen the way Fontana and Marchese both look at Sera. Fontana has a bitterness about him, something he seems to struggle to fight. Tonight was proof of that. From the dance floor to the crash, his true feelings for her are starting to show. He’s no longer the hard-ass vengeful son, who only agreed to help Sera for his own personal vendetta. His thoughts don’t seem to be fuelled by that anymore, but a need to protect our leader.
As for Levi, from day one I saw the way he looked at her. There’s definitely a deep seated level of adoration he holds for Bianchi; only now he’s acting upon those feelings. It stands to reason that whatever they have planned to avenge their family’s loss, it’s going to come with some heavy revelations.
Once Matteo continues his patrol, I join Sera in the living room where she’s getting stitched up by Mancini’s doctor. Levi and Luca are out back talking with Rafael, probably trying to figure out what the fuck happened tonight.
“Ouch!” Sera winces as I enter.
The doctor flinches beside her, clearly expecting more than a yelp from his leader. “Apologies, Donna Bianchi.”
“It’s fine,” she smiles back sweetly. Once again, I’m in continual awe over this woman. She might look innocent and fragile on the outside, but there’s a fighter inside of her. She’s stubborn and impatient, but those two characteristics complement the fire burning inside of her, the need to lead, the urge to avenge her best friend. She never uses it unless necessary, though. She doesn’t exert her power or authority on anyone who doesn’t deserve it. Unlike the men I’ve guarded before, Serafina is a gentle leader.
“I know that look,” Sera comments from across the room. She’s resting her arm on the couch, looking more relaxed than any of us right now as the doctor bandages her up. “Don’t do that to yourself.”
I don’t need to ask her what she means. Somehow, we’re one and the same. She knows what it’s like to harbor guilt, take the blame because it’s easier than the unknown, but right now, I can only blame myself.
I catch her gaze, her expression forgiving, like she doesn’t blame me for what happened.
I do, though.
I should have been able to handle that collision better. I’ve handled worse shoot outs, more chaotic brawls. Tonight should have been a walk in the park.
“We didn’t know this would happen, Gio.”
But I did. I sensed the Verdis were going to be on a warpath and I should have been able to prevent it. Instead of looking out for my mark, I was observing her. Absorbing her interaction with Luca like it didn’t bother me in the first place.
“She’s right.” Levi enters through the sliding doors that lead out to the backyard. “We didn’t know this was going to happen.” He takes a seat beside Serafina, wrapping an arm around her shoulders in comfort.
“But we should have,” Luca grumbles, standing in the center of the room. He folds his arms, watching Sera carefully—we all are. “Last night went far too smoothly, I should have seen this coming.”
I get the feeling he feels just as responsible for what went down tonight. After all, he’s started to take on the enforcer role, which means he should have been scouting for trouble.
We all should have.
“Raf is going to run some intel,” Luca continues. “See if he can find out who these men were, and more importantly, who hired them.”
Rafael has always been an enigma to me. I’d never seen him until now, but rumors of what happened to his family have circulated enough to get a good enough idea of who the man is. He’s pretty much removed himself from the gun game, focusing more on financial corruption and hacking. He seems trustworthy enough for Luca, and Sera in turn, even if that was uncertain when he first rocked up tonight.
We were hit by four gunmen tonight. Five, if you count the guy Sera put a bullet through at the last second. My eyes automatically travel to the bandage on her arm, and my leg starts bouncing nervously.
“I have men guarding the area, just in case the cops turn up.” Raf appears beside Luca, looking just as exhausted as we do. 
“Guarding with what?” Sera jibes, tilting her head like she’s goading him for a reaction.
Raf huffs, glancing at Luca before returning his attention to Sera. “Just because I don’t have anything to do with the weapons trade, doesn’t mean we don’t carry.”
“Sure,” she smirks back.
Raf pockets his hands, looking a little more sheepish now. He looks like he has years on everyone in this room, maybe even the same age as me but I don’t know that much about him.
“I’ll lift some prints and see if I can get a match on any of them.”
“Thank you,” Levi murmurs, though I can hear the reluctance in his voice.
“Sure,” he replies nonchalantly. “We’ll find out who ordered this hit.”
“I think we already know the answer to that,” Sera retorts, standing up stiffly. Her sparkly dress still clings to her slender body, though it no longer holds the elegance it did before. There’s a tear along the bottom, uneven and mismatched from where Luca used it to form a makeshift tourniquet.  Rips form in various places, on the dress, and as my gaze tours her lithe frame, I notice the crimson cuts decorating her pretty little feet. Aside from the bandages on her head and arm, she’s in one piece. While it eases some of my guilt, it doesn’t completely diminish because we should not have survived that collision.
Raf doesn’t respond to Sera. I don’t think there is anything he can say to her that will ease the tension suffocating the room. I can practically taste the bitterness tainting it.
“I’ll see you out,” Luca says as he leads Raf away with his doctor in tow. A tense silence falls over the rest of us. The Ferrante brothers are still rounding up security by the looks of things, setting up new plans and perimeter checks, so that leaves just me, Sera and Levi.
“Are you okay?” he asks Sera.
“It’s nothing painkillers can’t fix,” she huffs, drawing her eyes to me. “What about you?” She steps towards me cautiously, her brows furrowed in what I can only describe as worry. She reaches up slowly, her hand cupping my cheek and turning my head to the side. 
A zap of frenetic energy pings straight to my chest. I nod, even though I don’t deserve her help right now. It’ll only make it harder for me to push away the guilt festering inside of me. The look in her dark eyes is soft, and that makes this situation even worse. I can’t do this. I can’t be here. I can’t stand in front of Bianchi, accepting her kindness and support when I let her down.
“Call the doctor back, Levi,” she orders over her shoulder.
Levi goes to move but stops when he notices me pulling her hand away. I step back, shaking my head.
“Gio,” she frowns, tilting her head at me.
I can’t give her the explanation she craves because I don’t have one. I know it’s hurting her, even though we’ve only known each other a short amount of time. I can’t do this. I’m already conjuring up a storm of anger, there’s no way I want to be around anyone for that.
I take another step away.
“Gio—“
“Let him go, beautiful.” Levi joins her, planting a kiss on her temple. I’ve noticed him doing that a lot recently, and let’s not forget the moment they had in the dressing room last week. I pretty much heard everything, and while that shouldn’t bother me, I do feel envious. I just don’t want to admit it.
I offer Levi an appreciative look and he reciprocates with a smile. He’s always fucking smiling.
I wish I could smile. 
I wish I had something to be happy about like he does.
Instead, I’m surrounded by my own desolation. I’m drowning in guilt and resentment, lost in my helplessness.
I leave before any more questions are asked; before Luca returns, or the Ferrante brothers. I leave before anyone has a chance to dig deep and place the blame on me.
Stepping outside, I’m finally able to take a deep breath. It does nothing to cool the sweat rolling down my temple, or calm the anxiety inside, but it does help me focus. 
Only for a little while.
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Serafina


I don’t ever remember feeling so much pain as I do now, all at the same time. It’s like a dump-truck decided to pummel into me, then finish the job by reversing over me, slowly. My arm is burning up, like someone is dragging a hot poker through my skin, and my head feels like I’ve gone ten rounds with Mike Tyson. 
I have no idea how I even survived the collision last night. Or how I didn’t walk away with at least one broken bone. Aside from the gunshot wound, I’m not in bad shape. Telling that to my body is another story entirely.
Rolling myself out of bed is a task, especially with only one good arm and blurry vision. I guess you never realize how much you rely on certain body parts until you need to use them. After the shootout, I thought I would have spent all night tossing and turning. Instead, as soon as my head hit the pillow, I was out. I guess the painkillers the doctor gave me really worked because I didn’t feel a thing, until this morning.
Forcing myself upright, I steady myself against the wall before I even decide to make the trip to the bathroom. It’s only a few steps, but between my head and my body, they’re both refusing to cooperate.
I groan with every step as I make my way to the bathroom, finally able to examine my reflection carefully. I’m not even shocked to see that the cut on my lip has evolved to a swollen bruised mess. There’s not a lot I can do to cover that up, but at this point, it’s the least of my worries.
Luciano has pushed too far. I know it was him because nobody else would have the balls to go after me—or send someone after me. The most worrying part of all of this is that he’s now hiring externally, meaning we don’t have a grasp on any soldiers. We don’t know who’s under his family’s direction, which just adds to the mess they’ve already created. It doesn’t matter what Raf finds at this point, the conclusion will be the same. We just need to keep our wits about us, nail down a plan, and bury the Verdis in the ground.
All of that can come later because right now, I need some pain relief. Flashbacks of last night spin through my mind like a silent movie. It’s another stark reminder of coming too close to death for the second time in less than a month. Like the headache throbbing, I will the thoughts away, summoning my strength from a darker place. I remind myself of what I need to do. Who I’m doing it for. It’s no longer about revenge but putting my foot down that I will not tolerate families going against me. This would never have happened if my father was still in power, which means that these families are testing me.
The thought makes me angry but I shouldn’t be surprised. I should have anticipated this much kickback over my leadership. Hell, my father should have, too.
I rummage through the cabinet above the sink, hoping to find something. Unfortunately, it’s pretty bare in the way of medication. I’ll have to remind myself to send for some, or maybe have the doctor return with those magic pills he gave me.
“Need some of these?”
I spin around to see Luca lingering in the doorway, waving a bottle of pills. He’s still wearing last night’s clothes, sans the bow tie and jacket, looking disheveled, like he hasn’t slept at all. Then I realize, he probably hasn’t. 
“How are you feeling?” he asks, tentatively stepping into the room.
“Like I’ve been hit by a truck.”
Luca smiles weakly, his blue eyes twinkling with a level of guilt I find all too familiar. They move from the top of my head to my arm, then to my lip. “You kinda were,” he supplies, handing over the bottle of pills.
“Thank you,” I rasp, shaking two out into my palm.
He frowns. “You don’t need to thank me, Bianchi.”
I grab a glass of water from the counter, swallowing both pills eagerly. The sooner I get rid of this headache, the sooner I can focus on the next steps of our plan.
“I want to talk to you about last night,” he says, clearing his throat nervously.
“Last night?”
He tilts his head, running a hand through his blonde hair. “You really going to make me say it?”
“That depends,” I grin.
Luca huffs, taking another step closer to me. Close enough that I can just make out the taut muscles restricted by his shirt, the material bunching up over the thicker parts of his body. Luca is toned, that’s for sure. Where he finds the time to workout I don’t know, but I’m not complaining. Both he and Levi are both blessed in that department—it makes working alongside them a blessing and a curse.
Swallowing past the desirous lump clogging my throat, I look up at Luca. From this angle, in this light, I can see the worry etched in the tired lines around his eyes. From where I stand, I can feel the guilt, practically tasting it. Does he blame himself for last night?
“Are you okay?” I ask, reaching up to cup his cheek.
Luca nods, his palm sliding over my hand. “I am now,” he rasps. “But it should have been me protecting you. I knew something was going to happen, I just—”
“How?” I tilt my head.
“I don’t know,” he shrugs. “I just knew. Something in my gut was telling me it all went too well. The Verdis keeping their distance; Greco agreeing to help.”
“This wasn’t your fault. It was nobody’s fault here.”
“I should have protected you.” His words fall as a whisper.
“You did,” I confirm, brows furrowing because I’m so fucking confused by what he isn’t saying. He did protect me. He was at my side, fighting for me with his gun. He was the first person I set my eyes on when I got out of the wreckage.
Luca’s sad eyes are drawn to the bandage on my arm. His other hand brushes it carefully, the tingling sensation spreading goosebumps up my arm. “You saved my life last night, I never got to thank you for that. But at the same time, you shouldn’t have done it.”
“Is that what this is about? You’re suddenly anti-feminist?” I laugh. “I thought you didn’t have a problem with me—“
“No!” he snaps. “I just… We just don’t want to see you hurt.”
Clearly, he’s downplaying what happened. Not just the attack, but what was happening between us on the dance floor prior; the way he looked at me when he found me in the car. And let’s not forget the tender name he called me when he was checking me over. Something about the sweetness of his intentions stirs up the butterflies in my stomach. I don’t know if it’s excitement or nerves, but when he closes the space between us, those wings become frantic.
“We?” I gulp.
Gone is his hard exterior, the one that tore me a new one just a few weeks ago. His walls are no longer pristine and impenetrable. He’s softer, lighter, damaged. I want to look away, yet his presence demands me to look at him. I fight it as much as I can, but when he pinches my chin between his finger and thumb and tilts my head up, I’m a goner. “I thought I’d lost you.”
The revelation short circuits my brain because now I know I’m not imagining things. The moment between us lingers in the air, suspended by breathless anticipation. Luca’s thumb brushes over my busted lip, his eyes tracking the movement. If ever there was a moment full of so much clarity on what I’m meant to do in this situation, this is not it.
The words hit me full force, and as though Luca can read my mind he speaks up.
“I want to hate you,” he growls. “I want to blame you for everything.” His words are honest, breaking me in two unintentionally. The depths of his eyes swirl darker with the admission.
Of course, how we were brought together is always there in the back of my mind. How can it not be? He has the same eyes as his father, and every time I look into Luca’s, I’m reminded of that day. Everything is a reminder of that day and I’m so fucking done with it.
“Hate me,” I reply, my voice wobbling under the tension and anger. I understand it. I understand why he’s so conflicted because I am too. “Blame me, Luca. Do whatever it takes to get through this.”
Luca rests his forehead against mine. I think this is the closest we’ve ever been to one another. I ignore the fact he has gone from resenting me to wanting some kind of contact because every time I look in his eyes, I see pieces of me. The guilt, the anger, the fear. Every part of me reflects in those blue pools.
“I can’t.” His eyes dart around my face. “I don’t know what happened, but something has changed.”
He’s right. Something has changed. Between us, between all of us. I don’t know how I’m meant to navigate it, because while I like Levi, I’m also drawn to Luca. 
But I’m meant to like Levi. He’s the one I kissed. He’s the one who has been there for me ever since Enzo died. He’s the one I feel a connection with. So why do I feel this complicated attraction to another guy? It’s fucked up and totally not me. I’m not the type to traipse from one guy to the next—hell, I’ve only had one serious relationship, and that was a seriously fucked up one. I don’t really know what I’m meant to do in this situation, with two guys!
It’s not like I’m comparing, because I’m not. I like Luca almost as much as I like Levi, and that’s a problem. This is why I can’t be involved with anyone. This is the exact distraction I was talking about. While every nerve ending is on high alert at just the mere touch of Luca’s fingers, my mind is warring a battle it’ll never win.
Can I like two people?
Is that even a thing?
Of course, it’s a thing because I do. 
“Luca,” I whisper breathlessly. My pulse picks up. My heart feels like it’s fighting to break out of my chest, and I’m at a loss for words. I can’t string a coherent thought together because I’m so caught up in the torrent of emotions.
Apparently, I don’t need to say a thing because Luca brushes his lips against mine, essentially preventing me from speaking. 
Not that I mind.
His kiss is soft, almost wary that I might not want this, even though every part of me is screaming that I do. It’s the softest kiss that has every nerve ending sparking to life inside me. It’s not demanding like Levi’s; it feels like he’s holding back, like he doesn’t want to push me.
My hands automatically wrap around his neck, pulling him closer. It gives him the consent he was seeking to kiss me harder, deeper. It’s all-consuming, unlike anything I’ve felt before. He kisses me like a man starved, a man desperate for connection. His tongue glides against mine, soft strokes that grow equally desperate the longer we’re like this. His soft palms slide over my skin, slipping to the back of my neck. But the softness doesn’t last. His grip tightens. It’s like he’s suddenly overpowered by an urge he can’t ignore. He tilts my head back further until he’s leaning over me, his lips taking complete control. 
I gasp. For everything that feels wrong, this feels so right. I’m burning up, desire pooling in the place that could be my undoing. My fingers drag across Luca’s shoulders, down his chest. The hard planes of muscle tense up, and I’m putty all over again. Our mouths move together, fitting so well against one another that there’s no way I could ever ignore this attraction. It’s a kiss I’ll be thinking about long after it’s over.
Eventually, Luca slows our kiss down until it’s a drawn out press of his lips on mine. It’s hot and heady, making me dizzy. When he finally pulls away, I’m left stunned. Breathless.
“Cazzo,” he husks, resting his forehead against mine.
Yeah. Something like that.
I smile back, even though my racing heart and frantic thoughts are pummeling me with indecision. What we just did wasn’t just anything. It meant something. Maybe it was a hopeful endeavor that if we kissed, and it was shit, Luca would be able to wipe the lust from his features. In fact, it has the opposite effect. I know because I’m feeling it too. That wound up tension between us that was initially fueled by anger and resentment, doesn’t quite feel like that anymore.
“I’m sorry,” he finally says after a beat. The gravity of what just transpired has his shoulders sagging. He peels himself away from me, eyes darkening and jaw ticking. “That was a mistake.”
I feel those words in the pit of my stomach, like a lead weight plummeting.
He goes to take a step back, but I grab his wrist, pulling him back to me. I don’t want this moment to end, I don’t want Luca to back away from me. Not now. He’s just exposed a piece of his cracked soul to me, exposed a vulnerability that I’m the root cause of. How could I let him walk away without talking?
His hands automatically land on my hips, making me all too aware that I’m only wearing an oversized shirt and sleep shorts. He keeps me far enough away from him that I can’t wrap my arms around him, but close enough that there’s some contact.
“Was it?” I hazard. Because as unexpected as that kiss was, I can’t deny how right it felt; how it breathed some sort of new life into me that I didn’t know was missing.
He doesn’t answer. Instead, he retreats before I can even register it happening. And like a shadowed cloud, I’m left standing there defeated by confusion and lust.
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Levi


I hear her before I see her. Her voice is sharp and pleading. “Luca!” 
He storms down the stairs, barely glancing at me before he heads towards the kitchen. He’s got that look about him, like he’s just had his favorite toy stolen from him. He seems like the type of guy to get pissy about some trivial shit like that.
Serafina pads after him, each step creaking beneath her.  She’s determined, I’ll give her that, but she’s not as fast as Luca. She must still be in pain because I’ve seen her move a lot faster than that for a lot less.
She freezes when she sees me, lingering on the bottom step while her hand white-knuckles the bannister. Like a deer caught in headlights, her eyes widen and a sweet blush stains her cheeks.
“Everything okay?” I ask, glancing at the door that Luca just stormed through.
Sera rubs her forehead, looking hesitant. She slides her gaze toward the kitchen, her shoulders dropping slightly with defeat. “I don’t know,” she confesses.
I pat the space beside me on the couch and she complies, sliding in next to me. I’ve never been the cuddling type. I’m usually the guy who gets bored easily, so I never make an effort to be more than a fuck, but with Sera I want to be more. I want more with her because she deserves it. She’s a queen, the world is at her feet and she needs to see that. I’m more than happy to be the one to give that to her.
Wrapping my arm over her shoulder, she shifts closer. “Want to talk about it?”
I sense even more hesitation when her eyes land on mine. Clearly whatever happened upstairs she doesn’t want to talk about it. Unfortunately for her, I’m not so easily dissuaded.
“Luca upset you?” I hazard a guess.
“More like it was the other way around,” she mutters.
My brows furrow as I take her in. Her busted lip looks worse than it did last night. If she’s in pain, she isn’t showing it, but her turmoil is as loud as thunder crackling overhead.
“I’m sure he’ll get over it.” I press a kiss to her temple, the good side. It’s something that feels natural to me and I think she feels it too. I glance down at her form, smirking. “Hungry?”
Sera doesn’t answer me verbally, but her stomach does. “I didn’t realize how much until now.”
“Well,” I say, standing up and holding a hand out for her. “It’s a good thing we got a chef in the kitchen.”
She frowns. I know exactly what’s running through her head, but if I told her who was really in the kitchen, she’d have my head on a platter.
Without hesitation, Sera takes my hand and stands, moving towards the smell of bacon and eggs, and perfectly ground coffee. She freezes as soon as she sees him and I can practically hear her jaw grinding.
“Levi,” she growls. “Why is Mancini in my kitchen?”
Raf turns with a smile, setting a pan of eggs down on the table. “Your second in command asked us to come by,” he answers, gesturing to me.
Now, I know it was a bad move on my part. Sera and Raf don’t quite see eye to eye for one reason and one alone. Raf and Luciano used to be close, best-friends in fact. Her reservations for him are well-deserved. She doesn’t trust him, never has, and I don’t blame her. Though Raf has never sided with the Verdis on anything, we’ve all had the same thought cross our mind. He could be a mole.
“Us?” Sera snarks.
Raf points with a spatula to Marco and Matteo coming in from the back yard. Last night the Ferrante brothers were running perimeter checks around Sera’s home, checking the security features. I asked them to stay because it was already late and it would be pointless for them to head home, only to come back here today for a debrief.
I’m also ashamed to say I haven’t really enforced safety measures like I should have so having them around is an extra pair of hands if shit were to go down again. I have installed surveillance cameras, stationed guards at the front gate and perimeter, but that’s as far as her security goes. There’s only one way in and out of this place, and I probably need to strategize a contingency plan if we’re suddenly infiltrated.
Sera’s eyes bounce from one body to the next. We’re all here, everyone that supports her, everyone who is willing to put their lives on the line for her. Everyone except Giovanni.
I can see the realization sink in when Sera does a full sweep of the room. Her bodyguard disappeared last night. He didn’t go far—just to the pool house—but I guess he needed the space.
The shootout took us all by surprise, even though we should have suspected it. From the short interaction between Giovanni and Sera, I’d say he’s beating himself up over the events of last night. Though I’m actually surprised how little she was hurt. I’ve seen lesser crashes cause more damage than theirs. The fact Sera is only sporting a busted lip and gash on her head still astounds me. We all saw how far her car traveled—it practically flew through the air.
“Are we going to discuss last night?” Sera asks the room.
“Food first, debrief later,” Raf orders, setting the final plates of food onto the table. Even though Sera’s in charge, Raf is taking on the dad role, making sure we do things right. He has the most experience out of all of us here, which means I won’t ignore his advice, no matter how much it kills Sera. We need him.
I take a seat at the table, admiring the buffet before us. The man has made us a feast, bringing a whole new meaning to the phrase ‘breakfast for champions’. I’m surprised Sera even had everything in her cupboards, considering we’re always eating out or getting takeaway.
“You didn’t have to do all this,” Sera huffs, sliding into a seat between me and Luca.
I glance over her, seeing a scowl sharpening his already deep features. I’d say whatever went down between him and Sera upstairs is definitely the reason for his mood, which only makes me want to know what happened.
“Don’t worry about it,” Raf waves a dismissive hand. “I was hungry, I thought all of you would be, too.”
“Well, I’m starving!” Matteo groans, joining the table. His chair screeches along the floor, followed by Marco’s. It’s not until everyone else is seated that Raf completes the seating plan, taking head of the table. It should be Sera up there, but I already know she doesn’t care for chauvinistic attempts to assert dominance. She knows she’s in charge, meaning everyone else should too, no matter where you’re sitting at a table.
“What about Gio?” Sera asks the group.
I slide my hand over her thigh and give it a squeeze.
She shivers, looking up at me.
“He’s okay,” I assure her. “Just give him some time.” Of all people, Sera should understand the way guilt can fester, even when it’s not your fault to begin with. She’s dealing with it firsthand, after all.
When the acknowledgment dances across her face, I slip my hand back and dig into the breakfast. 
“I still need answers,” Sera mutters, narrowing her eyes on Mancini.
“You got it,” Raf replies.
After that, it’s silent, except for the clinking of cutlery, and the tension building in the room. I can’t quite tell if it’s because of Sera’s distaste for Mancini or Luca’s bad mood. Either way, I’m determined to get to the bottom of both. Luca called Raf to help us for a reason. He trusts the guy, and in turn I trust Luca’s judgment.
Eventually, there’s movement. The Ferrante brothers move to the kitchen sink with the plates. Luca excuses himself from the table to go who-knows-where, while Sera huffs for a minute or two before following suit.
I look at Raf and shrug. We should really get down to business and debrief everyone. Raf must have intel and right now we all need answers. Though we have an idea over who is behind the attack, it doesn’t hurt to have solid evidence. I just need to get everyone in the same room again. Though I’m not sure who I should go to first; Luca or Sera?
I opt for the latter since she is the most important. I’ll deal with whatever Luca’s problem is afterwards.
Checking all over the house becomes fruitless. Sera isn’t in any of the rooms, not even the den. For a second, I wonder where she’s disappeared to, but then I see the patio door is open. I step outside, rounding the corner of the pool, only to see Luca perched on one of the chairs, running his hands through his hair.
He looks like he’s seen better days, I won’t lie. He left the attack last night unscathed, just like myself and the brothers, but that’s all immaterial right now. He’s battling something, a deeper kind of hurt that isn’t physical pain. It makes my own chest hurt because I’ve never seen him like that before. Fontana is always so put together. Aside from his father’s death. I never actually saw how it affected him. It was only Sera’s lackies that kept me updated with mundane shit. It was mainly to keep an eye on the other families. I knew I didn’t have anything to worry about when it came to Fontana, but you can never be too careful.
“Hey,” I say, approaching him.
He lifts his head, brows furrowed with so much tension that I’m surprised his face hasn’t cracked with the pressure.
“What’s eating you?” I perch on the chair opposite him, resting my elbows on my knees as I lean forward.
Luca shakes his head.
“Nah,” I huff. “You don’t get to do that here.”
He frowns back at me, the look of disdain clear on his features. Just like Sera, he clearly doesn’t want to talk.
“I’ll be fine, Marchese. Just leave it.” He throws a thumb over his shoulder toward the pool house. “She’s in there.”
“I’ll speak to her after. I want to know what’s bothering you. You were fine before taking those pills to Bianchi, so what happened?”
I watch Luca’s lips lift into a smirk, disbelief wavering in his tone. “She did.”
I don’t know what the fucker is talking about, but all these concealed words is starting to piss me off. First Sera, now Luca. Something happened and I want to know what.
“What did she do?” Sera’s words linger in the back of my mind. She upset him. I lean back in the chair. It’s the least intimidating position, which I hope shows Luca I’m not going to get pissy with whatever he has to say. I’d like to think I have a lot more going for me than being a moody bastard like him. “Out with it,” I say, tipping my head up.
“It doesn’t matter.”
I feel the waves of guilt rolling off his shoulders. I know he wants to tell me, but something is holding him back. “Did she turn you down?” I tease.
“Just drop it!” He pushes off the chair to his full height, towering over me. Yeah the guy has a couple inches on me, but that doesn’t mean I’m intimidated.
“The fuck I will!” I face him head on, not moving from the spot. 
We’re staring each other down, eyes narrowed, waiting for the other to break. I’d say he’s nailed the look completely, but he doesn’t fool me. Anger is his go-to emotion because he’s too afraid of what the others might do to him. That much is obvious.
“It won’t work on me so drop the act.”
“I said,” he grits outs, grabbing the front of my shirt in his fists. He gets up close, close enough that I can see both the anger and fear he seems to be battling with. “Drop. It.”
“Enough!” Sera’s voice sounds across the backyard.
We both turn to see her approach with Giovanni behind her. As she pads across the path toward us, I notice she’s looking a lot more relaxed than before. That is until she sees us anyway.
“Whatever the hell is wrong with you two, suck it up and move on. We need to have a debrief and I’m not waiting around for you two. So either get your shit together or leave.”
Her words throw me off kilter. Luca, too.
He drops his grip on me with a shove, arms hanging limp as he gapes at our leader. Wherever she has found this newfound confidence from, I like it. It seems with each passing day she’s growing into the role, owning the title like she should. If I wasn’t already crushing after her, I definitely would be after that. She’s got fire behind her eyes and determination clenched in her fists.
I think I’m turned on.
After a beat, Sera nods, slipping past us and heading back inside.
For now, it seems like Luca is biting back his anger for the sake of our leader. And I do the same, shrugging his aggression off before following Giovanni inside.
Soon after, Luca joins us in the living room, still looking like he lost his damn toy. If I could hazard a guess, I think the toy might be Bianchi.
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And just like that, I’m back in the mood I started in four weeks ago. Only this time, I’m resenting Serafina for an entirely different reason. I’ll hold my hands up to the fact that I was the one to make the first move. I didn’t really think about the ramifications of my actions until our lips crashed together. But I know I can’t have her. Not in the way that kiss demanded anyway. 
I can’t stop looking at her, though. She’s perfection, wrapped up in an oversized tee that is just begging me to tear it from her slim body. Yet again, I’m locked in a battle with my own common sense. She’s with Levi—to some degree. And she’s technically my boss. I can’t be thinking about her like that. 
But then again, she kissed me, too.
This is exactly why I’m all twisted up. She’s bringing down my walls, brick by brick, and she doesn’t even know it. I have to switch off my emotions. I have to ignore what I want and focus on the plan. I’m basing my urges purely on the fact we’ve been in each other’s pockets for the last four weeks. 
Yeah, that’s it.
We’re all sitting in the living room, Mancini commanding it as he stands before us. Levi is cozied up to Sera on the sectional, looking more than comfortable. She doesn’t even spare me a glance, which means what happened less than an hour ago was nothing to her. She’s made that abundantly clear by the way she’s all but ignored me since.
The twins are on their own couch along with Giovanni. There’s only space for me to perch on the end of the couch at this point, but I don’t really mind. It gives me the advantage to leave if I want to.
“You wanted answers,” Raf nods at our leader. “So here they are. Those men who attacked you last night weren’t Verdi’s men.”
We knew that much from the way they handled themselves. They were more concerned with running Sera’s vehicle off the road than actually shooting a target. This wasn’t Verdi’s work, at least not directly anyway. Although I’m certain they had something to do with this.
“So, who were they?” Levi asks.
Raf hesitates, glancing at Sera, her knee bouncing nervously. “They belong to a crew by the marina.”
The room lapses into silence. Thick tension fills the space, apprehension and uncertainty threatening to throw us sideways. We all know what Raf’s not saying. We are all aware of what lurks down by the bay—the shady parts anyway. They’re famously named The Vultures for the way they pick off the weak.
The marina crew take down individuals who have nothing left to give. If they think you are worth something, they’ll groom you into their gang. If not, you’re as good as dead. But all this begs the question of why?
Why Serafina Bianchi? She has nothing to do with the crew. She runs the hills and bay, while they reside at the marina and docks. We never venture that far out of the city, especially to make enemies.
“The Vultures?” Marco frowns. “This isn’t good.”
Sera sighs, combing her fingers through her bedraggled hair while she closes her eyes. She’s starting to look more and more tired. Though I know she slept soundly—because we all took turns checking—I know the situation is exhausting her. Nobody wants their first month on the job to entail death of loved ones and murder attempts.
“Why would The Vultures be after me?” she murmurs, looking between all of us. I wish we had the answer for her. The only thing that is certain right now is that we all have her back. That much, I do know.
“It doesn’t make any sense. How would they know where we were?” she averts her gaze back to Raf. “We were at a private function. Nobody without an invitation knew about it, for this exact reason!”
“Unless they’re working with the Verdis?” My thoughts spill out verbally before I can stop it.
Everyone turns to look at me. I don’t know why they all look surprised; we know the Verdis are the only ones with enough balls to try and take Sera out. They’re the only ones who hate the fact a female is leading them. This is usurping at its deadliest. Bringing in external help means this could get a lot more dangerous than we initially thought.
It makes sense, though. Use someone else to do the dirty work so you don’t look like the bad guy. It’s the perfect cover. Something the Elders will look past because they weren’t directly involved in taking the leading family down.
“Either that, or we have a mole,” Matteo suggests.
The whole room draws a collective gasp. He could very well be right, but that thought isn’t something we all take lightly. Being a part of this life means that treason is answered with death. There’s no way around it. You’ll suffer painfully, before finally being granted the mercy of death. It happened with Brady back in Sera’s club, and if it happens again, I know that Sera will have the stomach for it.
“No,” Sera shakes her head and folds her arms. “It’s not a mole. This has the Verdi’s name written all over it. The only question is how they got the biggest motorcycle gang to work with them.”
“My guess is the Verdis have something on one of them,” Raf shrugs.
“Or something they want?” I add. “Either way, we need to find out what that is. We might be able to reason with them, or help them.”
I don’t miss the scowl sent my way from Sera. The idea of reasoning with someone who attempted to kill her is probably the last thing on her mind. But if it gets Sera off their radar, she’s going to have to suck it up. The Vultures have nothing to do with us. They run the marina, they always have. The Mafia stay away from them, and vice versa. Until now.
“I’ll keep digging, see what I can find.” Raf gives a certain nod to the group. I’m glad he’s on our side. Without him, we wouldn’t have the same resources. Sera might not be too happy about the situation but she can’t deny that we need him.
Sera casts a suspicious glare at Mancini. She’s so tense that you could snap her like an elastic band. Whatever happened between them has clearly not been forgotten, and it makes me wonder what actually happened to get to this point. I know Mancini was good friends with Luciano Verdi growing up. But he’s far from that now. I don’t know what changed, but it was enough for him to want to help me when I asked.
Raf sighs, leaning against the wall with his arms crossed over his chest and his legs crossed at the ankles. He’s taking on a no-nonsense approach, though I know he’s unsure about how Sera is going to handle all of this. She hasn’t said much up to now, but I can practically hear the cogs turning. She’s like a storm waiting to pass. The growls of thunder are her words and the lightning is her sword-like stare. It would only take a matter of minutes and the wrong words for Sera to cause chaos.
“I know you don’t trust me, Donna Bianchi.”
“You’re right,” she snaps. “I don’t.”
Raf accepts her words with a graceful nod. “I’ve given you no reason to, but I’m on your side, I promise. My loyalty is to the Bianchi family and I won’t let anything happen to you. I’ll do whatever I can to help you get revenge for Enzo.”
Sera glances at me. Though she’s trying to remain angry, I see the shiver of guilt wreak havoc on her at the mere mention of her best friend. For the first time I see resignation flare in her eyes, acceptance lacing her words as she asks me, “Do you trust him?”
“Enough to bring him here. I wouldn’t jeopardize your safety like that.” I can say those words whole-heartedly because I mean them. I might be confused and pissed off at the situation I’ve found myself in. Craving a woman who is not only taken, but my boss, just spells trouble.
“I’d like to put what happened behind us,” Raf says, standing to his full height.
Sera shifts nervously, like the mere mention of the past makes her uncomfortable. I’m aware of what went down between her and Luciano. Pretty much everyone knew he was an abusive, manipulative asshole with an ego to boot. Poor Sera got the brunt of it, too. But that’s as much as I know. I’m not sure where Raf fits in all this.
“I’m not promising you shit until you prove your loyalty.” Her words are stern and abrasive. If she wanted to cause damage with them, she probably could.
Raf takes her words on the chin. Like a good soldier, he falls in line and nods. “I understand.”
“Find out what you can. We’ll meet up in a couple of days. Is that enough time?”
“More than enough.”
“Good,” Sera says, standing up straight. “Now, if you don’t mind, I need to make some calls. Greco’s son is supposed to be sending men to us and I want to make sure he doesn’t rescind his offer.”
The room falls silent as we watch Bianchi leave. A part of me leaves with her, like her presence gives me some kind of assurance. It’s a comfort I’m not entirely familiar with, but then again, nothing about what I’m feeling is familiar.
When we finally hear her bedroom door close, Levi is the first to speak.
“You’ve got some work cut out for you.”
“I know,” Raf answers solemnly.
“What exactly happened between you two?” I ask.
“Nothing,” Levi huffs. “He did nothing.”
I frown. Suddenly, the tension is back. Both Raf and Levi are staring daggers into one another.
“He sat back and watched Luciano ruin Bianchi.”
“That’s not what happened!” Raf growls.
“It’s pretty much the story, though. Right?” Levi clenches his fists, no so subtly.
“I was young,” Raf says, turning to me. Not that he needs to explain himself, but it doesn’t hurt. “I was naïve. I didn’t know any better and I thought that was…” he takes a deep breath. “I thought that was their relationship. I didn’t want to get involved—“
“Even when she came to you and asked for help?”
Cazzo. I didn’t know their interaction went this deep. Judging by the anger rolling off the twins in waves, I’d say they weren’t aware of this either. I thought it was just some shallow buried hatred from Sera because of his association with the Verdis, but no. Sera has every reason to not trust Raf for that.
“My loyalties were to Luciano and his family.” Raf says the words, but I can tell he’s disgusted with himself. “As soon as I saw who they really were, as soon as I saw everything, I took a step back.”
“Everything?” Levi quizzes, jerking a brow up.
“The Verdis were into some shady shit. They still are. Once I saw that side of their business, I didn’t want any part of it. And I sure as shit don’t want anything to happen to Bianchi.”
That I feel in my core. Raf has always been an honest man. Sure, we’re all into shady shit to some degree, but Raf has morals. Most of us do. So whatever business he didn’t want to be a part of, must have been darker than we all consider. Hell, I wouldn’t put it past the Verdis to be like Greco and his disgusting business choices.
“I’m only standing by this because of him,” Levi states, throwing a thumb in my direction. “I trust Fontana’s judgment, so if he’s bringing you to our side I’ll forgive your past discretions. Though, I can’t say the same for Serafina. I’ll do what I can to placate her, but it won’t be easy.”
“I know,” Raf says sheepishly.
“Don’t make me regret it, Mancini.”
“I won’t.”
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I comb my fingers through my damp hair and take a look at my reflection. I’m looking a lot more refreshed now, but that doesn’t calm the impending doom sending me into a spiral. I knew leading would be difficult, but I never expected it to be a constant fight for my own survival. And if what Raf says is true, I’m going to need to make a visit to the bay. Visiting The Vultures is not my ideal situation, but it might be the only solution to call them off. 
Pinning my hair up, I dab on some makeup. My lip can’t be saved right now, neither can the bandage on my head, but I can at least fix the dark circles plaguing my eyes.
A knock at the door has me turning from the bathroom counter. Levi pokes his head through the bedroom door hesitantly. “You okay?” he asks gently.
I exhale, allowing my shoulders to drop. Between last night’s events and Raf appearing back in my life, I’m a little torn on the exact emotion I should be feeling. Something doesn’t sit right with me. Raf willing to help us, The Vultures knowing where we would be. Maybe we do have a mole.
My father would know what to do. He has the experience and knowledge to advise me.
“Sera?”
“I’m fine,” I sigh, wincing at the headache returning.
“So what’s the plan for today?”
I lean back against the wall. It’s a question I need to think about. If I even consider asking my dad for advice or help, I don’t want him to think I’m weak. Then again, anyone who knows what happened last night might think that anyway.
“We need to see my father,” I answer reluctantly.
Levi frowns, but he doesn’t question me on it. He’s probably inwardly agreeing with this decision because there’s only so much he can advise me on. He’s got the battle strategy, but I need to hash out the consequences. I need to make sure I’m not missing anything when it comes to taking down the Verdis.
While Levi gathers everyone, I finish getting ready. The thought doesn’t bypass me that the last time I stepped foot outside, our convoy was attacked. I can’t keep letting the fear of my demise stop me from going about my business as normal. If Luciano even gets a whiff of me going into hiding I’m as good as dead.
With a level head, I meet everyone in the living room. Raf has already left, Luca looks like he was about to leave, and the Ferrante brothers are twitching to get out of here. I eye them all up individually, wondering what the hell I did to deserve these men’s loyalty. I make a promise to myself that whatever happens, I won’t let these guys take a fall for me. That’s not what a leader does.
“Shall we go?” I ask them.
Giovanni nods stoically from his position by the doorway before turning away from us. Luca follows behind, then the twins, while Levi holds out his arm for me to take.
“I know what you’re thinking,” Levi says in a low tone, smirking as he does so.
I frown. How could this guy possibly know what is going on in my head?
“You deserve a crew like this,” he nods ahead of us. “They know your capability. They need someone like you to lead them, not some egotistical micio that will throw them under the bus the first chance he gets.”
We stop at the front door. We’re not in earshot of anyone, but Levi still makes a point of keeping the words between us as private as possible. “You’re going to do great things, Bianchi. We will do whatever we can to ensure that because you’re the future of this family.”
His words hit me deep, spreading a warmth through the butterflies preparing to flutter. I won’t deny that his words fill me with confidence, but there’s also a certainty to his words. A defiant power that assures me I will come out on the other side of this.
It’s easy to let fear control you when you’re so close to death. It’s easy to escape in the darkness when you can’t see the light. But Levi, even Luca, maybe even Giovanni, seem to be the light I need guiding me out of the dark place that threatens to swallow me up. If I can avoid it long enough, I might just survive this shitstorm.
Once we’re all in our vehicles, Giovanni guides the convoy further into the hills. The bay is behind us, a breezy landscape that provides a backdrop to my unease.
Levi squeezes my hand. It’s like he can sense the anxiety before it has even creeped up on me. I’m starting to realize just how much Levi is aware of me, of my habits and emotions. He has always been there for me, and I don’t think I would have it any other way.
Letting my mind wander, I think back to this morning. Not just the kiss between Luca and I, but what transpired out by the pool between Luca and Levi. I turn to face my second in command, only to find a smile curling those beautiful lips.
“So you wanna tell me why Fontana is all messed up?” His lips part on a deeper smile, one that forces dimples into his cheeks and causes his eyes to turn mischievous.
“You first,” I counter. “What was that about by the pool?”
Levi leans in, nudging me with his broad shoulder. “I have a feeling it was about the same thing.”
I avert my gaze to my lap, my thumbs circling each other. Heat crawls up my cheeks, settling in an unavoidable blush that Levi strokes with his thumb. How do I tell him that we kissed without hurting him? He already voiced how he stood on the sidelines all those years waiting for Enzo to make his move. Will this push him away again?
I don’t have the chance to think about it much more, because as soon as the gates to my father’s place come into view, Levi creates space between us.
I hate to say that for once, I need it. It allows me to take a few deep breaths and collect my thoughts.
My father is already standing outside waiting for us when we arrive. Giovanni pulls the car around, eyeing me up in the mirror for a moment before stepping out.
“Tesora!” My father lilts once my feet hit the first step. His face drops from its friendly smile to a frown of concern. “What happened?”
Subconsciously, I reach for the bandage on my forehead. “There was an accident.”
Before I can say another word, my father has me in his arms, wrapping me up in a hug so tight I feel I might suffocate. I wince as he presses against the bullet wound on my arm, stifling the urge to cry out from the pressure.
When he finally releases me, he pulls me to arm’s length, checking me over. “Tell me about it inside.”
I nod, then follow him into the mansion he still calls his home. Even after Mom’s passing, he refuses to downsize. It’s not like he has a family to fill the place anymore, but he always goes on about the memories it holds, and I’d be an asshole to ignore how close he feels to her.
Levi walks beside me as we enter. Giovanni and the rest of the guys stay outside as a sign of respect, a gesture that sends pangs of admiration through my chest. I might be trying to redesign La Cosa Nostra, but these guys still have respect for those around them. I wish I could say all families were so inclined.
“I trust there is a reason for the entourage, Tesora?” My father takes a seat in the oversized chair. It takes up just a fraction of the living room, but it still swallows him up. My father is in no way a small guy. He’s the epitome of a teddy bear in disguise with his burly figure but gentle heart. But something about seeing him surrounded by the leather chair makes me smile; it’s like the scene out of Goldilocks.
Levi clears his throat, standing beside me as I take a seat opposite my father. “Donna Bianchi was attacked last night.”
I hold my breath as he says the words so casually, like we should’ve expected it. To be honest, we probably should have. But that’s on me and the fact I was so caught up in the intimate moments that I didn’t think the Verdis would be so bold as to attack me after a gathering of the families.
Lesson learned.
“The Verdis?” My father frowns.
“We think so. I have people gathering intel, the Ferrante brothers and Fontana have my back…”
My father nods, his earlier question answered. “Do I need to get the Elders involved?”
“No,” I reply firmly. The last thing I want is their noses poking around. I want this handled properly because I’m not so confident that they will actually lift a finger to do anything. Taking out my enemies my way is the only solution right now.
“I won’t let anything happen to her, sir.” Levi bristles beside me.
My father glances between my second in command and the bandage on my head. Thankfully, I’m wearing a suit that covers the bandage on my arm. I can only imagine how that conversation would go if he knew I had been shot at.
“The injury on my daughter’s head says otherwise, Marchese,” my father growls. “Maybe having the Elders involved will put this issue to bed.”
“If you’d rather hand your daughter’s head to them on a platter, go right ahead,” Levi snaps back. He’s no longer cool and collected like usual. Being questioned on his capabilities has definitely hit a nerve.
“Watch your tone, Marchese. I—”
“Pa,” I frown, shaking my head. “Levi couldn’t have prevented this. Someone came after us last night after the Greco wedding. We didn’t see it coming.”
My father sneers, his lip turned up in disappointment as he surveys Levi. “It is your job to expect these things. And now my daughter is sporting wounds.”
“It’s just a scratch!” My words do nothing to calm my father down. While I get where he’s coming from, he’s no longer leading the family. He needs to take a step back.
“Scratch or not, I don’t like seeing you hurt.”
My gaze drops to my feet. Guilt wracks through me and I can’t even tell why.
“None of us do, sir,” Levi answers. “We all want Donna Bianchi to remain in her position. We’ve even recruited the support of additional families to ensure her safety.”
My father crosses one leg over the other, his fingers drumming a rhythm on the armrest of his chair. “Do you have a plan?”
“Mancini is running surveillance on the Verdis. They’ve been recruiting manpower from a crew at the marina.”
“The Vultures,” I clarify.
My father shifts nervously in his chair. Nothing good has ever come from The Vultures. Anything and everything that they’re involved in is tainted. They might just be worse than La Cosa Nostra.
“You have a handle on this?” My father asks.
“Somewhat?” I shrug. “If you have any advice, I’m not too proud to ask for it.”
“I’d do what you’re already doing. Running surveillance, getting backed by other families. If push comes to shove, I would get the Elders involved, though I’m not sure what they would even do. The Verdis are a law unto themselves, clearly. Getting another gang to do their dirty work sounds like the perfect get-out clause. Blame them when the heat creeps up.”
“My thoughts exactly.”
“Make sure you have a solid plan. I don’t like the idea of my little girl being involved in feuds, but I can’t blame you for wanting to retaliate.”
“It’s not retaliation, Father. I’m putting a stop to this.” I shrug, “But if a bullet lands in Luciano’s head, I won’t be sad about it.”
“All I’m saying is the chances of The Verdis planning this since the expectancy of your inauguration is high. Don’t put anything past them. And don’t underestimate them.”
I wish I could ask my father for more than this. His help would be invaluable. Unfortunately, as a retired family member, all I can gain is advice, and he knows that much as well.
My father stands, shaking Levi’s hand before turning to me. “Take care of yourself, Tesora.” He plants a kiss on my forehead. “I don’t want to see anymore of these,” he laughs, pointing at the bandage on my head.
“Ti voglio bene, Papa.”
“Ti voglio.”
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I want to be pissed at Alfredo Bianchi. To some degree, I am. The fact he accused me of not taking care of his daughter has me festering in a bad mood. If only he knew how much I care about his daughter, how much I’m prepared to take a bullet for her, and more. He doesn’t know the first thing about what we went through last night. All he saw was his daughter injured. And I get it. I understand why he would be scared of losing her, but she’s in this position because of him. I’m not saying the Verdi’s attack was his fault, but of all people, he should have known she would be a target to someone. 
“It’s done,” Sera sighs exasperatedly, slumping onto the couch beside me. We’ve been waiting all day for Greco’s son, Tomas, to get in touch with us. For a moment, I didn’t think he would, but he surprised us all at the last second.
Since Greco finally agreed to help Sera, we’re relying heavily on the fact he has the biggest security crew behind him—he can definitely spare us some men. This isn’t about manpower, though. Having Greco’s men with us means everyone will see it as an alliance, and Sera needs all the allies she can get.
Luciano is a loose cannon. He might have had this planned from the day Sera’s position was announced, but that doesn’t mean he’ll stick to his plans. It’s both a good and bad thing, and I’ll be keeping my ear close to the ground in case he tries to get one over us again.
“So he’s sending men over?” I ask, turning to take in her profile.
She looks tired, like the day has gradually worn her down. She got rid of the suit as soon as we returned, and she’s now back in her oversized tee and shorts. I won’t lie, she looks hot as fuck, and the fact she is sitting merely inches away from me does embarrassing things to my dick.
Keep it in your pants, Marchese.
“Tomorrow,” Sera confirms.
“Good, the twins can brief them up and get them running patrols.”
Sera nods. Though it’s subtle, I notice her brows furrowing. She’s pensive; a look I’m more than familiar with.
“Tell me what’s going on in that pretty little head of yours, Bianchi.”
She sighs, leaning her head back against the couch as she stares up at the ceiling with resignation. “It’s Mancini.”
“What about him?” I understand why she’s so reluctant to trust the guy. The situation they both fell into wasn’t exactly conducive to a healthy friendship. The guy pretty much ignored her cries for help. It wasn’t until my cousin got involved that things finally started to take a turn, but by then, the damage was already done to Sera.
“Do you think it’s suspicious that he’s helping us?” She turns to look at me, her beautiful brown eyes widening with uncertainty.
“You don’t trust him?” It’s a redundant question. I already know the answer, but I need Sera to be open with me. It’s my job to advise, after all. I can’t advise if I don’t know what I’m dealing with.
“I have no reason to.”
“True,” I say, leaning my own head back to mirror hers. “I guess if he still had ties to Luciano, I would definitely be questioning his motives. But they haven’t been friends for a long time.”
“I just don’t know what to do,” she murmurs. “Between the Verdis, the Vultures and Mancini, I feel like I’m out of my depth.”
I hate the sound of doubt lacing her words. This is the vulnerability that she tries so hard to hide from me. I reach for her hand, tangling my fingers between hers. “One step at a time, Bianchi.”
She smiles weakly.
“You can’t control everything,” I remind her. “And you don’t have to do this alone. You’re not alone. You have me, Fontana, the twins, even—”
“Do you trust him?” she quizzes, brows furrowing sharply.
“I don’t know,” I shrug. It’s the honest truth, something she deserves to hear. As much as I want to hate Mancini, his words earlier today were sincere. We have all seen how manipulative Luciano and his family can be. Sera was a victim of it herself.
Raf deserves forgiveness. He was never the one who hurt Sera, he was just too young to know better.
“Luca trusts him.”
“That’s not what I asked.” She snatches her hand away from me, pushing off the couch to glare down at me.
“I know he fucked up, Sera. I get why you don’t want him around but he wants to help. Luca wouldn’t have brought him into this if he didn’t think he could be useful.” I grab her hand and tug her down onto my lap. 
She doesn’t fight me, something that surprises me. “Trust me, Sera. I won’t let anything happen to you.”
“You can’t control everything,” she snarks.
And don’t I know it.
I tilt my head, smirking at the way she molds against my body. She can be as stubborn as she wants, but there’s no way she can ignore the attraction between us. I cup her cheek, threading my fingers through her hair. “There are some things I can control,” I whisper, nipping her bottom lip.
She lets out a yelp stifled with a moan, her eyes closing as I grind my hardness up into her. 
“Levi,” she gasps when my lips descend along her neck. She’s trying to protest, but with the way she moves her head sideways to give me more room, I know she doesn’t mean it.
I lick a line along the column of her neck, her body shivering in my arms. 
“Stop distracting me,” she pants.
“Somewhere you gotta be, Bianchi?” I dot kisses along her jawline, noticing the way her eyelashes flutter. Every time we’re this close, I notice something new, something more intimate about her that I’ve never seen before.
There’s reluctance in the way she relishes pleasure. It’s a battle she’ll constantly lose around me because she deserves to feel good. She deserves to be worshiped and revered. She’s a fucking queen, and deserves to be treated as one.
I run my hand up her bare thigh, savoring the softness of her skin. She doesn’t stop me. If anything, she spurs me on with her blissful moans while I devour her with delicate kisses.
I’m so hard beneath her, though. The strain of my dick against my slacks makes this position awkwardly unbearable. If it were any other woman, I’d already be out the door. Not Bianchi, though. I could spend hours with her and not get bored. I could spend days in her presence, drowning in it. Call me obsessed—because I think I am—but I don’t think I’ve ever felt like this about anyone before.
“Levi,” she murmurs, digging her nails into my scalp.
“Yes, beautiful?”
“I—”
In one quick move, I have her underneath me, pinned against the couch cushions. Her chest heaves against mine, breathless and wanting. She tips her head up, brushing her nose against my own like a silent admission of what she truly wants.
But it’s not enough. I want her words. I want her reactions. I want her begging me to touch, begging so hard that she could fall apart at just my words.
“Tell me what you want,” I whisper. “Because if there’s a part of you that wants me to stop, say it now.”
Her lips are so close to mine. One gentle breath away from stealing a kiss, and I know she would let me. With the way her legs wrap around my waist, I know. But this right here, I need to hear.
“You know what I want,” she replies breathlessly.
Of course I know what she wants. “Tell me. I’m all yours.”
She grinds her hips upwards, my thickening cock pressing desperately against her.
“Cazzo,” I groan, pressing my forehead to hers.
“If it’s permission you’re seeking, that was it.”
My patience snaps. I slam my lips to hers without a second thought, our surroundings melting away from me as I lose myself with her. Finally getting a taste of Sera has been everything and more. I can’t get enough of her and being here, like this, makes it even more difficult to restrain myself. I don’t want to be that guy who seems to be after one thing; Sera means more to me than that, I just can’t seem to put what it is into words.
As if she can read my mind, her hands slide between us, reaching for my belt. “Ever since that moment in the dressing room, I’ve thought about this,” she admits.
I raise a brow, partly surprised, partly in awe. “Yeah?”
She nods, biting down on her lip, and damn if that isn’t sexy as hell. I lift up my hips, giving her more access until she’s stroking my cock inside my boxers.
I run my tongue along her bottom lip as she palms the length of my swollen cock. “Shit, Bianchi. If you keep doing that, we’re going to have a problem.”
“It’s about time I dealt with a problem I can handle.”
“Are you sure?” Because I won’t deny that as much as I want this, if she said no now, I’d stop.
“Are you questioning my authority?” she asks, quirking a brow while pumping my length.
“Maybe,” I chuckle under my breath before pressing a chaste kiss to her lips and pulling her arm away. With both hands gripping her thighs, I pull her up onto my lap. 
She yelps in surprise, her arms wrapping around my neck as I move to stand up. “Where are we going?”
I move us out of the room. “We’re not doing this here. Donna Bianchi deserves to be fucked in private.”
She laughs at my words, throwing her head back. In this moment, she looks so carefree, so liberated from the decisions and drama that have been weighing her down. For once, it’s just us, two people about to enjoy one another.
I take the stairs as quickly and steadily as I can. I’m not about to fuck this up and I certainly don’t want someone to walk in on us. I’ve waited for what feels like forever to have Sera, and now’s my chance.
Kicking her door closed, I drop her onto the bed. Her hair splays out around her head like a chocolate halo. Her top has risen from the impact and my eyes are instantly drawn to her lithe body, where her shorts dip over her toned stomach, clinging to her hips and begging for my tongue.
I get on my knees before her. Like the queen she is, I’m about to do as I said and worship her. I lift one of her legs, running my tongue down her calf and toward her thigh. She writhes under the assault, her fingers gripping the sheets beneath her body.
As I make my way to her center with gentle kisses, I can practically taste her need, her desperation hanging thick in the air around us. I remember all too well how she fell apart in the dressing room; it’s an image I go to bed with while I stroke my cock. Finally, I’m getting another taste, and I don’t think the mere memory is going to be enough to sustain me after this. I fear once I sink myself into her, I’m not going to want anything or anyone else ever again.
Sera shivers as I slide down her shorts and panties, anticipation making me salivate. She’s already wet for me, her center glistening with need.
I lean forward and run my tongue along her slit, tasting and devouring her like a man starved. She gasps at the contact, a mewl leaving her lips that spurs me into action. I hook her legs over my shoulders, and with one languid stroke, I taste her again.
I’m teasing, I know. With the way she bucks her hips trying to get more than a couple seconds of contact, I’d say it’s working. Kissing my way around her pussy, I feel her heels dig into my back. I chuckle against her, sending the vibration straight to where I want it.
“Levi,” she moans impatiently.
“What’s the matter, beautiful?”
“Please,” she begs.
“Please what?” I flick her clit with the tip of my tongue, drawing out a gasp from Sera.
She lifts her head to stare down at me between her legs. “Please fuck me.”
I chuckle again. “Patience, beautiful.”
“I… don’t… have,” she moans again when I suction my mouth to her clit, sliding my tongue between her folds.
“Please!”
I shake my head, working her up to the point where she’s shuddering with anticipation. I slide a finger into her, hitting her sweet spot.
“That feels so good,” she rasps.
Before she can revel in the sensations, I withdraw my hand.
“Levi,” she whimpers. “Please.”
I crawl over her body, tugging her shirt up to expose her delicious tits. I lap my tongue over her skin, her flushed chest heaving.
She lets out another gorgeous gasp when I free her tits from her bra, her nipples sharpening into peaks as I flick them with my tongue.
“This needs to go,” I say, pushing her shirt up.
She complies with a smile, allowing me to help her shimmy out of it before I go back to devouring her tits. Getting Serafina naked beneath me is suddenly overwhelming. Her toned stomach, the curve of her hips; she’s fucking perfection and I’m beginning to feel inadequate next to her. I know I shouldn’t, but when you’ve been wanting something for so long, it’s only natural, right?
“Levi,” she whispers, running her hands through my hair.
I lock eyes with her. For just a second, I see the same vulnerability reflecting in her eyes. I know what she went through years ago. I know she hasn’t shared herself with anyone else since Luciano due to the fear of history repeating itself. She doesn’t need to say anything because I can see it in front of me.
She worries her lip, and I realize I’ve been staring at her for way too long. So I kiss her long and hard, slowly grinding my bare cock against her soaked pussy.
Sera moans into my mouth, her hips meeting mine as she seeks more friction.  She pushes my shirt off my shoulders, heels tucking into my slacks to help pull them down.
“Please,” she murmurs against my lips.
Without another word, I shuck off my clothes until I’m laying on top of her, completely naked.
She looks even more beautiful with her brown eyes glistening with desire, her lips swollen from our kisses. She nods, giving me all the confirmation I need to slide into her. 
“Fuck,” I shudder. She’s so tight that it’s overwhelming, her walls are like a vice around me. I have to pause to gather my thoughts because I’m so fucking dizzy with desire that I might fucking blow my load if I’m not careful. The realization of all the years of built up yearning, wanting someone I could never have come crashing down around me.
A hand reaches for my face, her timid voice breaking through my thoughts. “Where did you go?” she asks.
“Nowhere,” I smile, resting my head against hers.
“Then fuck me, Marchese.”
I slide out, then back in, snapping my hips and grinding into her sweet spot. She’s so fucking wet that just makes me harder and more determined.
She moans out, loud and clear, her eyes squeezing shut as I move at a steady rhythm. Her body moves with mine. We’re in perfect time, responding to one another as I plunge in and out of her. Every draw of my hips sends waves of pleasure up my spine, and every time I glide back into her, I’m wishing it would never end.
I pull Sera’s legs around my waist, her back arching as I pick up speed. She’s so fucking reactive, so present as I start to drill into her, harder and deeper. Every thrust drives me further off the edge and I know I’m not going to last. I slide a hand between us, thumbing her clit with precision.
She bucks against me. “Levi!” she cries out, her body suddenly shuddering. “I’m… I’m…”
And then she comes apart, her body shuddering and rocking against mine as a smile plays across her lips. She’s ethereal, beautiful in a way no one on earth can really understand. She’s like a gray sky parting the clouds to expose sunlight; Bianchi is the sunlight.
A few more rocks of my hips and I draw myself out of her, painting her stomach with ribbons of cum. She pants beneath me, running her fingers through the cum like she’s creating a masterpiece, while I’m arched over her trying to regulate my breathing.
“Fuck me,” I rasp. She’s fucking stunning, and damnit if the sight of her wearing my cum doesn’t turn me into a horny teenager all over again.
Sera giggles beneath me, running her other hand through my hair. “I think I just did.”
I drop onto the mattress beside her, tucking her into my arm. I’ll worry about the mess I made all over her belly later. For now, I need to hold the woman who put enough trust in me to let me close.
I drop a kiss to her forehead and hold her. We seem to stay that way for a while; until the sky outside darkens and the room shifts with the moonlight. Sera’s breathing evens out. She’s no longer stroking my chest like before, but her warm palm presses against me, feeling my heart beat.
This is what I’ve been missing. This is what I’ve wanted for so long, and I finally have it.
Something tells me things between us won’t be so black and white now, at least not for me.
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Giovanni


I stare at my reflection in the mirror a little longer than usual this morning. The bags under my eyes tell a different story to the one I think everyone believes. Sure, I’m exhausted. I didn’t get much sleep last night because despite my better judgment, I joined the security in making perimeter checks. It’s not just the guilt I feel, though. I’m weighed down by reminders of my past; Serafina is that reminder. It’s what strengthens my determination to ensure nothing happens to her. I might not be able to control everything, but there are some things I can prevent. 
I already feel like shit for letting the car roll and injure her. But I knew what I was getting into when I took this job, and I’ll be damned if I let anything fucking happen to her on my watch. She’s caught up in shit none of us can control, but if there is something I can do, protecting her is what I’m going to do.
Outside the pool house, I hear voices. Though they’re distant, I can make out the owners. I slip out onto the patio, locating them in the rear courtyard. They’re surrounded by men all dressed in black combat gear. There must be about twenty men, all wearing serious, stoic looks, preparing themselves for whatever shit is flung their way. I don’t think they realize just how messy this might get, but nobody is going to tell them.
Marco paces back and forth in front of the group while Matteo stands with his arms folded, watching his brother take the reins. From the limited interactions I’ve had with the pair, I’d say Marco is the more serious twin, the one who sticks to structure and organization. Matteo seems more like a free bird, following the flow of the breeze. He has jokes and a light personality, whereas Marco sticks to what he knows. Sera is in good hands with them. They seem to know what they’re doing and I can’t fault how attentive and professional they have been so far.
“We’ll divide you into teams,” Marco shouts out. “One team will take the immediate perimeter, another will take the external perimeter, and the final team will be stationed at the gate. Nobody gets in without prior approval from Donna Bianchi herself. Any questions, you bring them to us.”
Matteo hands out pieces of paper to the crew. “The list isn’t long, so you shouldn’t have a hard time remembering it. You’ve been entrusted with this job for a reason so it goes without saying that if you let our leader down, you’ll have to face the consequences.”
“And trust me,” Luca adds, swinging his knife in his hand with a sadistic glint in his eyes. “You don’t want that.”
There’s a collective grumble as I approach, eyes darting my way. I’m the tallest out of all of us, but I understand that it’s my silent presence that garners the most attention. I get a nod from the Ferrante brothers, who start separating the men into groups, while Luca watches closely.
“You trust them?” Luca mutters to Marco.
He shakes his head. “Not one bit. But what can we do? These men would rather die for Bianchi than let her get hit by The Vultures, I know that much.”
Luca glances in my direction before addressing us all. “See that it stays that way.”
The twins nod in agreement, and then we head inside. Luca goes to take a call, while the twins crash out on the couch. They’ve been running patrols in the evenings to ensure Serafina’s guards can be trusted. They might not be a leading family, but they’re proving their allegiance and capability tenfold.
“She’s in the den,” Levi comments as he joins me in the kitchen.
I glance up at him as I make coffee. I’ve kept myself out of discussions, only waiting to be told what we’re doing, when we’re doing it. So the fact Sera is in her den is a surprise to me. Usually, she’d be getting ready to head out to one of her clubs to check in on things.
“She stays here until it’s safe,” Levi adds without looking at me.
Though I don’t say it, I know he hears how he sounds. Caging Bianchi in her home is not the right way to deal with the situation, but it is the safest. Out in the open, anyone can get a hit on her. All it takes is the right moment for someone to take the shot and I don’t want to think about who would be the one behind the trigger.
I nod to confirm I understand Levi’s order before taking the mugs down to the den. I’m not sure what I expected to find, but seeing Sera with her head in her hands, looking so defeated, makes my chest ache uncomfortably. She’s a leader, she shouldn’t be holed up here.
The room she’s in can definitely accommodate her work, but it’s below ground, where there’s no natural light. The room is dimly lit, too. Lamps staged on tables in every corner of the room are the only source of light. The slate walls are decorated with brass embellished artwork that surround a large tv screen. There’s a large sectional in the center of the room, and behind the couch, Sera is sitting at her desk.
“Before you ask, I have no choice.”
I raise a brow as I approach her, placing the mug of coffee on her desk.
She lifts her head, brows furrowing as she glances between me and the mug before her. “I don’t remember telling you how I take my coffee.”
I go to take the mug back, but she reaches for it with a smile, muttering a thanks on the way. It’s not often she actually speaks to me. Aside from her visiting me yesterday to tell me to suck my shit up because she has to as well, we haven’t actually been alone together much.
Sera rubs her forehead, wincing when she makes contact with the bandage. It’s starting to look like it needs replacing. She’s itching it like it needs to come off, too, but those fuckers aren’t easy. It was a nasty gash on her temple, so the doctor probably used the good stuff.
“Figlio di puttana,” she hisses, scratching at the edge of bandage again. She pushes off her chair, rushing to the mirror on the wall to pick at the material. The more I watch her, the more flustered she gets until she’s growling at her reflection.
I step in before she hurts herself, guiding her to the edge of the desk. She perches on it while I work on getting rid of the dressing.
Sera calms beneath me, her shoulders relaxing from my touch. “You know,” she says to me with a smile, “the silence is getting old now.”
I pause, moving my hands away to get a good look at her. From what I remember, she liked the silence—preferred it, even.
“Don’t you get bored of it? Don’t you like to talk to people?”
No.
Talking gets you killed in this line of work and I rely heavily on my reputation. I built it from the ground up, working for various organizations, questionable criminals that would make my life hell if I talked. Now, I’m in a position where my silence gets me everywhere, and I’d like to keep it that way.
I shake my head, but I’m still under her scrutiny. She tilts her own, giving me more access to the bandage, though I wish I could run my fingers over her smooth skin. My thoughts run with that image for a second or two, imagining what she would taste like under my tongue.
“I’m assuming you’re like this for a reason?”
I snap out of my thought, nodding in agreement before she has the chance to question me on what I was thinking.
“Secrets?” she mumbles.
I nod again, peeling the last edge of the bandage off. The cut on her head is healing nicely. I’m no professional but I don’t see anything crawling out of it, so that’s a good sign.
Sera narrows her gaze on me, the silence between us thick and cracking under its weight. “What secrets do you have, Giovanni?” she smirks. “I wonder if Mancini can suss you out?”
He probably could. I’ve never made an attempt to cover my tracks or hide my history. Everyone who wants to know could easily find out my background, but that’s not what people like Alfredo Bianchi want. They trust me implicitly because of my reputation. It doesn’t matter what lurks in my past because I have proven time and time again that I am reliable—apart from the other night.
There is a part of me that wishes I could open up to her. I could tell her so many things; like how she is stronger than she believes, that she has what it takes to carry her family name because she’s so effortless in the way she composes herself. She handles shit like a pro, and no man can be matched against her compassion and sincerity.
It’s all pipe dreams though. I can’t tell her anything for fear of opening the gaping wound of sadness festering away within. I can’t divulge any secret of mine, let alone another’s, because it won’t just get me killed.
Sera straightens out her suit jacket, glancing at her palms in her lap like she can hear my thoughts. “Maybe you’ll tell me one day.”
The gravity of her words pull me into a wave of guilt. People like Sera don’t trust the silence—and with good reason. She can figure people out by the words they use and the way they interact. Observing people isn’t her forte. She’s a leader, and leaders communicate. Sera doesn’t need my words, though. She thinks she does, but I’m just here for her protection, nothing more.
Though, that’s getting increasingly hard to stick to when I’m always focused on her instead of my actual job.
“Sera!”
The door slams against the wall to the den as Levi marches into the room. “There’s been a fire.”
“Where?” Sera barks, stepping around her desk.
“The Vault.”
“Cazzo,” Sera huffs, slumping into her chair. “Do we know what happened?”
The Vault is one of Sera’s clubs. It’s the same one Luciano snuck into to start a fight with Luca. 
“Mancini tried to pull up the surveillance tapes but everything was wiped. He’s working on retrieving the footage right now.” Levi paces towards the desk, resting his palms on it, “You understand why I didn’t want you going there today?”
Sera scoffs. “Are you saying you knew this would happen?”
I watch the tension build between them. Levi grinds his jaw, his nostrils flaring while Sera folds her arms across her chest.
“No,” he grits out. “But anywhere you go, you could be taken out. I’m not prepared to let that happen.”
“We’re not having this discussion again!” Sera snaps. “If The Vultures have made a play again, we need to put a stop to it.”
“I say we pay the assholes a visit,” Luca chimes in from the doorway. He rests a shoulder against the wall, pocketing his hands as he observes Levi and Sera.
Sera glares at him. “And say what? Do what? Is showing up going to do more harm? Surely, if we turn up, they will go straight to the Verdis.”
She has a point; one I don’t think Levi or Luca actually considered in this situation.
I glance back at Sera. For a moment, she’s pensive, lost in her thoughts. “I assume they thought I was there?”
“It’s hard to say,” Luca answers. “But it’s likely, yes.”
“Was anyone hurt?” She looks sad as she asks the question. Any other leader wouldn’t be bothered by the blood shed for her, but not Sera. She’s compassionate right down to her core. I saw it in the way she watched Brady accept his torture. She didn’t want to do it, but she knew she didn’t have a choice. All leaders have to set an example, a tone for the way they’re going to lead their families, and Sera does it as humanely as she can. She doesn’t enjoy the moment or relish in the torture and violence. She does what she needs to in order to survive.
“Everyone got out. There are no reports of fatalities,” Levi replies softly. He’s probably sensing the same thing as me; her empathy and guilt.
As if she’s shrugging it away, Sera rolls her shoulders back. “Then we lure them out. The Vultures will know I wasn’t there and they will try again.”
“I don’t think that’s a good idea,” Levi interjects.
Luca steps forward. “You want to trap them?”
“I want answers. I want to know what the fuck is going on and I want it to stop! We can’t just go up to them and ask, can we? So, this is the next best thing.”
“That’s a stupid plan,” Levi mutters.
“Then come up with a better one!” she snaps.
Levi jolts back. The anger and frustration rolling off Bianchi is palpable. Everyone in the room can feel what she is feeling.
People could have gotten hurt today. Innocent people with families, lives worth living, could have lost everything because of this feud. Sera is right. The sooner this ends, the better.
Levi moves past me, not even glancing at me as he leaves the room. This is probably not the way he had hoped to keep Sera safe, but it makes sense. The Vultures only attacked her club because they thought she might be there. It proves that their intel isn’t great, which bodes well for Bianchi’s side.
“I’ll put a plan together with Raf,” Luca nods toward Sera.
“Great. Let me know what that is when you do.”
As awkward as this feels, Luca nods at her like the obedient soldier he is and leaves.
I’m starting to see Sera in a whole new light now. I guess that’s what near death experiences do to people, and she has been in two. If I could console her, I would. But there is nothing I can do that will change the situation. Levi and Luca need to come up with a plan, and Sera needs to stop the Verdis and The Vultures before more people get hurt.
It’s a heavy burden I’m all too familiar with, and for once, I’m glad it’s not me making the decisions.
Sera runs her hands through her long hair, letting it cover her face as she drops her head forward into her hands. And just like that, Sera looks even more stressed than when I entered.
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Luca


A few days have passed since Sera’s club was set on fire. It’s salvageable, but it’s still not safe right now to go anywhere near The Vault. It’s a shame because that place was up and coming and a great source of income for Sera. Right now, though, we need to focus on other things. 
I’ve spent the better part of the past two days trying to work out the best plan. Unfortunately, I know Sera, so any plan that doesn’t include her is practically null and void. That’s not to say I’m happy with this plan, but it’s the only one I could come up with that would keep Sera relatively safe, while we draw The Vultures out.
I shift nervously in my seat. We’re all in Sera’s den, settled on the large sectional sofa which takes up the majority of the room. I kind of like it down here. It’s dark, private, and in a weird way, calming.
“So what do you have for me?” Sera asks, leaning forward with her elbows on her knees. Right now, she looks so casual despite the suit she’s wearing, like we aren’t about to trap some ruthless motorcycle gang members.
I take a deep breath, glancing at Raf. It was just as much his plan as it was mine. Levi was a little more reserved about—okay, that’s a lie. He fucking hated the idea. The only plan he could come up with was to use a decoy. He couldn’t see how that would be an issue until I stated that The Vultures would know it wasn’t Sera.
“Raf has been watching The Vulture’s movements. They’ve been sniffing around your clubs.”
“Any damage?” she asks, darting her attention to Mancini.
“None,” he confirms. “I think they’re waiting for you to come out of hiding.”
“I’m not fucking hiding!” she snaps.
Raf ignores her outburst like the rest of us, typing something on his laptop. “The fire at The Vault was a warning,” he explains. The TV ahead of us sparks to life, and footage begins to play silently. “I couldn’t scrape all the footage, but I managed to get some of it back. This is one of the camera’s recordings.”
We all watch the scene play out on screen. Patrons dart about the room, probably screaming with fear if there were sound. It’s chaos on the dance floor as everyone tries to escape the masked men entering the premises.
Sera sucks in a breath as the area clears. A masked man appears on screen, saluting the camera before turning around and heading onto the light-up floor. He draws something out of a hoodie, his  features completely obscured by the darkness now. Only the lights that flash from the dance floor grant us sight of what’s going on.
The man waves his arm. We can’t make out what he’s doing until his body moves to the side and he salutes at the camera again.
RUN BIANCHI RUN
The paint covers the dance floor, shitty graffiti that might only be temporary, but the words are certain; a threat.
There’s nothing more to look at other than the silent picture of the words filling the screen before it goes black. Sera stands and shuts off the TV. We know what happens after that and I sense watching your pride and joy become engulfed in flames isn’t exactly something to revel in.
“Have the fire marshalls said when we can go back in?”
Levi shakes his head. “Not yet. They need to test the structure. If the damage is just superficial, we’ll be good, but they need to test it first.”
Sera turns her attention to me next, her brown eyes searing into me. There’s a mixture of fear and determination swimming in her chocolate irises. A fierce need to prove every fucker wrong; that she is capable of leading.
“What’s the plan?”
I swallow heavily, already regretting the words that are about to come out of my mouth. We’ll do everything we can to make sure she’s safe, but I still hate bringing her into this. Most people in her position would let their soldiers do all the work, but this isn’t the usual situation. These are extraordinary circumstances where families are joining forces to protect one person.
“We do what you suggested.”
“Just for the record,” Levi cuts in. “I don’t agree with this plan.”
Sera glares at her second in command. “Then it’s a good thing I’m the one deciding, isn’t it?”
Ouch.
“Fontana,” she says, gesturing for me to continue.
“We lure them out. They’ve been hanging around Haze a lot. I figure it’s because it’s got so many weak points that it’s the easiest target.”
“Remind me to get that fixed,” she mutters to Levi.
“We’re going to head down to Haze, act like you have a meeting or something.”
“And what if they take us out before we get there?” she questions.
Levi reaches for Sera’s hand, giving it a squeeze. I observe the interaction, immediately wishing I hadn’t because all I feel is jealousy and confusion. It’s a twisted emotion, unraveling the longer I watch Sera and Levi look at each other.
“I won’t let anything happen to you,” he assures her.
“You won’t be there,” I answer. “Well, you won’t be in the vehicle they’ll be chasing.”
“We’ve thought of everything,” Raf adds.
“You’ll be riding with me,” I say. “Anyone who has been watching you will expect you to be with Giovanni. So we’re setting up a larger protection detail. We need to make it look like it’s you in the SUV. Hopefully, they take the bait and follow. If they do, we’ll be waiting for them at Haze.”
Sera doesn’t look too convinced about the plan, but the idea of her not being included in this isn’t something she will consider. It’s this or nothing.
“And what if they’re already at the club? You said they were scoping the place out, right?”
Raf nods in response, tapping on his laptop again. “They do hourly runs. If we time it right, we’ll miss each other. I’ve got eyes on the club and the surrounding area. I’ll give you a heads up if they show their faces.”
“That still doesn’t answer the question about them trying to take out the convoy. I don’t want any of you getting hurt.”
“We won’t,” Levi replies with conviction. “We’re prepared this time.”
And by prepared, he means the Ferrante brothers have installed a myriad of weapons and ammunition that could probably take down an army.
“Fine,” she huffs. “When do we leave?”
“If we’re all in agreement with the plan, ten minutes.” I check my watch to be sure. If we time it correctly, we’ll be able to get to Haze unscathed like Raf said.
Once everyone has confirmed their role in this plan, Raf and I pack up. Giovanni is already heading towards the convoy where five more vehicles await. It’s the perfect plan. We’ll definitely draw attention with this display and it’ll look like Sera has more protection. It’s a fucking trojan horse; drawing attention in the best negative way, so that I can get Sera to the club unseen.
Sera appears at the side of the car, Levi murmuring something to her before he joins Giovanni in the SUV. She slides into the passenger seat, her gaze focused ahead of her. Her fingers drum a little beat on the door handle, something that tells me she’s a little nervous about this plan.
“He’s going to be okay,” I assure her, watching them drive out of the courtyard. We still have ten minutes to wait. We need to leave enough time between them and us so as to avoid being tailed.
Sera’s finger-drumming stops. She shifts in her seat. “I know. I’m still allowed to worry,” she frowns. “I worry about all of you.”
“You don’t need to worry about me, Donna Bianchi.”
Sera winces at the formality. Little does she know it’s the only way I can maintain some semblance of distance from her. “Don’t do that,” she warns.
“Do what?”
Her brown eyes send daggers my way. Even past the anger I can see the hurt in them. I can’t say I like the thought of her upset, let alone me being the cause of it, but ever since that kiss, my head has been in a tailspin.
“Don’t pretend like nothing happened.”
“I already told you, it was a mistake.”
“Nobody kisses like that and calls it a mistake,” she murmurs, looking at me pointedly.
Fuck, she has a point. I’m so torn between wanting her and wanting to hate her that I can’t even argue with her.
My jaw ticks the longer I look at her, contemplation and uncertainty washing through me. It’s a familiar cocktail I’ve become used to in Sera’s presence, unsure whether what I’m feeling is because of my grief or loneliness. Maybe it’s entirely something else.
Sera looks at me expectantly. Her big brown eyes lure me into the softness of her features.
“I don’t know what you want from me,” I sigh, rubbing a hand through my hair.
“The truth?” she ripostes. “Something has changed, Luca. You were right about that. But you can’t deny that it felt good.”
Silence falls between us. I let her words sink in to the point where they have me anchored in my seat. It did feel good. Just being around her makes me feel different; not just good. But how do I forget the reason I am here in the first place? How do I move past the resentment building in me and focus on being more than just Bianchi’s soldier?
I can’t.
“Why did you run?”
Confusing anger roils through me, waves of irritation crash against my reasoning. “I’m not doing this,” I grind out, reaching for the key in the ignition.
“Luca!” Her hand rests on mine.
My chest heaves as indecision wars inside. I have every reason to ignore her and start up this car. There’s nothing stopping me but the gentle touch of her hand; the softness of her voice.
“What are you so scared of?”
I turn my head and catch uncertainty in her gaze. No matter what, I can’t answer her. I don’t have the answer she wants and I can’t decide if she’s worth resenting or losing. She didn’t seem so bothered before, and the last few days have been a reprieve for me. Being focused on my job has kept me ignorant from the emotions I’ve been trying to bury. They only creep up in Sera’s presence, so distance was the best option. Perhaps I was too hasty, though. I left her before we could even talk about that kiss, about how it made me… feel.
“Luca,” she says softly, gripping my hand.
I look back at her, her brown eyes pleading with me silently. Time seems to stand still. I don’t have the answers for her—none that would make sense anyway—but I know exactly how I feel.
In a matter of seconds, I’ve gone from rage to lust, and I give in to the latter. I slam my lips onto Sera’s. She whimpers at the contact before relaxing in my arms. I’d forgotten how good kissing Sera really was. It’s intoxicating. Everything about her is magnetic, tantalizing. I kiss her with bruising force, reveling in the way Sera reacts to me.
She grips my suit jacket, pulling me closer. All at once, everything I had considered to be a negative thing, is now all I can think about. Sera is just as desperate as I am for closeness. Everything about this moment feels too right to pull away from. 
Sera opens her mouth, her tongue twining with mine. The kiss is electric, sparks heating up the kiss.
“What the fuck!?” I jolt back, touching my lip.
Sera smirks mischievously, her eyes lingering on where she just bit me. She’s still close to me, her fist bunched in my jacket to maintain our proximity.
“That’s for being a jerk,” she teases. 
I feel the familiar irritation return, shame clawing at me. But before I have time to react to the thoughts swimming through my mind, the ones telling me I fell for Sera’s shit, she leans forwards and kisses me again.
It’s soft, caressing and gentle. I feel a sense of calm and elation flow through the kiss, making me breathless. The kiss is powerfully confusing. I’m drawn to her, I always have been, but I sense the resentment I had built up has blinded me to this; to what feels right. This.
“What was that for?” I ask when she pulls away.
“Because I want you to know our first kiss wasn’t a mistake to me, and neither was this one. I feel like that’s something you need to hear.”
Cazzo. Am I that transparent?
“Now,” Sera says, sitting back in her seat and drawing my attention back to her. “Don’t we have somewhere to be?” she quizzes with a raised brow.
I take in her appearance. Her cheeks are rosy, flushed with heat that travels to her plump lips. If that kiss had that effect on me, I can only imagine how she feels.
Instead of questioning it any further, I relish the moment of silence, clicking her belt into place and pecking her cheek. I can address my confused thoughts later. Right now, we have some assholes to capture.
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Serafina


The car roars to life as Luca pumps the gas. Tires screech and dust picks up behind us as we make our way down the drive and through the gates of my estate. With the sun blazing down on us, I’m thankful for the blacked-out windows of Luca’s Maserati—and yes, I’m impressed with the car, too. 
We ride in silence as Luca drives us toward the Bay. I can’t deny that I’m still a little nervous about this plan. The last time we ventured out this far, our convoy was taken out. This time, there are no cars following us. There’s nobody else with us, it’s just me and Luca.
Hold up.
There are no cars following us.
I glance at Luca, who’s wearing the same expression as I am; a look of relief relaxing his features as he smiles back at me. The man is utterly beautiful when he smiles, I wish he would do it more. The world needs to see Luca’s softness, his vulnerability. He’s ethereal and gentle when he shows this side of him, but I’m certain I’m the only one who gets to see the real Luca.
Before I can open my mouth to say anything, his phone rings through the speaker.
“We have a tail,” Levi rushes out.
My pulse instantly picks up. I look to Luca for some form of comfort but he’s far too calm and collected to spare me the attention.
“Just following?” Luca clarifies, picking up speed.
“For now.”
“Good.” Luca turns us around a sharp corner expertly, sliding his palm against mine and locking fingers with me. “Take the long route, make it look like you’re trying to lose them.”
“Got it. Where are you?”
“We’ve just left.”
I squeeze Luca’s hand, allowing the warmth of his palm to calm my jittery nerves. The thought of Levi and Giovanni in danger doesn’t sit well with me. There’s nothing I can do about it from this car, but I really hope the other night doesn’t repeat itself.
“How’s Bianchi?”
My attention snaps back to Levi’s voice. A wave of heat mixed with confusing shame washes over me. “I’m here,” I answer, clearing my throat. “I’m fine.”
“Good. Stay safe, Beautiful.”
“I will. Fontana’s got me covered.” I glance at Luca, and the serene look he had is now replaced with a tension I don’t really understand. He was fine a minute ago, and now he’s retreating.
Luca slides his hand out of mine, placing it on the steering wheel as he maneuvers the car down the hill. He doesn’t have to say anything for me to know something is wrong. He probably won’t tell me, but I’ll be damned if I’m not going to try and find out.
Levi and I say goodbye, and then the dead dial tone pierces through the silence. Luca’s hands grip the steering wheel until his knuckles whiten, his eyes focusing ahead of him as if looking at me would turn him to stone.
“What’s wrong?” I frown, resting my hand on his leg. It’s a poor attempt at comfort, but right now, I don’t really know what else I should do. We had the perfect moment between us earlier, and now his sudden mood change is stinking up the car.
“Nothing,” he snaps.
Liar.
I take in his features; the way his brow furrows and his jaw clenches. I’ve seen that look before; it’s the same one he gave me after we first kissed, when Raf was giving us an update on what he found out about The Vultures. He thinks I didn’t see how he watched me, but I did. It bothered him that Levi was so close to me. I hazard a guess that it has something to do with Levi, again. He tensed up as soon as Levi mentioned me.
I observe him a little longer, the silence drawing us into its murky depths. “Jealousy doesn’t look good on you, Luca.”
He relaxes slightly. A sigh parts his lips before he glances at me for a brief moment. It’s only long enough for me to see the confusion in his gaze. “I guess I’m just trying to understand what’s going on.”
It’s not the first admission by him, but it is one that makes me wonder if he’s finally opening up to me. Luca is always so closed off from everything that even that first kiss took me by surprise. Even now, he’s warring with indecision.
“Talk to me,” I urge.
Luca takes another corner, the road finally opening up as the city comes into view. “You and Levi,” he sighs. “Are you a thing?”
While I was expecting that question to come up, I didn’t think it would be so soon. Things between Levi and I are still in a gray area. While they’re good, I’m still reserved about getting too close. It’s not as easy as you’d think to go from an abusive relationship to completely celebate, to diving into something with my second in command. There’s a process—if only there were guidelines too because while I’m still navigating everything, Levi has made his intentions clear. But I’m not ready to take that leap just yet. Levi is one of the sweetest guys I know, but he’s also intense. I like that about him, I do, but it also conjures up memories of my past, things I don’t want to relive.
“We’re something.” I shrug, averting my gaze to the tree line that whizzes past us. “We haven’t exactly discussed it, but I like him.” 
“Something?” Luca raises a brow.
“Yeah.”
Confusion etches across Luca’s face. For a while, we don’t speak. It feels like the silence is enough, but then I feel like he has so many questions. I realize we don’t actually know each other that well, and though that’s not necessarily a bad thing, I want him to understand that I’m not ready to have any discussion about labeling mine and Levi’s relationship just yet.
Levi was the first guy I’ve been with since Luciano and just the thought of trusting someone so intimately draws out those fears of history repeating itself.
“Luciano was my first, for everything.” My words fill up the gaping void in the car, like a black hole being stuffed with explanations I know I need to give. I take a deep breath, returning my gaze to Luca. His brows have relaxed now, and he’s not gripping the wheel so tightly anymore. So with another heavy inhale, I continue. “He was my last, too. You know what he did, and I’m not about to make the same mistakes I did back then.”
“Those weren’t your mistakes.” Luca takes my hand, his warm palm soothing the chill that settles over me. “Luciano is an asshole who gets off on beating women down. That’s not on you.”
“Still. He controlled everything I did, who I spoke to. Labeling what Levi and I are isn’t something I’m ready for.”
“Levi isn’t like Luciano,” he says with conviction. And don’t I know it. Nothing about Levi comes remotely close to how Luciano was. Levi is caring, attentive and intensely loving. But would I be getting more than I asked for if things progressed?
Then again, this isn’t about just Levi. It’s not about me and Levi. There’s somebody else in the picture for me, and I don’t know if what I’m thinking is strange or just unconventional.
“Neither are you.”
Luca glances back at me before returning his frown to the road. The high-rise buildings begin to pile up as we drive through the city, the whirring of car engines and chatter of pedestrians surrounding us. For a while, Luca holds a pensive expression, like there are so many questions he wants to ask but has no idea where to start.
I, on the other hand, have no idea how I would answer them. It’s uncharted territory for me, depths I’ve never swam in before.
“So… you want us both?” Luca finally asks, running his hand through his hair.
Is that what I want? A piece of both of them? Would it be selfish of me to be honest and say yes, or would it be just what Luca wants to hear?
I know I’m playing with fire. Wanting two guys is never a good thing for anyone. But I can’t deny that the prospect of having both Levi and Luca by my side in more than a platonic way is enticing. I might not be ready to put a label on things, but I’m ready to take the plunge and navigate these feelings.
“Yes,” I answer, nodding hesitantly.
The car turns down an alleyway. The sunlight is blocked by the buildings, shadowing the car in a condensed heat that creeps down my spine. We roll to a stop as Luca swipes through the security barrier to the underground parking lot of Haze. He seems to be thinking long and hard about my answer, not replying until we are parked up in the private parking bays.
“Are you expecting us to share you?” he accuses. “Because it sounds like you’re just biding your time to see who you like more.”
His words sting. I can see how he would think that, and he’s probably right. But if I were to go off of the kisses we’ve shared, there’s no competition between my second in command and my enforcer. Levi and Luca are parallel, opposites that I want to explore. Levi kisses with adoration and purpose; Luca kisses with intent, like nothing in the world could stop him
“It’s definitely not like that,” I say. “I like you both. Equally.”
We lapse into an awkward silence. Luca runs his hand through his hair for the fifteenth time since we started this conversation.
“I don’t really know how it works. I just know how I feel right now.”
Luca sighs, but other than that, he doesn’t speak. It’s awkward and uncomfortable. I’ve definitely been in worse situations than this, but Luca being silent adds a certain tension that makes me cringe. At this point, I’m wondering whether I should have kept my mouth shut, or lied. No, nothing good comes from lying.
“Luca?” I turn to him. The hairs prickle on the back of my neck. The longer I look at Luca, the more uneasy I feel. “Say something.”
“I… “ Luca looks ahead, focusing on a point on the wall that seems more important than this moment. “I don’t really know what to say.” 
He pushes out of the car, slamming the door behind him and making the car shake. I follow him out into the parking lot, watching him pace and run his hands through hair.
“Don’t tell me it was a mistake,” I growl.
“I know! I mean… I wasn’t expecting you to pick me over him or… fuck! I don’t know what I was expecting!” Luca marches past me again, offering me a glimpse of the vulnerability reflecting in his blue eyes.
“You were acting on how you felt.”
Luca stops pacing. His furrowed brows and accusatory glare have me pinned in place. For someone like me, who should hold all the authority and power that comes with my position, I feel powerless right now. Not just with Luca, but with Levi, too. Something about them draws me in. We all share pain in one way or another, and maybe that’s what links us. Maybe that’s what I’m drawn to; the paralleled pain and suffering we’ve all endured bonds us in some way. 
“So am I.” I step forward, taking Luca’s hand in mine. “I don’t know how this works, I really don’t. But there’s no competition. I promise.”
“Does Levi know?”
I shake my head. “It’s probably something I need to talk to him about.”
“No shit!” he scoffs, snatching his hand away.
“Luca—“
Screeching tires have us both spinning around. Our gazes fall to the security entrance, where Giovanni’s black SUV is followed by five other cars.
Seeing the convoy pushes me forward. Relief washes over me as I lock eyes with an unharmed Levi and Giovanni. But that relief quickly evaporates and in its place is something deeper and sharper. Guilt.
What Levi and I shared the other night was special. Not just for him, but for me, too. I know he feels the connection we have isn’t forced, but at the same time, I don’t want to hurt him for liking Luca as well.
Luca pushes past me without another word. All at once, the moody version of him has returned. He rests against the passenger side, communicating something with Levi before he rounds the back of the SUV and opens the trunk.
Giovanni steps out of the driver’s side, joining Luca. 
“You okay?” Levi’s voice draws me out of my focus.
He looks a little disheveled; his tie is worn loosely and he’s looking a bit flustered, but other than that, he’s not wearing any marks that would suggest he’s been in any trouble.
I nod, glancing back at the SUV as Giovanni drops a man to his knees on the concrete.
“What happened?” I ask as the Ferrante brothers roll another guy out of their trunk.
Both men groan as they’re yanked to their full height. They’re wearing leather jackets with the sleeves torn off, their jeans smudged in what looks to be a lethal concoction of oil and blood.
A shiver rolls over me as I catch the eye of the guy with tattoos all over his face. Wings cover the column of his neck, the image of a vulture stretching in ink travels down his arm. While this man looks deadly, I think he’s underestimating the lengths these men around me would go to in order to protect me.
Matteo approaches me with a smirk, moving to my side to observe Luca in front of them. “Thought we would get our own back on them for running you off the road the other night.” 
“You ran them off the road?” I glare at Matteo. I know they are experienced—the twins know what they’re doing—but I really wish they would be more careful. Like I said to Luca earlier, I worry about all of them. There’s only so much guilt I can handle, and after Enzo’s death, I’m toeing the line of darkness that I know will swallow me up if I give it just another inch.
Matteo smirks back like he can tell what I’m thinking. “Don’t worry. It’s all part of the plan,” he winks.
It would have been nice to know the actual plan. But I can’t say I’m surprised by the turn of events.
“What do you want with Bianchi?”
I snap my attention to Luca who has his gun pointed at Tattoo-face.
The guy doesn’t even flinch. I’m not surprised. They’ve probably come face to face with a barrel more than all of us put together. The Vultures aren’t exactly known for their gentle approach to situations.
“We have a message,” Tattoo-face explains, locking eyes with me.
Furious heat rages through my veins. Memories of the other night come back in flashes of technicolor. My arm still aches from the near miss, and I’m still dosing up on painkillers because of the cut on my head.
“I got your message loud and clear the other night.” I step toward him, towering over the cocky asshole. I’m almost certain if he was there that night I would have gladly put a bullet in his head along with his friend’s.
“Then why are you still here?” The other Vulture sneers at me.
Luca smacks him over the back of the head with the heel of his gun before returning it to rest between his eyes. Clearly, he’s in a no-nonsense mood. I can’t help but feel like I put him in it, but it’s definitely working in our favor. 
“Who sent you?” he growls.
The second Vulture winks at me, blowing a kiss that Luca notices. Within seconds, a gunshot reverberates around us, the echo bouncing off the concrete walls. 
Groans follow in a slur of words, followed by thick blood spilling heavily from the guy’s leg.
Luca points his gun at Tattoo-face.
“You already know, Bianchi.”
“Luciano?” A shiver runs through me. The air around me starts to feel suffocating, along with the chill that settles over me. We already knew the Verdis had recruited The Vultures, but hearing the confirmation only spreads fear through me.
“And the rest,” Tattoo-face adds with a smirk.
Conjuring up all the strength I have, I turn my attention back to him. My fists clench as I approach, anger and authority forcing my steps. I’m close to snapping and pulling the trigger on both of them. It might send a fucking message to those who think they can try to hurt me, but it won’t cut the head off the snake. No, I need to be smart. I need to be clever in how I approach this.
Drawing my own gun out—which I never use— I aim it at Tattoo-face. “Why are you working with The Verdis?”
“Does it matter?” he grits out. “You’re dead anyway.”
My rage snaps. Red hot fury snakes through my veins. “Take them to the basement!”
The twins burst to life, marching toward the sad excuses of men on the floor.
“I need better answers than this cryptic shit.”
“We only need one of them,” Levi suggests, forcing the twins to pause behind our new prisoners.
Levi is right. We only need one of them to get the answers we need. The other will serve another purpose. “Well…” I approach the Vulture with the gunshot wound, pressing the toe of my heeled shoe into the entrance wound.
He cries out, fighting to move beneath me, but Marco has a tight grip on him. There’s no way he’s getting away from me now. “You said the Verdis wanted to send me a message, I say we send one of our own.”
Luca stands beside me, gesturing for two of Greco’s soldiers to join us. “Dump him on their doorstep.”
“That’s hardly a message,” Levi remarks.
“Fine,” Luca spits back, drawing his knife out. With one swing of his arm, blood pours from the man’s throat. 
A river of scarlet liquid runs over the man’s clothes, pooling at our feet. I step back to avoid the puddle, while Luca looks on with pride.
“How about now?” He looks far too happy for someone who’s just killed a man. He looks a mixture of sexy and lethal, something that gets me hot and flustered and has me clenching my thighs. Despite all the things that have transpired between us over the last few days, he’s still fucking irresistible to me.
I watch as Luca cleans his blade on guy’s jeans without a care in the world, not sparing a glance at anyone else as he completes the action.
I’m so lost in my thoughts that I miss the twins taking Tattoo-face away. It isn’t until a hand rests on the small of my back that I turn around to see who it is.
“You okay?” Levi asks.
“Yeah,” I sigh, shaking my erratic and confusing thoughts from my mind. “But I think it’s about time we paid The Vultures a visit.”
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Levi


I don’t know what has got into Sera but it’s like she has finally found her shoes. She marches us towards the cars, barking orders about wanting answers from the leader of The Vultures. Giovanni is already posted up in the driver’s seat awaiting Bianchi’s next command, while I slide into the passenger seat. 
We’ve moved the dead gang member to the twins’ trunk, wrapped in plastic sheeting to prevent the smell of decay from setting in. The alive member will remain that way, heavily guarded by some of Greco’s men in the basement.
I cast a glance at Sera in the back seat, authority rolling off her in powerful waves.
I think I like this side of Bianchi.
“Ready?” she quizzes.
Giovanni nods silently, always silent, and then we make our way to the Marina.
The sun is still shining down on us. It’s midday, and with the sun so high in the sky, I have to switch the air conditioning on just to feel some semblance of cool. Secretly, I want to roll the window down and revel in the sea breeze, but that’s not an option right now. The bulletproof glass is the only thing protecting us and I’d be a fool to not anticipate something may go down.
I’m not fully on board with the new plan. Sera made it clear there was no room for disagreement, though. She wants answers, and she wants to face The Vultures head on. In any other circumstance, I would be reveling in this new persona Serafina has taken on, but I’m not so sure how well thought out this plan is.
When I tried to voice my opinion earlier, I was shot down. So I know there’s no room for negotiation right now. Bianchi has her mind set on this, and she’s not backing down.
After a tense fifteen minutes of uncomfortable silence, Giovanni parks us up in the parking lot behind a dingy bar. The Vulture’s emblem is graffitied across the outside wall, acting as a warning for those approaching. And if that wasn’t enough of a sign that danger lies inside, the guards standing outside would definitely alert you to being in the wrong place.
Once the convoy has congregated, Sera slips out of the car. She slides her sunglasses onto her face, conveying the image of a badass leader about to take down the enemy.
We surround her like a shield. The twins check their weapons, ready to follow the fight if needed, but Sera waves them off. “I don’t want this to be a shoot out.”
“We’ve just killed one of his men, and you’re expecting them not to shoot you?” Luca retorts.
“No,” she snaps, pinning him with a glare. “I’m expecting you to follow fucking orders! Unless I say so, keep that fucking thing hidden.”
Silence falls over all of us. Luca is locked in a staring contest with Sera, like he’s challenging her. He’s always challenging her. While his argument makes sense, this is Sera’s decision and she has more than enough protection if anything goes awry. I have no doubt Luca won’t hesitate to protect her, but I feel like there’s more to his protest than just her safety.
With one last glance, Sera huffs and storms away from the group with Giovanni beside her. She’s marching like a woman on a mission. A woman out for blood, if it comes down to it.
“What did you do to piss her off?” I mutter.
Luca huffs, his nostril flaring as he shoots me a look not to mess him. He might come across as the moody asshole with nothing to lose, but he’s already shown more cards than a bad poker player. He definitely cares for Sera, more than an ally should, and I’m not sure if we’re becoming rivals rather than friends. I’m not about to let years of waiting go to waste, though. I’ll fight for Sera.
With a dismissive grunt, I catch up with Sera and Giovanni. Some of Greco’s men stay beside the twins’ car, while the rest post up outside of the other.
We enter with the sun on our backs, the view of the Marina obscured as we approach a bearded man gulping back a bottle of beer. He doesn’t even acknowledge us as we walk in, but the men slouched back on the tattered couch in the corner and the ones who were playing pool have now turned their attention to us. Guns and all.
The room stinks of cheap beer and stale piss, a signature scent that only a place like this would hold. Sera marches forward, ignoring the stench that peels through our nostrils. If she’s disgusted by this place, she makes no attempt to show it. In fact, she looks fucking fierce. She’s wearing her role like armor and nothing can pierce that right now.
“If it isn’t the princess of the Bay,” the bearded guy, which I’m assuming is the new leader of the gang, drawls with his lips pressed to the rim of his beer bottle. “To what do I owe the pleasure?”
Sera smiles, her power and authority dripping from her. Her all black suit gives her the same no-nonsense approach, her red bottom heels providing her the perfect height to look down on her subject like a fucking queen. “I’ve been wondering the same thing, Ezekiel,” she comments like a long lost friend, perching on the stool beside the man. “You’ve been following me.”
“Clever girl,” he comments.
“I want it to stop.”
Zeke laughs, cocking an incredulous brow at her. “No can do, Princess. I have orders.”
But Sera isn’t about to back down. She crosses her legs, the toe of heel tapping rhythmically against the side of the bar. “I’m sure I can change your mind, Zeke.”
She directs her focus to me, a signal I know too well. I return the nod before waving Greco’s guards to bring in The Vulture’s present. The room falls silent, a sense of tension thickening the air. 
Zeke looks skeptically at Sera but she only smirks back at him. 
It isn’t until the body is dumped at the man’s feet that he reacts. The crinkle of plastic shifts as the body does, barely concealing the dead gang member inside.
“What the fuck is this?” he growls.
Sera taps her fingernails on the bar, the sound piercing the tense silence. She glances down at the body, then returns her attention to Zeke, pinning him with a malicious smirk. “Consider this my message to you. Leave me alone and I won’t harm your other brother.”
The man’s jaw ticks over, anger rolling off him. In quick succession, Zeke pulls his gun out on Sera, but she’s quicker. We all are.
In less than two paces I’m beside Sera, pointing my own gun at the leader. We’re in a standoff. Every man has his weapon aimed at someone, but it’s Sera I need to protect.
“Don’t do anything foolish,” she warns Zeke.
I’m suddenly in awe listening to the strength in her voice. She doesn’t waver or shake, she’s perfectly poised and I’m not sure I’ve ever seen her as confident and in control than she looks right now. I’m instantly reminded of the night Luciano visited, how she was so close to pulling the trigger and ending one of the Verdis. I kind of wish she’d done it. We might not have as many problems now. 
Who am I kidding? The Verdis want to overthrow Sera regardless. Killing Luciano would only fuel that more.
“I think you’ll find you’re outnumbered, princess.”
A growl of frustration rips from Sera’s throat. She nudges the barrel of her gun against the man’s forehead. “We both know you’ll be dead before your brothers pull the trigger.”
Even though she has all the power here, she’s still remaining respectful. Respectful, yet deadly.
The leader slowly sits down on his stool, signaling for his men to stand down.
Sera follows his lead, placing her gun down on the bartop, a gesture of good faith and trust. It’s a shame I don’t share the same sentiment, but we all tuck our guns away regardless. “So, what’s a girl gotta do to get a drink in this place?”
All animosity vanishes in an instant as Sera repositions herself at the bar. She relaxes against the side, watching the Zeke reach over the bar in a huff, grabbing a beer. He pops the cap off, slamming the bottle onto the wooden top. Condensation slides down the surface, pooling on the sticky surface below.
It’s an olive branch; a way for the leader of the gang to demonstrate that he’s not a threat anymore. He could have handed her an open bottle, a glass laced with some concoction, but I figure this guy’s efforts are placed elsewhere. We’d all be dead otherwise.
Sera takes the drink graciously. Though I’ve never seen her drink beer before, she swigs it like a champ, eyes glued to the man sitting across from her.
“Tell me, why do the Verdis have you doing their dirty work?” she asks, pinning the man with a deathly stare. “The Vultures have never taken an interest in Mafia business before now.”
Zeke is silent, his jaw grinding. Whatever Sera said seems to hit a nerve.
She sighs, averting her attention to the glistening bottle. With her perfectly manicured fingernail, she starts picking at the label like she’s already bored of this conversation. “I didn’t peg any of you for chauvinists, so what have the Verdis got on you?”
The man shifts nervously. If it weren’t for the heat outside that’s swarming through the open doorway, I’d say this man was on edge. Something got him there, and the fact Sera is poking around seems to disturb him. Nobody likes strangers in their business, and I’m certain Sera has just stepped into that territory.
Despite her calm words, the guy doesn’t answer her.
“It must be something big if you’re prepared to take me out.” Sera glances around the room, taking in all the men surrounding us, ready to attack on command. All of them silent. “Nobody?” she quizzes, looking back at the leader.
That’s when I see it. The look of inevitability plaguing the man’s features. Luca’s words echo in the back of my mind and I’m taken back to a few days ago when Raf confirmed The Vulture’s part in taking down Bianchi. 
“Something they want.”
I see the turmoil this man is drowning in. He may be a strong gang member, leader of the most ruthless biker gang this side of the coast, but right now his vulnerability is speaking louder than his silence.
“I can’t help you if you don’t tell me.” Sera’s tone remains sweet, almost innocent. If it weren’t for the gun her other hand is resting on, you’d think she was a fucking angel. But that’s Sera down to the letter. She’s always been caring yet stubborn. She isn’t a liar, but she cares enough to make promises.
“You can’t help me anyway, Bianchi. We played nice, despite what the Verdis asked, but I can’t stop them taking over and doing the job themselves.”
Serafina turns to me, her brows furrowing with the same confusion I’m trying to conceal. And then her expression filters from confusion to concern, to realization. She snaps her attention back to Zeke, leaning towards him. If I weren’t so close, I’d barely catch what she says next. But I do, and I’m in awe that she’s pieced it together so quickly. We’ve barely had anything to go off of walking in here, but Sera has just worked out something we all missed.
“Who is she?”
Zeke frowns, his lips pursing together.  He looks at all of us but we don’t have a clue what’s going on. Sera seems to, though. And with a huff of exasperation, he pulls out a photo from his pocket, handing it carefully to Sera. 
“My daughter,” he murmurs lowly.
“They have her?”
The man nods, and suddenly I’m all too aware of the tension suffocating the room. These men are fighting for their own blood now. Taking us out was never really an option for them, but an order they couldn’t refuse. 
“I’m sorry,” Sera mutters sadly. 
Her words fall on deaf ears, though. Her apology isn’t welcome here. Zeke snatches the photograph back, the sound of it crumpling in his fist feels like he’s conveying more than just a threat. “You need to get out of the city Bianchi. You don’t know who you’re messing with.”
It’s not a threat at all. It’s a goddamn warning. 
“No,” Sera sighs, standing to her full height and dusting her pant suit down with her palm. “Luciano doesn’t know who he is messing with.”
“It’s not just Luciano anymore. And if they find out you were here, and we didn’t take you out, we’re both dead.”
“Then don’t tell them,” she retorts.
“He has my daughter!” Zeke slams his hand onto the bar top, immediately making Sera flinch.
My first reaction is to draw my weapon out, but it’s almost like Sera senses it. She raises her hand in the air, a signal to prevent me from reacting.
“It’s you or her!” he sneers. Though his anger is palpable, he remains seated. It’s probably taking everything in him not to take out Sera right here. I’ve heard stories about the gang, mostly unsavory. He’s hesitating.
But why?
Sera casts me a wary look, one that I know too well. She’s about to broker an agreement with one of the most ruthless gangs in the city and she’s looking to me for confirmation. If it means having the Vultures off our backs and on our side, I’m all for it.
I give her the nod, telling her I have her back on this one. It’s funny how you can convey messages with just a look, but I guess being around one another for so long makes these conversations a little easier.
“Let’s help each other then,” Sera suggests.
Zeke raises a brow. He doesn’t turn to his brothers for support or confirmation like Sera does. It’s by no means a power move, I can tell that much. If someone has lost something as significant to them like a daughter, they’d do anything. And in this instance, he doesn’t need to wonder if his men have his back. They’ve been willing to die with a bullet in them for the sake of intervening with Mafia business.
“What do you propose?” he asks.
“A truce?” Sera shrugs. “Under the surface, of course. You help us, and we’ll help you.”
The room lapses into silence, a sense of foreboding settling over me. For a minute, Zeke looks like he’s considering Sera’s proposal. This is a definite power move, though Sera isn’t deterred by it at all.
Finally, the man finishes his beer, the bottle resting between both hands as he strokes the watery droplets away. The tension in the room is like ice about to break. One wrong word or move, and this goes to shit.
We all wait with bated breath as Zeke eventually looks back at Sera, nodding. “I’m listening.”




OceanofPDF.com

[image: image-placeholder]
Luca


“You know this is a bad idea, right?” 
Sera glares at me from the passenger seat. Once again, I’ve found myself whipping so fast from complacent to frustrated that I’m just asking for an injury. It’s like one second I’m pulled into Sera’s orbit, reveling in this connection we have, and the next, I’m on a collision course set for destruction. I don’t know at what point I thought this was going to be easy. Sera is already ‘something’ with Levi—whatever that ‘something’ is, I’m not sure I want to get in the way.
On the other hand, Sera has made it very clear that she wants both of us. It’s unconventional, sure, and I can’t say it’s something I’m easily agreeable to. But Sera just needs a little nudge. I’m not so sure if that’s possible right now, though.
“You know you can just keep your mouth shut, right?” she quips.
I smirk back. I do enjoy the fiery attitude. It’s definitely a dick stirrer. 
I navigate my Maserati up the driveway to Sera’s home, all the while glancing back at my furious leader. She has been silent the whole ride up, which is understandable since I made it clear before we stepped foot into the Vulture’s bar that this was a mistake. I should have known that once Sera sets her mind to something, there’s no room for negotiation.
Shutting the engine off, I expect Sera to tell me to leave. To my surprise, she pushes out of the car without a word and marches away from me.
“Sera!” I huff out, following her inside. “You must see where I’m coming from. The Vultures have been stalking you and your businesses. They tried to take you out for fuck’s sake!”
“Do you seriously think I have forgotten?” Sera snaps, spinning around so fast she almost collides with me. “I still have a goddamn bandage on my arm from their bullet!”
“Then why did you offer a truce?”
“I’m not doing this with you, Luca.” Her tired eyes find mine. I never got to see the photo she held, but I did see how she reacted to it. Whatever she saw can’t have been good, but I’m under no illusions that it’s completely innocent. The Vultures could have had this all planned out with the Verdis. There’s no end to what that family can do and with the right tools, they could easily have doctored a photo.
The whole conversation between Sera and the gang leader doesn’t sit right with me. Call me a skeptic, but a guy like that should have fought a hell of a lot harder before giving in to the Verdi’s demands.
“Can you ask Raf to run some checks on the Verdi’s movements? If they have—“
“You’re really doing this?” I throw her a stern look. “You’re really going to get involved with the Vultures?”
“I don’t have a choice! You heard them, Luca. It’s her or me, and I happen to like being alive!” She’s visibly shaking, her entire body going rigid. I’ve rarely seen true fear on her face, but as she stands in front of me, my gut twists for her.
“Hey!” I rush forward, bracing her face between my palms. “None of us are going to let anything happen to you. I won’t let anything happen to you.”
Sera closes her eyes, taking deep breaths. Her palms slide against mine like this is what she wanted, what she needed.
“But the Vultures can’t be trusted!”
Her eyes snap open. All remnants of the soft interaction have been replaced with a sharp glare that could cut through steel.
“Who can?” she bites back, shoving me away.
I release a sigh that breaks a little of the tension filling the room. I don’t mean to come across like a dick, but she’s a leader, and she’s leading herself to her own death.
“You wanted to know what the Verdis had on the gang, and you’ve got it.”
“You promised them something we can’t deliver!” I feel like I’m fighting a losing battle. All I want is for Sera to see that she hasn’t thought this plan through. There are so many holes, so many variables to what could go wrong and without a solid plan, we’re basically sitting ducks. “This wasn’t a part of the plan!”
“No,” she screams at me. “I’ve made a promise that I intend to keep! If you’re not willing to help, you know where the door is.”
A blanket of frustration lays over us. We’re both stubborn, both in denial over shit we can’t control, and neither one of us is willing to back down.
After a beat, Sera sighs, her shoulders slumping with defeat as she waves me off and heads for the stairs. I hesitate for a moment, stuck somewhere between being polite and pissed off, and I already know which emotion is going to win this battle.
I decide within a matter of seconds. Hot on her tail and eager for answers, I march after her.
“You’re so fucking infuriating!” I growl.
Sera spins around, diverting from her path to the bathroom and marching right for me instead. “And you’re not?” She punctuates her retort with a finger prodding my chest sharply.
I rub at the area because it actually fucking hurt.
“If I don’t do this, I’m going to be looking over my fucking shoulder constantly, until—“
“You don’t get it, do you?” I step towards her but she counters with one of her own backwards. I move again. So does she. We continue the dance until her back is against the wall, her chest heaving with what I can only perceive as anger.
I don’t know how else I can make her understand, though. She still has time to back out. Nobody would think less of her for rethinking terms or even rescinding her side of the agreement. If I’m being honest, rescuing some girl isn’t going to do her any favors and it certainly won’t stop the Verdis. We don’t even know where they’ve supposedly got her hidden—if they even really have her.
“Understand what?” She tilts her head, big brown eyes looking up at me with so many questions.
Too many questions.
There’s only one answer I can give her, though, and I don’t know if it’s what she needs to hear.
She frowns, forcing the words to the tip of my tongue.
“I’m willing to do anything and everything to keep you safe. Is that not enough?”
Our eyes lock for a breathless moment. Time moves at a slower pace, my reactions sluggish as Sera hooks her arm around my neck and slams her mouth to mine.
It’s a hot mess of tongues and desperation. Her need wars with the kiss, consuming me in its wake. I devour her, equally hungry for more of this moment, more of her. Bianchi is like a storm you try to run from. You know she’ll destroy you if you’re not careful, but there’s also the possibility of salvation.
Maybe that’s what we both need.
Her hand reaches for my belt, fumbling clumsily at it until it’s open. With our lips still connected, she claws at my shirt, peeling my jacket off my shoulders urgently. I don’t know what the fuck is happening or how the hell we got here, but my dick is definitely here for it. It’s not until Sera pulls away that I finally catch my breath, realization sinking in of what she wants.
She steps out of her pants, kicking them away, all the while staring at me like she’s about to win a prize.
I should feel some sense of pride in that, but I’m still harboring a mixture of emotions. Levi. The Vultures.
I shake my head, lunging forward and claiming Sera’s lips like never before. A whimper escapes her, her thighs wrapping around my waist as I pin her against the wall.
It’s a rush of movement as I free my cock and slide it into her. Usually I’d spend a little longer teasing the woman I’m about to fuck, but Sera is so fucking hot and horny that I can’t control myself.
“Yes!” she cries out, throwing her head back against the wall.
I glide back out of her soaked cunt, my forehead resting between her neck and shoulder as I thrust into her again. It’s hot and dirty, a fuck fuelled with desperation. I’m not sure why; maybe it’s the need to feel something or just be close. Maybe it’s the need to forget. If it’s the latter, it’s working, because I’m slowly forgetting why the hell I came in here in the first place.
Sera scrapes her nails down my chest. The sting of broken skin only spurs me on and I groan out as my dick hardens even more.
Her inner walls grip my cock, squeezing so tightly that I know this isn’t a marathon. It’s a fucking race and the finish line is fast approaching.
She clenches her thighs around me, causing my hips to punch faster. “Luca!” she pants.
I slam my lips onto hers in a bruising kiss, one that consumes the body and soul and swallows every delicious moan that leaves her lips. My cock is soaked, her cunt is tight. I grip her throat, leveraging her so I can fuck her harder, but Sera goes rigid.
My gaze snaps to hers.
Something similar to fear laces her eyes, her hand gripping my wrist as she tries to pull it away.
Cazzo.
Her words come back to me. “Luciano was my first… he was also my last… you know what he did.”
While I don’t know the exact details, I can hazard a guess by the way she’s clinging onto me. I relax my grip, slowing the pace of my thrusts as I lean down and kiss her lips softly. Nothing about this fuck is gentle, but I’m so absorbed in Bianchi, that I’m willing to be, just for her.
“Trust me, Dolcezza,” I whisper, kissing her neck.
Slowly, Sera nods. It’s weak at first, but when I punch my hips deeper and harder each time, she finally gives in. A gravelly moan that makes me groan out in response is all she gives me. I’ll take it. Anything to let me know she’s not afraid, that she can relax and enjoy this.
Sliding my hand between us, I circle her nub with my thumb. I know I’ve hit the spot when she bites down on my shoulder, stifling another moan. I feel her walls clench and throb around my cock, and the mixture of pain and being so deep inside Sera soon has me tumbling over the edge. My body jerks, my dick pulses, and on a low rumble, I paint her insides with my cum. 
I continue kissing her, grinding into her. My name falls from her lips in a scream, her body convulsing and shuddering as she reaches her climax shortly after me. She’s the perfect image of ethereal beauty. Her face is etched in pleasure, a beautiful masterpiece of serene bliss. I could happily stay like this, seated to the hilt inside of her, fucking her raw, listening to Sera’s pants and sighs as she steadies her breath.
She rests her forehead against mine, her arms still locked around my neck. 
“Holy shit, Bianchi,” I breathe out.
Sera’s own voice is choppy with broken breaths, her chest heaving against mine as she smiles back at me. “You can’t tell me that was a mistake.”
I shake my head.
She’s fucking right. 
Something about this feels right; too right. 
I know I’m an asshole for doing this. She’s got something going on with Levi, but I just can’t seem to find the energy to care. 
Especially after that fuck.
Damn, if every time with Sera is like this, I’m never going to be able to think straight again.
Sera unwraps her legs from around my waist, slowly sliding down my body until her feet hit the floor. Before she has the chance to move away, I tip her chin up, pressing the softest kiss to her swollen lips. “Definitely not a mistake.”
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Serafina


Finally, I feel like I’m in a place where all the puzzle pieces are starting to align. Luca has let his guard down fully, Levi and I are starting to find a happy medium between business and pleasure. I know I have a long way to go when it comes to both men. I don’t think for one second it’s going to be easy but I’m hoping they understand that I can’t choose between them. I won’t. It’s not conventional in the slightest, I know, but for the first time since Luciano, I’m finally in a place where I am happy to share myself, not just with one man but two. 
A sense of contentment puts a spring in my step as I make my way to the kitchen, switching the coffee machine on and pulling out extra mugs. The tell-tale sign of footsteps approaching has me smiling, and when arms wrap around me, that smile widens.
“Somebody’s happy,” Levi hums against my neck.
“Coffee?”
‘Hmm…” his deep tenor rumbles against my back. “I had something else in mind.”
In one swift move, Levi spins me around, slamming his mouth to mine. Even though we only saw each other yesterday, he still surprises me with a kiss that steals my breath and leaves me wanting more.
His tongue slides against mine in a bruising kiss, his body caging me between him and the kitchen counter. I don’t think I’ll ever get used to the way Levi kisses. He can go from gentle to demanding in a matter of seconds, and it’s the unknown of which he’s going to choose that leaves me breathless.
A guttural sound passes Levi’s lips, his hunger palpable as his hands roam my body. I can taste his desire, his excitement pressing against me like a promise. I’m so reactive to him that I can’t even suppress the shiver that crawls up my spine.
A throat clears behind us, and I’m the first to jolt away from Levi, feeling heat flush my cheeks.
The room falls silent, and an awkward tension settles over us. Luca is locking gazes with me, while I feel Levi’s confused and wondrous stare darting between us. When Luca finally steps into the room, I let out a steady breath. Some part of me had hoped this wouldn’t be awkward at all, but then again, I’ve been in a daze since Luca and I had sex.
Luca’s blue eyes bore into me, like he’s minutes away from imploding. I don’t know why I feel so guilty—I’ve already made it clear to him what I want—but I guess seeing Levi and I like this isn’t exactly an ego boost, especially after last night. He didn’t stay much longer after our time together. I don’t know if it was because we would probably end up arguing over me getting involved with the Vultures or if it was something else. By the time I started to question it, he had already kissed me goodbye and left.
“Morning,” Levi sings to Luca.
He grunts, storming past us to grab one of the coffees I just made. Luca takes a sip, not even flinching at the scalding temperature of his drink. “Raf is on his way over here.”
“What for?” I ask, brows knitting together.
“To help with this Vulture issue that you insist is necessary.” I don’t miss the sharpness of his words or the sly dig he makes, even after last night. I thought we were past this argument. If we aren’t, it’s about time to get there because I’m getting a little sick of the lack of respect. Sex or not, I’m still their leader.
“Who pissed in your cereal?” Levi teases.
“Ask Bianchi,” Luca snarks as he walks past us. He barely meets my gaze after that, opting to ignore us both entirely before storming out of the kitchen.
Worrying my lip between my teeth, I stare at the space he just vacated, hoping he’s not too pissed off with me. It’s not like he doesn’t already know about Levi and I. And he knows that I’m going to talk to Levi about it, I just haven’t done so yet. 
Though, the longer I take to do this, the more it’s going to hurt them both. I just don’t even know where to start. How do I tell the guy who has had a crush on me for years that I slept with someone else, and I don’t regret it? I can already see how this is going to go down, and while I’m hating the thought of hurting Levi, I have to be honest. I have to rip off the proverbial band-aid.
“Why does he have to be so moody all the time?” Levi huffs, returning his gaze to meet mine. “I swear he needs to—“
“We slept together,” I blurt, the words pouring from my lips before I can stop them.
The room seems to stand still, a frigid silence enveloping us both as Levi stares at me dumbfoundedly. “What did you say?”
Fear sluices through me that he might up and walk away because of this, but I can’t let that emotion hold me back. “Luca and I… we slept together.”
Levi shudders, like my words make him physically want to hurl. I wouldn’t blame him if he did. I’ve just thrown a grenade into a rabbit cage and hoped that they wouldn't get hurt. 
Levi takes a deep breath, his nostrils starting to flare the longer he registers my words. It’s so goddamn painful to look at him, like his world is slowly crumbling and I’m the reason. But whether I told him gently or not, it’s not something to take lightly. Why was this so much easier with Luca?
“I—“
“Don’t!”
I flinch at his sharp tone, that one word saying more than he verbalizes.
Levi raises a finger in the air, effectively stopping me from talking. It’s rude, but I get it. He needs to process what I just said and decide how he’s going to deal with it. With the way he’s looking at me, though, I don’t think it’s going to be good.
“You fucked Luca?” he eventually clarifies.
I close my eyes, the brashness of his question cutting me deep. Sure, that’s pretty much what happened, but the meaning behind what transpired between Luca and I runs a lot deeper than just a fuck. There was a connection. There has been one for a few weeks, and no matter how much we deny it or ignore it, the fact remains.
Finally, I respond with a nod.
“When?”
My pulse quickens. All the memories of last night hit me like a freight train. The moment Luca and I shared was fast and dirty, but it was also exactly what I needed; what we both needed. And he seemed to understand me on another level, one where he asked me to trust him, and I did.
“Last night,” I answer nervously. I watch the anger flare in Levi’s features.
He clenches his fists. His jaw hardens and twitches. Levi, the fun-loving, easy-going guy, has been replaced with someone who looks like he’s seconds from losing control and throwing his fists into something. I can only imagine the damage he could cause, but I don’t want that. I don’t want it to be like this.
I step forward, hoping that by closing the distance between us I can regain his focus. “Levi—“
He steps away from me until his back hits the kitchen island, his head shaking.
“Let me explain.”
“What exactly is there to explain?” he growls. “You wanted Luca so you fucked him.”
I wince again. There’s no way I can ignore how deep his insinuation cuts. “Don’t say it like that!”
“Like what? It’s what happened, isn’t it?” He pushes away from the island, side-stepping around me in the process as he runs a hand through his dark hair. “Fuck’s sake, Sera. I thought… “ He starts pacing, and I’m lost, watching him figure out how he feels about what I’ve told him.
I know exactly what he thought. That we were an item, something exclusive. We’ve never discussed it, but I feel like a total asshole for the way this is playing out.
“I can’t believe you fucked him!”
My frown deepens. “It’s more than that,” I snap.
Levi stops pacing to pin me with a glare. “You want to be with him?”
Cazzo. How do I answer that without coming across like a total slut? I’ll tell you how—You don’t. The band-aid has to come off, all the way.
“I do, but—“
“Fine!” Levi turns on his heel, marching away from me.
“Levi, wait!”
“For what?” he screams, spinning around to cut me with one final glare. “You’ve made it clear who you want to be with!”
“You didn’t let me finish!”
“Okay…” He paces towards me. We’re almost toe to toe, our gazes locking in place. “Finish!” he barks.
“I… I want you, too.”
There’s another sickening silence that yanks at my heart so hard that I feel like it has sunk to the pit of my stomach. Levi is a mixture of confused and angry now, a deadly combination that I’m certain I won’t be able to pull him from so soon.
“The fuck?”
Footsteps approach, and I hold my breath. Giovanni appears in the doorway, but upon seeing Levi and I, he heads back out. When the coast is clear, I look back at Levi to see doubt framing his dark eyes.
“I like you both.”
He barks out an incredulous laugh, one that I feel right down to my core. “Seriously? You want to fuck us both?”
“Stop saying it like that!” I snarl. My patience is starting to wear thin with Levi’s accusatory tone.
“Well that’s the truth isn’t it? You can’t decide, so you want to test us both out?”
“Are you being serious right now? Is that what you think of me?”
Levi steps closer to me. I can feel the heat of his breath skate over my face, but it’s not a proximity I welcome. The nice Levi has gone; the one who would do anything for me. Now, I’m looking at a broken Levi. A guy who doesn’t seem to understand what I want or how I feel. I know it’s not all about me, but I just don’t know how I’m meant to handle this situation and clearly, I’m doing it all wrong.
“I honestly don’t know what I think of you anymore.”
I freeze. “Remember who you’re talking to, Marchese. I am still your leader.”
In an instant, Levi’s expression changes from hurt and betrayed to a new level of disgust. I don’t like how this is playing out, but I have no control over Levi and his emotions. The only thing I can control is the business side of things and as of now, I’m not sure whether Levi is still with me on that. 
“You’re not the leader I thought you were.” 
Footsteps resound as Levi finishes his sentence. The room lapses into a tense silence that I’m struggling to escape from. His words sting and my vision starts to swim with threatening tears. 
When I finally look up, it’s Giovanni I lock gazes with. But not even his soft green eyes can steady me.
As if on cue, Levi gives me one last look of disappointment that pinches at my chest before walking away from me, leaving a trail of restrained anger in his wake. I’m left with the awkwardness of Giovanni’s inquisitive stare and a fuck-load of answers I never gave Levi.
I should have been softer with him. I should have broken this news to him in a different way. No matter how much I try to figure this out, though, I have no clue what I’m doing. I’ve never been in this situation before and there’s not exactly a book on threesomes for dummies.
Spinning around, I swipe a stray tear from my cheek. Levi’s words hurt me more than I thought they would, and I was expecting some different words entirely. But this; the disappointment and dismissal, cuts a lot deeper than just calling me a whore would.
The slam of the front door signals Levi’s departure. I gulp in several breaths of air to try and calm down, but it’s too damn difficult.
And then I hear the commotion.
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Levi


Figlio di puttana! This is so fucked up! 
I have so many questions, and I know I didn’t give Sera the chance to answer them, but damn. How the hell am I meant to navigate this? I spent so much of my time sitting on the sidelines, waiting for Enzo to make his move—he never did—but I respected him enough not to act on how I felt. Now I have the chance and Sera steam rolls me over with new information. Information where I have to share her with someone else.
How can she want me and Luca? It’s like one of us isn’t enough for her. Or has Luciano fucked her up that badly that she’s too scared to face an actual relationship, so she’s more comfortable bouncing between us?
At least she was honest. I can’t fault her for that. Her delivery was shit, but then again, what she admitted isn’t exactly conventional. I’ve heard of situations where there is more than one guy, but I never once thought I would be a part of something like that. What does she expect me to do? Watch her fuck Luca or let someone watch us?
Fuck that. I didn’t spend years on the sidelines to be ‘the other guy’. 
The door slams shut behind me as I march out into the courtyard. I have every intention of trying to calm down and make sense of what Sera just told me. But I can’t seem to make head nor tail of it. And as soon as I see him, my anger rages to the surface.
I storm over to Luca like a bullet aimed at a target. He’s in deep conversation with the Ferrante brothers so he doesn’t notice me coming. I’m surprised, because with rage coursing through my veins, I can practically feel the heat emanating from me. 
It’s not just because of what Sera said, but the fact that Luca knew there was something going on between us and still fucked her. I sensed he liked her, but I never thought he would act on it.
“You just couldn’t help yourself, could you?”
Luca spins around, his brows furrowing, but I don’t give him the opportunity to answer me. I don’t even think. I just lunge forward, arm swinging until my fist connects with his nose and an almighty crack sounds between us. I feel every knuckle pop under the pressure, the force not only bringing Luca to stagger, but me too.
His coffee cup smashes to the ground, the shattering sound drawing us into a hefty silence.
“The fuck?” he bawls, grabbing his nose. Blood spatters his crisp white shirt, the once clean rigid look Luca always portrays has now gone and between his fingers I see the stream of crimson liquid thread through them. “What the fuck is your problem?”
“You’re my problem, Fontana!” I go to shove him against the side of the SUV but he catches me on the jaw with a right hook, growling as he sends me swaying sideways. “Fongoul!”
It stuns me for a moment until I right myself, my vision tunneling until it’s just me and him. My nostrils flare, my fists clench and without a second thought, I rush him. My knee connects with his gut, barreling him over, but he’s quick to throw a punch into my ribs.
“Fig—“ Pain radiates up my side, but it only fuels the fury. I pin him to the vehicle, catching him with a cheap shot to the eye.
“Hey!” Marco barks at us. It’s enough to distract me, and when Luca throws a fist to the same spot as before, I see stars and taste the faint tang of blood coating my tongue.
The guy can fucking fight. I should have reminded myself of that, but I’m just too damn furious to care. I’ve only just got to a place with Sera where she’s comfortable enough for me to get close to and in a matter of fucking days, she’s in bed with the guy who saw her as a way to reap his revenge.
“What the fuck is going on with you two?” Matteo shouts as he slips between us, forcing us apart with his hands to our chests. “You guys are on the same team!”
“Are we?” I snap while Marco pulls me backwards. My chest heaves as I stare Luca down, images of him plowing into Sera fill my mind with waves of disgust. “Because I don’t think Fontana and I are even on the same fucking planet!”
“Really?” Luca scoffs, swiping at his bloody nose. “What did I do?”
“You know what you did!”
There’s a split second where Luca thinks about what I’ve said before his lips lift with conviction.
“She told you then?” he smirks, which only makes my blood boil hotter. I don’t know what fucking game he’s playing, or how much he played a part in Sera’s decision, but if there is one thing I know about Fontana, it’s that he’s not a one woman kind of man. “Tell me what pisses you off more, her wanting me too? Or the thought of you having to share her?”
I lunge for him again, but Marco is quick to yank me back, pinning my arms behind my back. “Stay the fuck away from her!”
Luca presses forward with a look of satisfaction plastered to his lips. “Newsflash, Marchese,” he whispers. “She’s a grown woman, she can do what she wants. She can fuck who she wants.”
We stutter into silence until realization dawns on Matteo and his eyes widen. But I’m too focused on Luca’s smug look to care about shocking the twins. They must have had some idea about Sera and I, but I don’t think anybody saw anything happening between her and Luca.
“She doesn’t deserve your fucking games!”
“What fucking games?” he scoffs, throwing his hands in the air. “Last time I checked, she was the one who initiated it.”
I tug away from Marco’s grip. “I’m warning you, Fontana.”
“She wants us both, Marchese! Deal with it!”
“Like fuck I will!”
We both draw our guns out at the same time, our eyes narrowing on one another.
“What the hell is going on out here?!” Sera’s voice pierces the air. We all turn, breathless and angry to see her marching towards us with Giovanni in tow. She takes one look at Luca, then at me. “Put your guns down, now!”
“You first,” I sneer at Luca.
He lets up first, turning his palms into the air in surrender before returning his gun to the back of his slacks.
“Are you both done acting like cavemen?” Sera chides, pointing her accusation at me.
“He started it,” Luca laughs. “The man is so fucking insecure he can’t handle the idea of sharing.”
“Enough!” Sera screams.
We’re all still standing out in the courtyard. There’s a blend of confusion and shock charging the atmosphere, tensions running high as we attempt to battle our way through this fucked up situation.
“You’re both grown ass men! Start fucking acting like it!” Sera runs a hand through her hair. This probably wasn’t how she saw her day starting. But I’m not going to hide the fact that I’m beyond pissed off. I’m pretty sure there’s some kind of bro-code to cover this sort of thing happening. And while Luca is right, Sera can be with whoever she wants, I’m still not okay with this sharing shit.
“Maybe we should sit down and talk?” Sera suggests, gesturing back towards the house.
“No!” I snap, tucking my gun away. “I’m done fucking talking.”
“So fucking mature,” Luca mutters, rolling his eyes. If it weren’t for the pain radiating through my fist, I’d give him another punch.
“Luca!” She glares at him before reaching for me. 
I shrug her off. The last thing I want to be is anywhere near her right now. 
“Levi, please.”
“You want Fontana?” I bark. “You can fucking have him.”
“That’s not what I want and you know it.”
“Yeah, I know! You want to sleep with the whole fucking crew by the sounds of it!”
Cazzo.
I don’t even mean for the words to come out, they just do. I look at Sera but she doesn’t react the way I thought she would. She’s more angry than upset, and I think that scares me more because I’ve never really seen Sera angry before.
“Okay,” Marco whistles, stepping in between the group to push me away. “I think that’s enough. Sera is still our leader so treat her like one. Respect it or leave.”
“Fine! This is too fucked up for me, anyway!” 
“Levi!”
“I won’t be a part of it, Sera. I’m done! It’s either me or him.”
“You can’t make me choose,” Sera argues. “This isn’t a competition!”
I stalk towards her until Giovanni steps in front of me. I’m glad he’s finally taking his job seriously, but now’s not the time to prove his loyalty.
As if sensing my frustration, Sera taps Giovanni on the shoulder. He moves away with a huff, allowing Sera to step forward. “Levi, let’s talk.”
The thing is, I don’t want to talk. There’s nothing to say anyway. She wants to be with Luca, the guy who wears the moody look like a goddamn accessory while I’ve done everything I could to be patient, understanding, loyal. Luca might have her wrapped around his finger, but not me. I don’t know what Luca’s angle is, but Sera’s caught up in his net. There’s nothing I can do to stop her but be there when he eventually fucks it up.
Once again, I find myself back on the sidelines. It’s the only place I can be right now because if she thinks I’m willing to watch Luca fuck her, she’s got another thing coming.
“Don’t make me choose,” Sera whispers, reaching for my hand.
Just those few words cement everything I’ve suspected. In a matter of seconds, I’ve gone from doting on Bianchi to doubting what we had. I hate myself for what I do next, but this situation is too much for me to handle. I’ve been bombarded with information I can’t get to grips with and Sera just bulldozed any last sliver of hope I had for us.
Snatching my hand away, I feel every dark and empty emotion rise to the surface. Looking at Sera only makes it worse because I know she’s hoping for a different outcome. Too bad I’m done sitting on the sidelines.
“You just did.”
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Giovanni


My phone is filled with missed calls and messages. Each one more daunting and threatening than the last. I’ve managed to avoid them for the last week, but I can only put it off for so long. 
My phone starts to ring for the fifteenth time today. I stare at it, willing it to stop and after a few more rings, it does. I know I can’t keep ignoring it forever, but the prospect of answering it and having another awkward conversation fills me with dread. Avoidance is the only solution right now, until I can wrap my head around what I’m going to do. I knew this job wasn’t going to be easy. There’s a lot at stake when it comes to protecting Bianchi, and while I’m not prepared to let anything happen to her, I’m also battling with the other threat, the one I have no control over. The one that cements everything for me. Of course, nobody besides me knows what lurks in the shadows, the threats that linger over not only me, but Bianchi and her crew. It’s my job to ensure everything runs smoothly.
While Bianchi is insistent on finding the gang leader’s daughter, I need to ensure her safety. I caught a glimpse of the picture that was handed to her by the leader of the gang, and to say I’m shook is an understatement. I could make out the fear in the girl’s eyes, her bedraggled state serving as a warning to the gang that they can and will do anything unless they follow the rules.
I shudder at the thought, because like so many others, I’m aware of what the Verdis are capable of. It’s only a matter of time before that girl becomes less of a bargaining chip and more of a toy. And we all know what happens to broken toys.
Refocusing my attention, I watch Sera, who has been sitting quietly at her desk all morning in the den. Exhaustion and stress weigh her features down. I know she’s struggling with the turn of events from a few days ago, but she’s pushing past it for the sake of her position. 
Since Luca and Levi threw it down in the courtyard, Levi has been walking around silently—giving me a run for my money—while Luca just grunts at everything. They’re both sporting some cuts and bruises to their faces, but that’s not what seems to bother Sera the most.  She always told me that the silence bothered her. Now, the only people to fill the void are the twins and Raf.
The room has been silent for the better part of half an hour now. Raf and the twins are checking out maps and floor plans, matching up areas that could be a possibility of where the Verdis are keeping Zeke’s daughter.
She had asked Levi to run this meeting with Luca, in an effort to put their differences aside. You can imagine how that went down. They’re currently sitting across from each other, staring each other out. It would be funny if it weren’t for the fact they’ve already pulled guns on one another twice today.
Such a pair of assholes. It doesn’t take a genius to work out how much they like Bianchi. If I were in their shoes, it wouldn’t matter to me whose dick went where and when. Having a woman like Sera before you is a gift in itself. She’s fiercely independent, yet unafraid to show a more vulnerable side. Sometimes I wonder if that’s what makes a great leader. Compassion and power go hand in hand, and she reminds me so much of …
I push that thought to the back of my mind. I hate going to that place. Reliving the past isn’t going to change my present or future. It isn’t going to bring her back to me. Focusing on the now and putting one foot in front of the other is all I know, all I can do.
“I think this is where they’re keeping her,” Raf states aloud, pointing at a gray area on his computer screen.
“You think?” Sera questions abruptly from her desk. 
I watch Raf lift his gaze to meet Bianchi’s. It’s still evident how much Sera doesn’t trust Mancini. But the fact he’s still doing everything within his power to prove his loyalty to her is a testament to his perseverance. 
“I’ve sent drones all over the place. I couldn’t get a good look, but there has been a lot of activity.” Raf pulls up surveillance footage on his laptop. A moving image skates across the scene, zooming in on certain areas of a compound until it reaches men patrolling the perimeter. “I wouldn’t recommend infiltrating just yet.”
“How many men?” Marco asks.
“I’ve counted fifteen, but that’s just the perimeter. There’s no way for me to get a look inside. But if the Verdis have Zeke’s daughter, my bet is she’s going to be there.” Raf finishes by closing his laptop with a soft click.
“So let’s do some recon,” Matteo suggests.
Sera nods in agreement. “Where is it?”
“A compound out in the Valley.”
My attention snaps to Raf, who is focused intently on his screen. Compounds in the Valley only spell one thing when it comes to businesses and corporations that people like Bianchi and the Verdis’ are involved in. There’s only one reason the Valleys are good for, and that’s to hide precious cargo or illegal shit. I’m opting for the latter.
“One of three,” Raf supplies, forcing me to shudder.
My thoughts go nowhere positive after that. All I can think about is what the Verdis are hiding up there.
Sera sighs, perching on the edge of the couch. She looks like she’s warring with the same conflicting thoughts I am. Maybe she knows what the Verdis are up to, what they’re keeping up there. I’d be surprised if she didn’t. She’s a smart woman. In her line of business, she must be aware of what the Valley is used for.
“So all your intel points to this one?” she asks. 
Raf nods, sitting back in his seat. “I’ve been keeping tabs on the compound for the last two days. Aside from the movements outside, nobody has been or gone from the place. It’s completely locked down.”
“Which means we’re on borrowed time,” Sera states. She turns her attention to Marco who seems to be her point of contact in leading this mission.
“We can check it out tonight,” he answers.
Sera nods gratefully, though I think she’s more bothered about the fact her enforcer and second in command are being moody assholes.
I wish I could knock sense into them. I wish I could tell them to be grateful that at least Bianchi was honest about everything instead of hiding what she wanted from them, or worse. She could have just played them against one another. But no, she put herself out there and this is what she gets. Sure, she didn’t exactly get the response she wanted but I’m pretty sure it’s the one she expected. Though, I was certain it would be Luca putting a fight up first and not the other way around. I don’t think I’ve ever seen chaos like this in my line of work before. Usually, it’s the men cheating on their wives, placing blame elsewhere. Not Bianchi, though. She wears her shit proudly, and even though I saw how hurt she was from Levi’s words, she stands strong in an effort to show the world she can be a leader. 
“Can I trust you two to behave?” she asks Levi and Luca.
I half expect Levi to jump to her command, but all he does is nod. As for Luca, the best response Sera gets from him is his usual grunt.
“Great,” she beams. “Marco, we need a plan.”
“The compound is lined by trees before it hits the Valley water,” Marco starts, falling into the role of leader seamlessly. “Our best approach is to start here,” he says, pointing to an area on a map. “We hike up. We don’t need many men. Just enough to cover us if shit goes down.”
“We can use Greco’s men,” Matteo suggests with a smirk. “They’re dispensable.”
But Sera doesn’t seem to like that idea. She smacks him over the back of he head, causing him to laugh and scowl at the same time. ”None of you are dispensable,” she admonishes. “Safety first, recon only. We need to know what we’re working with before we take anyone out. We need to be sure the girl is in there.”
Marco nods in agreement, giving his brother a warning look. “Recon only. We take some of Greco’s men, Matteo and I, and these two,” he gestures to Levi and Luca, “If they can handle it.”
Levi stands, dusting his trousers of imaginary fluff. “I’m staying.”
“Pussy,” Luca mutters under his breath, though it’s loud for all of us to hear.
Without warning, Levi lunges at him. But he barely makes it halfway across before Sera intercepts, pressing her palm against his chest. For a split second I’m wondering what is going through both of their heads. What I walked in on the other day wasn’t nothing. And I can see in Levi’s eyes how much he wants to relish her touch. Instead, he brushes her off like her touch burns him.
“I’ll be fine,” she reassures. 
“And leave you on your own?”
“I won’t be alone. I have Gio, remember?” Sera smiles weakly, turning to me for reassurance.
I respond with a nod. She doesn’t even have to question where I’ll be.
“Fine,” Levi relents before turning to the rest of the group. “But I’m not riding with him.”
Matteo wraps an arm around Levi’s shoulders playfully. The entire room seems to relax around Matteo’s lighthearted attitude. “You can ride with me,” he grins.
Eventually Levi submits, giving Sera a nod. Though I don’t think he’s in total agreement, I understand his reluctance. The last time he left Sera alone was when we returned one of Zeke’s men to the gang. That’s where it all started, and I’m pretty sure Levi is never going to forget that.
“Make a clear plan,” Sera orders Marco. “I don’t want any casualties tonight.”
With a swift nod, Marco and Raf begin to make plans, while Luca sits silently listening in. It won’t be long before they’re all hitting the road to the Valley. 
I just really hope they find the girl.
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Serafina


By the time evening comes, Marco has planned their trip out to every last detail. It’s not complex since they’re just doing some recon, but it’s vital that we cover all bases. I can’t say I’m happy to stay behind. The last thing I want to do is stand on the sidelines.  
If anyone gets hurt, it’s on me. I already have so many deaths on my shoulders and I don’t need the body count to go up. But at the same time, I understand how important it is for me to remain at home and be safe. With Giovanni here, I know I will be—I just hope the rest of the crew are, too.
I look out at the crew that has come together in such a short amount of time. It’s amazing what can blossom from a common enemy. 
Luca and Marco are deep in conversation while Levi watches me from the window of his car. We still haven’t spoken about the other day. I’ve tried to, but between Luca’s grunts and Levi’s silence, it’s difficult to have any kind of real conversation.
Luca is also still annoyed that I’m going through with this plan to get Zeke’s daughter back. I know it could be dangerous and I know that if the Verdis find out about what we’re doing, it could spell more trouble for not just me and my crew, but the Vultures, too. It’s a big risk, but a necessary one. I need the Vultures off my back and on my side. I need to cut off all possibilities of the Verdis gaining an advantage in this war.
“We’re all set,” Matteo says from his position beside me, making me jump slightly. I’ve been lost in my own little world for a few minutes, wondering if either Luca or Levi are ready for a long overdue conversation.
“Good,” I smile, turning my attention to Matteo. “I don’t need to remind you all to be safe.”
“No you don’t, Bianchi,” he says, turning to wink at me. “But I’ll make sure to have your guys back in one piece.”
“That goes for you too.”
He clutches a hand to his heart, his playful side coming out. It’s one of the things I like about this twin; his ability to make light of a situation, no matter how bad things seem at the time. “I didn’t know you cared.”
I nudge him with my shoulder playfully. Despite me being his leader, I enjoy being able to joke around. I’m still young enough to relish these moments while making sure business runs as usual.
“But seriously,” he says, a grave tone lacing his words. “I will bring them back to you. They’re just being hard-headed right now and can’t see that what you want isn’t a bad thing.”
I cast my head down as I think back to the day in this very courtyard when Luca and Levi had their guns pointed at one another while Levi accused me of wanting to get the whole crew on a roster. It hurt to hear Levi voice what he really thinks of me, and the lack of respect pissed me off too. But I was at fault. I’ve had more time to think about how I sprung the news on him, and I know I need to make this right. I just can’t seem to get through to him.
“Donna Bianchi,” Matteo calls my focus back. “Not many women would voice what they want, especially someone in your position. But that’s not something to be ashamed of. Be proud that you owned that shit, because…and I don’t want to overstep but… it’s hot as fuck.”
I can’t help but crack a smile. I know what he’s trying to say—Matteo seems to understand more than anyone what I want and why I want it. Then again, I can’t say I’m surprised. He seems like the type to explore his sexuality a lot more openly than his twin.
“Don’t take no for an answer, Bianchi,” Matteo adds as he jumps down the last step we’ve been standing on. “You hold the power. Make them your bitches.”
Rolling my eyes, I watch Matteo back away, sauntering off to Levi’s car. He reaches the passenger side before turning and throwing another wink at me, then slips inside the vehicle.
All at once, the engines roar to life before one by one they leave the courtyard. Luca and Marco have each taken a vehicle with some of Greco’s men, while Levi and Matteo drive ahead of the convoy together. The plan is to make it to the Valley before sundown, giving them just enough light to get to the compound—but not so much that they’ll be seen. Raf has set up his computers in the den, ensuring we have constant communication as well as sight of the compound, so we won’t be completely in the dark with this mission.
I wait until the gate closes at the bottom of the drive before I head inside. Giovanni is already in the kitchen, brewing coffee silently. He turns as soon as I enter, passing me a mug before perching against the kitchen island.
“Thanks,” I say, joining him.
He nods before we both let the silence blanket us. This is one of the few times I enjoy his quiet persona, never asking questions or prying too far. When it comes to recent events, I’m glad to be surrounded by Giovanni’s silence and not Luca and Levi’s disgruntled scoffs.
We sip our coffee in silence, never lulling into any kind of awkwardness. It’s nice to be able to think while in the company of someone else, never having to answer questions. Today of all days, I’m just not ready for them. I’m still trying to figure out what to do about Levi and Luca.
I can’t choose between them; it’s just not an option. My feelings for Luca grew tenfold in the space of such a short time that I don’t even know when it happened. Levi has always been there and it wasn’t until that moment we shared in my office weeks ago that I realized I liked him more than just my second-in-command. Everything is so confusing right now that being alone with my thoughts is a welcomed reprieve I’m thankful for.
Warmth covers my hand, snapping me out of my daze. I glance down to see Giovanni’s hand resting atop mine, an unusual but familiar gesture he has made a few times before. When I look up, the depths of his green eyes are brimmed with curiosity. Giovanni’s gaze softens, his touch on my hand contradicting. Sometimes I wish he would just say something, anything to break up the silence and reassure me. Whatever the reason is for his vow of silence, I respect it. I also respect the willpower he holds because it can’t be easy holding back on wanting to speak out.
“I’m okay,” I reassure. “I’m just thinking things over.”
He tilts his head, a sigh flaring his nostrils. 
From the way he looks at me, I’m hazarding a guess he wants me to talk.
“I worry about them, you know?” I admit. “I worry about all of you. I know danger comes with this position, but if anything happened to any of you…” I heave a sigh, a hiccup of air hanging in my chest. “I don’t think I could live with myself.”
Giovanni gives my hand a squeeze, and that reassuring comfort he manages to ease me into effortlessly swallows me up. It’s so easy to be around him. I wouldn’t go as far as to say it’s the silence, but more that his actions feel so much more genuine than words ever could.
I gaze up at him, a hopeless expectation lingering between us. For a moment, I wonder just how much I would care if something happened to Giovanni. I don’t know anything about him, but he’s certainly proved how reliable he is. His loyalty goes without question, and despite the vow of silence, I feel like I know him better this way.
It’s the little things that I notice the most about my bodyguard. The subtle way his nostrils flare when he’s angry; I swear Giovanni almost had an aneurysm from Levi and Luca’s showdown in the courtyard. The green in his eyes seems brighter when he’s trying not to smile—and yes, there have been one or two occasions where I’ve seen a gentle smile grace those lips.
I find myself staring for too long, relishing the soft touch of his hand on mine. There are so many things I wish I could know about my bodyguard. If it weren’t for the silence, I’m not sure I would be so intrigued. Then again, Giovanni captivated me from the moment he stepped into my office.
“They’re going to be fine.”
Giovanni snatches his hand away, a chill eating up the place where his palm once was.
Slowly, I turn to see Raf standing in the doorway. He clears his throat, suddenly aware of the tension in the room. His eyes dart between us until I glare at him, silently imploring him to say whatever he came to say.
“I won’t let anything happen to them. I promise.”
I cast a glance over my shoulder at Giovanni, but he’s already pushing up off his stool and moving towards the sink.
With a huff, I look back at Raf. “Maybe you should get back to it then, instead of standing here trying to convince me.”
He waves a phone in the air, the moving image of the convoy heading towards the valley on the screen. “Figured you could use some company.”
“Gio was doing fine without you,” I snap. I know I’m being hard on the guy, but I can’t seem to stop it or find it in me to care. The asshole pretty much watched me endure Luciano and his tyrannical love for months and did nothing. Even when he caught me trying to leave one night to meet Enzo, he didn’t try to help me. Instead, he called Luciano and I was snatched away before I could do anything.
Memories like those stick with people like me. Abuse, negligence, ignorance. None of that diminishes, no matter how many years have passed. No matter how much growing up we’ve all done, I will always remember those helpless moments. They might have shaped me into the woman I am today, but that’s through no influence from Raf.
“Sera,” he sighs, perching on the stool that Giovanni just vacated.
I turn my head, but my silent bodyguard is nowhere to be seen. Great.
“I meant what I said. I won’t let anything happen to them. You have my word.”
Glaring at Raf, I meet his stubborn gaze. I sip my coffee, using the time to evaluate and consider my next words. “I’m sure you can understand why your word means very little to me. The only reason you are here is because of Luca. If it were my choice…” I lean forward, making sure he understands the wrath I conceal beneath the surface. “I’d have thrown you to the Vultures already.”
“And I’d respect you for that.”
His response throws me off. I’m surprised by Raf’s discernment. I expect him to toss some nonchalant comment my way or shrug me off. Instead, empathy shines in his eyes.
“I can’t ever forgive myself for what I did to you, Bianchi. I don’t expect you to do something I can’t. But I can prove my loyalty to you.”
“Like you did with the Verdis?” I snipe.
“Cazzo!” He slams his fist on the kitchen island. “I was young, Sera! I didn’t know any fucking better! You of all people know the power that family has over people. I was sucked in, goddamnit!”
Shock freezes me in place. His outburst and admission surprises me even more than before.
“But I’m not that person anymore. What they’re doing is fucked up, and I want to make sure they pay.”
I narrow my eyes. I don’t have a clue about what he wants them to pay for, but I’m certain it’s not because of the attempt on my life or killing my best friend. I’m aware that his sister died in a shootout, but I have no idea who was behind it or how she came to be in the wrong place at the wrong time. Maybe this has Luciano’s name all over it, or maybe it’s the family?
I don’t expect him to tell me anything. In fact, I’m pretty sure the opening for me to ask questions is closed now. So we just sit in silence, staring at one another, neither of us knowing what to say.
I finish my coffee while still in the awkward company of Raf. It isn’t until I make my way to the sink to wash my mug that he finally speaks.
“I know what’s going on with you and the guys.”
I spin around, hands gripping the kitchen counter behind me. Of course Raf would have found out about Luca and Levi. Information like that gets passed around so quickly I’m surprised he hasn’t said anything before now. Then again, we’ve not really been in the company of one another for this long before.
“It’s none of your business,” I reply, swiftly turning around to clear the sink.
“No, you’re right. But I just want to say that what you want isn’t as outrageous as you think.”
“And what do you know about it?”
“Nothing,” he answers honestly. “But clearly the guys aren’t on the same page as you.”
Turning back around, I lock eyes with Raf. I don’t like the fact we’re talking about my private life so openly. He has no right to give me any opinion on the matter. Whatever is going on between me, Luca, and Levi is just that. It doesn’t involve anyone else.
As if sensing my hostility, he holds his palms in the air. “All I’m saying is, I know Luca. And if Luca and Levi are anything alike, they’re probably coming from a place of insecurity.”
Up until now, I assumed it had something to do with Levi not wanting to share. I thought his anger was because I betrayed him and what has been going on between us. It didn’t occur to me that my confident second-in-command would feel insecure.
“What exactly does he have to be insecure about?” I find myself asking. Though I still don’t like having this conversation with someone who fucked me over years ago, I find that Raf is probably the next best person to discuss this with. He knows Luca, and he’s a guy. He must have some insight for me that I can use.
“Well,” Raf chuckles. “No guy wants to share a girl with someone else. I mean, threesomes are hot, but they’re temporary. You’re talking about having a relationship with both of them, right?”
“I guess,” I answer, though I’m still wary of that term. The last time I fell into a relationship, it ended badly. Do I really want to go through that again?
Raf nods, sliding off the stool to rest a hand on my shoulder. “All I’m saying is, those guys have been raised to be the best. They’re the protector, the enforcer. They’re their own competition, they don’t need to be each other’s.”
“That’s not what this is.”
“I know,” he smiles. “But maybe it’s time you showed your loyalty to them?”
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We park at the bottom of the Valley just as the sun sets. The orange and pink hues paint the picture of perfection in the sky, while we’re dealing with anything but that. Besides the fact that we’re on some sort of rescue mission to seek out a girl for a gang that tried to take our leader out, I’m still pissed about the situation I’ve found myself in with Sera. 
“If you keep staring at their car like that it might burst into flames,” Marco comments from outside the open car window.
I raise a brow, facing him. “Would that be such a bad thing?”
He shrugs, not saying anything further on the subject, which I’m grateful for. Instead, he hands me an earpiece that will keep us connected with Raf. 
I step out of the car, tapping it twice. “Mancini?”
“Here!” he answers almost immediately.
A drone swings over us and I salute it.
“Keep in the shadows,” Raf warns us. “Patrols are heavy.”
“Got it,” I answer, checking my weapon.
“How many?” Marco asks.
A sigh comes over the earpiece before Raf finally gives the answer we’ve been dreading. “About thirty men.”
“Shit,” Matteo mutters. “That’s double what they had last time!”
“Guess we’ll have to be careful then.” Levi snaps a magazine into his weapon.
“Do not engage, Marchese!” Sera snaps over the comms. “This is recon, remember?”
Levi rolls his eyes. As much as I hate to admit it, I know exactly what Levi is thinking. I suspect we are all thinking the same thing. We’re here now, so we might as well get the girl out if we can.
“Let’s go,” Marco orders. “The sun is coming down.” 
After disembarking and ensuring everyone is ready, we start to hike the half mile to the top of the hill. Levi falls behind with Matteo, the silence pierced by the sounds of our footfalls on the ground.
While Raf watches us from the skies back at Sera’s place, we’re at ground level. There was no way we were going to let Sera come out with us. Luckily, we didn’t have to fight her on it. She was more than happy to stay at home and let us get to work. It’s one less thing for me to worry about because I still don’t like this idea.
Levi’s outburst was the last thing I expected. Sure, I knew he would have some reservations about what Bianchi wants, but I didn’t think he would call her out on it. The guy has some balls to say the shit he did and get away with it. That’s what pisses me off the most. Sera is our leader, and she let him talk to her like she was nothing more than the shit on his shoe. Guys like him don’t deserve Bianchi when they’re acting like that, but that’s not for me to decide.
“They must be moving shit,” Marco says from behind me.
Dirt and dust kick up from ahead, a couple of Greco’s men skidding in the loose earth.
“Do you think so?” I ask.
“Yeah. It makes sense. Why have that many men? They must be getting nervous by now. They’ve made a couple of attempts on Bianchi’s life and she hasn’t retaliated yet. They’ll be expecting something, especially if the Vultures haven’t been reporting back to the Verdis.”
Cazzo. He’s right. After the meeting with the Vultures, they agreed to keep the Verdis at bay. That was under the assumption that we could get the leader’s daughter back. But if Marco is right and they’re getting nervous, they’ll be wanting to move assets.
“We’d better pick up the pace,” I say, pulling myself up a steep area by a hanging branch.
The good thing about the Valley is that the coverage conceals us as well as providing us with access to different routes. You can climb trees, hide in the bushes, even swim in the river at the bottom.
“You remember when we used to come up here as kids?” Marco asks. While the shadows of the trees cover most of him, there’s still the sliver of light from the sun on the hills, slipping through the canopy. I never thought Marco was the type to reminisce, but I can see why his memories bring him back to when we were children.
“Yeah,” I reply, stepping over a tree trunk. “My father hated us being up here.”
“That’s because we didn’t have shit to protect us,” he laughs. “Now, we have a fucking crew.”
I look behind us to where Matteo and Levi are climbing up. A couple of Greco’s men follow behind while a couple more are out ahead of us taking the lead. I’ve always imagined leading a crew. I always envisaged having my father by my side while I took over. It’s hard coming to terms with the fact he’s gone. Even after almost two months, it doesn’t hurt any less, but it has been easier to forget.
“And we’re back in the one place my father told me never to come to,” I say, shaking my head.
“Yeah,” Marco sighs. “I haven’t been up here in years.”
“Same,” Matteo huffs as he joins us on a ridge. The sun is almost down now, the peak of moonlight cresting behind us. “I wonder if that tree swing is still down by the river?”
“I don’t think now is the time to find out,” Levi comments, storming past us.
Rolling my eyes, I nudge Matteo to keep going. We’re almost at the top, but it’s getting steeper now. It’s harder to dig our feet into the dirt, and it’s so dry that the ground is crumbling beneath us. The only thing to keep us upright now as we hike are the tree branches that offer their support.
We all climb, huffing and puffing until we reach a break in the trees that overlooks the large field that surrounds the compound. It’s hard to make out much other than the movement from guards, their flashlights illuminating their path around the perimeter.
“Fontana, you take two men with you to the west side,” Marco orders. “Marchese, you take the north side. Me and Matty will take the west. Stay in the dark, stay on comms.”
In unison, we all nod, turning on our heels. My pulse beats loud and clear in my ears, and I know what I have to do.
“Luca, don’t do anything stupid,” Sera joins the call, her warning tone failing to stop me.
It’s the first time she’s spoken directly to me. She didn’t say anything to me when we left—not that I gave her the chance. I’m still in two minds about everything. It’s not that I’m bothered about sharing, I’m not. It’s that she’s ultimately pushed me aside because Levi doesn’t want to be a part of this. It’s all or nothing for Sera, and I’m not sure I’m content with that.
“I told you, you don’t need to worry about me,” I growl back over the comms, cocking my weapon as I storm past Levi with my two guards.
“Recon only!” she barks, but it’s too late. Marco is right behind me as we weave through the trees, sprinting between gaps that could expose us until we’re on the western part of the compound. He’s essentially ignored the plan to make sure I don’t do something stupid.
I find a group of unused vehicles, dormant in their parking bays, and use them for cover, hiding behind them so a large empty truck covers our position. Greco’s men are positioned either side of Marco and I, and even in the dim light I can see the rest of our crew taking their positions.
On the other side of the compound, Matteo is setting up on the ground, his rifle aimed carefully. Levi is beside him with more of Greco’s men, checking for blind spots. It’s all about to go down. I can feel the static in the air, the tension charging us up like batteries.
“Luca,” Sera warns again over the comms.
“You made a promise, Bianchi,” I remind her quietly of her promise to The Vultures. The last thing I want to do is give our position away.
“Fuck the promise! I don’t want anyone getting hurt.”
I crouch down as a guard passes by a large empty truck covering our position, letting out a breath when he doesn’t spot us.
When it’s clear, we move across the compound under the blanket of shadows. Closing the distance, we’re almost to the building. It’s just a few steps away, almost within our grasp.
And then we hear it— a blood curdling scream that pierces the darkness surrounding us, rippling through the air.
On instinct, Marco and I pull our weapons out, slamming our bodies against the side of a vehicle as the guard comes into sight, carrying a girl over his shoulder. My heartbeat picks up, my entire body tensely coiled like a viper preparing to strike. We’re in the open now, vulnerable, a perfect target for anyone. It would only take a single look in the right direction to see exactly where we are.
On the other side of the compound, Matteo and Levi move carefully, nodding when they’re ready. Any minute now.
It happens so quickly.
A whistle sounds through the air; the snap of a bullet as it hits the guard. He drops to the ground with a thud, taking the girl with him. She scampers away, Matteo chasing after her as a chorus of gunfire ensues around us.
It’s chaos. Controlled chaos. One by one, guards spill from the warehouse, surrounding the compound we’ve lined ourselves between.
And one by one, they drop like flies.
My eyes widen, my mouth suddenly dry. I look at Levi but he’s shrugging his shoulders.
“What the fuck?” Marco mutters behind me, but I don’t have time to question what the hell is happening, all I know is that these shots didn’t come from this crew.
Bullets whiz past us, snapping me out of my thoughts. Our cover is blown. It’s time to spring into action. I aim my gun and shoot effortlessly, taking out three guards in quick succession. It’s easy when you know where they are, but that’s all about to change.
The darkness grows thicker. The lights of the compound illuminate the way and we only have the sparse shadows to conceal us.
Footfalls grow louder, forcing me to spin around. I grip my gun tightly as one of Verdi’s men comes into view.
He spots me first, shooting and failing to hit me at the same time my bullet hits him square in the chest. He drops like a lead balloon, blood pooling out in the spotlight of dirt.
“Move!” I order Marco.
He pushes past me, slinking into the shadows, lining his body against the wall of the warehouse again.
Another man falls into my line of sight, and with one easy squeeze of the trigger, he drops. Then we’re back to pushing forward again, evading the men filtering out from the warehouse. There can’t be more than twenty—not counting the ones lying in the dirt with holes in their bodies. But that’s not what concerns me anymore.
“We’re not alone,” I whisper to Marco as we watch the last two men hang back in the doorway of the warehouse.
“What do you mean?”
I mute my comms before turning to Marco, doing the same to him. I don’t know how much Sera and Raf can see or hear, but the last thing I want to do is worry them. “There’s someone else here. Maybe for the same thing.”
Marco narrows his eyes, casting a wary look around the compound. Try as he might, there’s no way we’ll be able to spot whoever is out here with us. They won’t show their face, that’s for sure, so I only hope they’re on our side.
“Find Matteo,” I order him. “He needs to get that girl.”
With that command, Marco pushes off the wall, darting off in the direction Matteo ran after the girl. Luckily, there are more shadows he can hide in, more coverage so I won’t need to worry about him being seen. When I’m sure he’s far enough away, I push forward.
My pulse pounds excitedly in my ears. This is what I live for, this is what I was raised by my father to do. Enforce and protect.
Bullets are still firing in all directions, a cacophony of gunfire that pierces the air as more men drop. Whoever is taking them out is an expert, but I’m not one to shy away from assistance. If they were here for us, we’d be dead already.
“On your left!” Levi shouts out to me.
I spin around, gun already aimed out. But before I can fire, the guard drops.
I look to my left, but Greco’s guard to my right is down too. Dead.
Cazzo.
I aim my weapon just as another guard comes into view.
My finger squeezes lightly. One shot to the left leg.
The man falls, writhing on the ground in agony. I take the second shot. Between the eyes.
I swing around, gun aimed as more bullets fly past me—some belonging to our mystery sniper, more belonging to Verdi’s guards. Whatever they’re guarding, the girl is no longer their concern.
I line up my sight just as another asshole pokes his head out from behind a vehicle.
On one breath, I pull the trigger. It’s effortless and streamlined, hitting the guy right between the eyes. He doesn’t even see it coming. 
Blood sprays, splattering crimson all over the guy beside him. I take him out next, aiming once more. He drops to the ground, and then we march forward. It’s almost synchronized as Levi and I sneak further towards the warehouse, using the shadows as cover. 
A guy comes out from my right. I go to pull the trigger, but it malfunctions. I swing my arm out before the guy can aim, pushing his own gun away. It fires, the sound slamming into my eardrums. With the gun in my other hand, I punch my hand forward, slamming the back of the barrel into his throat.
He clutches his neck with his free hand, staggering backwards. I kick his legs out from under him, his weight crashing to the ground. I don’t waste a second re-cocking my weapon. A stray bullet flies out sideways. Damn thing always jamming. 
Another whistle glides past me.
Another thud follows.
Not wasting time, I slam my foot into my assailant's face.
Once. Twice. Then I pull my knife out, grabbing the guy by his hair and slicing his throat.
I spin around again, adrenaline surging through me. I’m on a high. Action like this always brings me greater satisfaction than anything else, especially when assholes like the Verdis are at the end of my gun or knife.
Another guard comes into my sight, but Levi takes him out, a bullet going through the man’s neck. Blood spurts out as he slips sideways, landing with a thud in the dirt.
More gunfire rains down around us, but the odds are better—thanks to our sniper. Judging from the amount of men we’ve collectively taken down so far, I’d say we’re almost there. I dart behind the next vehicle. 
“Luca?” Sera’s worried voice floats through my ear.
“I’m here,” I reply, just as I watch Levi slip around the side of a vehicle.
“Levi?”
Cazzo.
Someone quickly disarms him, his gun flying to the ground beside me.
I lunge forward, slamming my body to the ground and twisting over to take aim.
A scarlet spray suddenly coats Levi before his attacker drops. In the pale moonlight, I see the sickening smile of satisfaction spreading across Levi’s lips. He nods at me subtly, acknowledgment and respect flowing between us.
But it wasn’t me.
I tap my ear, gesturing for Levi to speak up. Our leader needs to hear he’s ok.
“I’m here, beautiful.”
Sera lets out a sigh of relief. I don’t know what she can see, but I’m certain she’s watching with bated breath. She’ll be kicking herself for not being out here, but we just can’t risk it. After what happened the night of the wedding, I know she can handle herself. Her safety is too important though, and the last thing we all need is to keep an eye on her as well as each other tonight.
Eventually, the gunfire grinds to a halt. I look around to see the final numbers; Two of the four guards we brought with us, Levi and myself. Not bad considering we were outnumbered.
“Where are the twins?” I ask.
“Here!”
I spin around to find Matteo carrying the girl towards us. She’s curled in his arms, covering her face, but we know who she is. She can’t be more than seventeen years old, with white blonde hair and dirt marring her pale skin. The poor girl looks like she hasn’t slept or eaten in weeks. She’s also sporting a black eye, which makes my blood boil, but that’s a problem for another day. Tonight, these assholes got what they deserved.
“It’s all clear,” Marco announces, standing in the doorway of the compound. “Nothing but crates.
“They were moving us,” the girl says from behind us.
“Us?” I ask.
The tiny girl shivers. I see the fear coiling her body, the shudder of terror keeping her from saying anything else. She looks at Matteo, her eyes softening while her arms wrap tighter around his neck. “I was the last one.”
“Bianchi?” I say over the comms. “We’ve got her. The compound is clear.”
Another sigh brushes through the earpiece. “Good,” she says calmly.
“What do you want us to do with the warehouse?” Levi asks.
The tone that comes through the ear piece is resolute and void of emotion. “Send them a message.”
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Levi


Smoke fills the skies, a dirty haze sitting thick in the air as we all watch the warehouse swarm with flames. Spits of embers light up the sky, the wispy ribbons laced with drugs and dirty money engulfing us. It’s only a matter of time before this place explodes, and we need to get out of here before that happens. Lucky for us, we’re in the depths of the Valley where the only souls to come by would be none-the-wiser passers-by.  
Luca stands stoically, eyes wandering the tree line. I know exactly what he’s looking for. Our mystery sniper.
Whoever was out here with us tonight wasn’t here to take the girl. Whatever they wanted, it wasn’t us. Apparently, we had the same motives, but that only begs the question of who they are.
“We need to tell Bianchi about this,” Marco says. “Whoever was here, whether they meant to or not, they were helping us.”
Luca nods in agreement, but I can sense his reluctance. “I’ll tell her. She might know who it was.”
After a beat of silence, we all agree it’s time to head back. With the warehouse burning to the ground behind us, we all turn, satisfied with what we have accomplished. We’ve got the girl, and we’ve retaliated in the most personal form. Once the Verdis hear about this compound, they’ll be sure to up the ante on taking out Bianchi. But we’re ready. We’re prepared for that. Now that we have Zeke’s daughter, we can start forming alliances with them.
As we head back down the hill to where the convoy is parked, my mind wanders to Sera. I know how much it’s hurting her that we haven’t spoken. I’ve done nothing but hurt her with my silence. But I just can’t seem to wrap my head around everything. I’ve tried for the last few days to understand, to figure out what Luca has that I don’t. He’s got the brooding personality down to the letter, he’s good looking—hell, I’d fuck him if I was that way inclined.
But it’s Sera I want.
“Hey!” Matteo claps me on the back as we navigate our way through the thick forest. He’s no longer holding the girl. He gave her to one of Greco’s guards even though she refused at first.
She looks too weak to walk, though. I don’t know how long the Verdis had the girl, but she looks like she’s seen better days. We can’t risk anything else happening to her, so she had no choice but to accept our help.
I grab a branch as we descend the loose terrain. This part of the Valley is dense with trees and foliage, but is also dry and unstable. It’s probably why the Verdis chose this area in the first place. Hidden out of sight, inconspicuous because there are so many alike—even if they’re miles apart. It’s the perfect place to hide something you don’t want found. 
“You still in a mood over the ‘sharing Bianchi’ thing?”
“It’s not a thing,” I snap, causing Matteo to step back. “It’s just…” My gaze shifts to Luca who is climbing over a fallen tree, one of the guards carrying the girl is close behind him.
“It’s a thing, man.” Matteo smiles at me. 
The guy is always smiling. Having the twins around is always like having two sides of the same coin. One is serious and structured, the other is free-spirited and fun. While I like having them around, Matteo is the last person I want to talk to about who Sera sleeps with. I don’t want to add more people to the list.
“You need to stop that shit,” Matteo mutters, nudging past me and grabbing hold of a branch as he climbs down the hill.
“What shit?” I growl, following after him.
Matteo turns to me. In the dark, with only the shadows cast by the moonlight, I see his knowing smile point out every fucking silent thought of mine. “First of all,” he huffs, turning back down the hill. “Bianchi is our leader. You really fucked up there, talking to her like a nobody.”
Cazzo. I did do that. 
Any other leader would have made an example of me. Not Sera, though. She took my shit, accepted it, and let each syllable burn her like I had intended. For that alone, I should be cast aside. I don’t deserve to be in the same room as Bianchi, let alone continue as her second in command.
“Secondly,” Matteo continues. “So what if she slept with Fontana? She slept with you too, right?”
“Right.”
Matteo stops beside another obscure tree, the darkness covering us entirely. “So what if she wants Fontana? She wants you, too.”
I don’t know what he’s getting at exactly, but his words are starting to ignite a curiosity I didn’t think I had until now.
“Sharing isn’t so bad,” Matteo states.
I frown. Even though he can’t see my expression, I’m betting he can sense my confusion. “I’m not like that, Matty. Threesomes just aren’t me.”
“Nobody said anything about threesomes, you dumbass. Sera wants you both. She wants to explore you both. So let her.”
“And then what?” I huff. “Watch her get fucked by another guy? A guy who wanted her head on a plate not that long ago?”
“You’re such a drama queen,” Matteo scoffs. “Luca never wanted her head, he was in a bad place after his father’s death. He doesn’t have anyone else but us now. Did it ever occur to you that his initial feelings for Bianchi might have been clouded?”
Matteo’s words hit me deep. I didn’t realize Luca had nobody else. I knew his mother wasn’t around, but I didn’t really think of the consequences he found himself in after Don Fontana was killed. That still doesn’t excuse him, and a deeper part of me still wonders if he’s playing a game. People don’t just move past revenge and decide they want to sleep with the enemy. Do they?
“I suppose you’re going to tell me he’s a changed man?”
Matteo laughs, just as the convoy comes into view. We’re still concealed by the trees, but we’re a step closer to getting back. “Fontana is still Fontana. But I’ve seen how he looks at Sera. He’s not playing a game or trying to hurt her. I think he actually likes her. I know that’s not something you want to hear, but it should fill you with some relief that he’s not going to hurt the same person you care about because that’s really what this is all about, isn’t it?”
In some way, Matteo is right. It’s not just the fact I feel betrayed about her wanting someone else. I don’t want her to get hurt. I can’t control Luca, but I can control what I say and do.
Realization hits me like a fucking brick because I did exactly what I was afraid Luca would do to her.
“Cazzo,” I murmur.
“Yeah,” Matteo chuckles, clapping me on the back for good measure. “I will say Luca was right about one thing. You’ve been sitting on the sidelines for so long that you feel insecure. You shouldn’t though. Sera is woman enough to tell you what she wants, so I say fucking own it! Besides…” he nods towards his twin brother, “Sharing can be fun.”
“You’ve done it before?”
Matteo’s beaming grin is just about visible through the dark night. “Once. And it wasn’t as bad as you might think. Just think of it as a competition.”
“A competition?” Isn’t that exactly what Sera told me it wasn’t?
“Yeah,” Matteo smirks. “If all else fails, see who can get her off more times.”
[image: image-placeholder]I slump down on my couch, flicking the TV on. 
After the conversation with Matteo and the silent ride back to Bianchi’s, I made a swift retreat. We left Zeke’s daughter with Sera, ignoring the fact she wanted a debrief on what happened tonight. But I needed to wash up and get the stench of blood and dirt off my skin. The debrief will have to wait. 
I’m still caught up in Matteo’s discussion about sharing.
What are the dynamics?
How the hell do you not get in your head about competing against another guy?
There’s a knock at the door before I get the chance to think more on it. Pulling myself out of my thoughts, I head to the door and check the camera.
It’s Sera.
Without hesitation, I open the door, coming face to face with the last person I expected to see tonight.
“What are you doing here?” I frown.
“You didn’t stay for a debrief,” Sera answers abruptly, stepping past me to enter the apartment.
Closing the door, I turn to watch her examining my place. She’s only been here a few times. Nothing has changed, but I expect she’s hoping something has so it can distract her from whatever she came here to say. Because it sure as shit isn’t going to be about the weather.
“Did anyone?” I quiz because I’m pretty sure everyone just wanted to call it a night. We’ve been climbing, fighting and shooting for the better part of a couple of hours, we need to rest.
“We need to talk,” she states.
“Sera, I—“
“I need to talk,” she corrects herself, approaching me with determined steps. “And you’re going to listen.” She grabs me by my shoulders, dragging me toward the couch and pushing me backwards.
Before I know what’s happening, she’s straddling me. I don’t have time to remain angry or stick to my guns about keeping away from her, because my dick is getting harder by the second underneath my towel.
Sera ignores it, though, instead opting to rest her hands on my shoulders and look me dead in the eyes.
“I don’t like the silence. I don’t like that we aren’t talking. And I don’t like us like this. You’re my second in command, and I miss you.”
Looking at her and listening to her words, I see the war she has been battling inside for the last few days. I’ve been so hard on her about the fact she was open with me that I never gave her the chance to fully explain, or try to understand why she wants both of us.
“I want you by my side again, the old Levi that brightened up a room with his smile.” Sera cups my cheek, her warm palm soothing the sharp side of receding anger. “I know why you’re angry and hurt, and I’m so sorry that I did that to you.”
She’s right. I am angry. I am hurt. But the biggest emotion that cuts deeper than anything else is fear. “What does he have that I don’t?”
Sera’s brows furrow with confusion, sadness framing her eyes. “Nothing. It’s not about fulfilling what the other can’t. You’re both you, and that’s what I like. You both make me happy, and I care about both of you equally.”
“Then why do I feel like I’ll be competing against him?”
She tilts her head, her other hand running through my hair. “Is that how you feel? Like I’m going to be tallying up who’s better than the other?”
I nod. Since we’re speaking freely and honestly without the labels of who we are to each other, it seems only right that I lay out how I feel, too.
Sera presses her forehead to mine and for the first time since this whole situation rose to the surface, I feel at peace. The slice of proximity she has forced between us seems to buff away the edges of my jealousy and torment. 
“I already told you,” she whispers. “There’s no competition. But if wanting this means I have to choose between you both…” she sighs heavily, closing her eyes and letting the words slip free and honestly from her lips. “Then we can go back to how it was before.”
I roll my eyes. The last thing I want is to go back to Luca treating Sera like she’s to blame for everything and me pining after a woman I can’t have. 
“I can’t choose, Levi. I’ve already lost so much, I can’t lose you, too.”
“I don’t want to go back to how things were,” I rasp, running a hand over her thigh. “I just don’t know how this works. The logistics, the feelings.”
A small smile appears on Sera’s lips. I love that the slightest hint of a possibility seems to brighten her features. She relaxes against me, her chest pressing against mine. “I don’t know either. But I’m willing to find out. I need you by my side, though. I need both of you.”
Slowly, she lifts her head, her soft lips grazing mine. It’s a gesture that tells me she’s willing to make this work if I am. And I am, I think. I just don’t know how the hell I can put my jealousy aside, knowing she’s going to be fucking someone else. It’s not the societal norm. It’s not conventional in the slightest, but a part of me knows that this would make her happy, and fuck, do I want to make her happy.
“You never lost me, Bianchi. You just took me by surprise.” I lift my hand to comb it through her long hair cascading down her shoulders. “And what pisses me off the most is you spoke to Luca about this before me.”
Sera’s head moves sadly. I don’t mean to be harsh or brash, but I need to be honest.
“It was a conversation that came out of nowhere,” she explains.
“I get it,” I say, leaning up to kiss her lips gently. “But I’m still allowed to be pissed about it.”
That small smile from before widens. I’ve always loved seeing Sera smile, and knowing my words have that effect on her makes me feel weightless.
“I promise, you’ll be the first to know everything,” she replies, kissing me sweetly.
I’m more than satisfied with her response, wasting no time in kissing her harder. Her lips press against mine, a soft whimper escaping her as I slide my hand to the base of her neck. It’s slow and intense, a flutter of heat and emotions warring with my own desire to get the last few days’ frustration out.
Sera must sense my need—that, and the fact I’m rock hard beneath her and she’s grinding on me like no tomorrow.
“So how does this work?” I ask, suppressing the urge to just strip her naked and fuck her raw.
“I don’t know. Whatever we’re comfortable with.”
“I’m not comfortable with any of it,” I sigh. “But I’m willing to try. Just don’t expect me to watch you get fucked by Luca. I draw the line there.”
Sera chuckles, the sound resonating deep within me. She strokes my face sweetly, the tenderness of her touch cementing my decision. It’s moments like these that I remember how much I care about her, how much I long to make her happy. If this is what will make her happy, I have to be willing to meet at least halfway. “It’s not about the sex, Levi. I like spending time with you both. You both make me feel something I haven’t felt in so long. I want to explore that.”
I nod in understanding. I get it. Sera’s past isn’t one she’ll forget anytime soon, and she’s doing what feels right to her now, to move on from that. I can’t fault her for being honest in what she wants.
“Then let’s make this work.”
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Serafina


Our lips crash together in a heated, bruising kiss; one that consumes my soul and threatens to swallow every last molecule of air from my lungs. Levi wastes no time in unbuckling my pants. We’re a tangle of arms and frenetic energy as we strip ourselves of our clothes—or in his case, his towel— desperate for closeness. I’ve wanted this ever since I told him about Luca. I’ve realized how much I missed him in the days we’ve been apart because every guilt riddled thought drew us further away from one another. 
“You’re so fucking beautiful,” Levi whispers to me as I straddle his thighs. His hands stroke delicate circles over my ass cheeks as he gazes up at me. The vulnerability and sincerity in his eyes has my core heating up further. I’m practically drenched from just looking at his solid chest and abs. I want to lick delicious lines over the droplets of water still beading over his thick neck.
Snaking my arms around his neck, I pull Levi’s chest flush with mine. “Fuck me, Levi.”
Without another word, Levi grips my ass and lifts me up, lining his hard cock up with my entrance. He teases me at first, sliding himself between my slick folds until my juices coat his thick length. It’s almost too much to bear, and I know Levi is torturing himself more than me.
“Fuck!” Levi groans, throwing his head back like he’s battling his own restraint.
An embarrassing whimper escapes me. “Please, Levi,” I pant, rocking with his body. I can’t take any more. Every fiber of me is on fire, needy for his touch, for this. I need Levi inside of me. I need his kisses, his soul-stealing lust.
I slide up once more, feeling the bulging head of his cock press against me, and in one smooth move, I drop to impale myself on his soaked cock.
We both groan out as the satisfaction of feeling so full pulls me deeper into my heady desire.
Levi’s hands grip my hips, pinching at the skin as he guides me back up. Every slide down his rigid cock is followed by a moan. The last time we did this, it was sensual and consuming. The last time I shared myself with Levi, was the first time I felt like myself. With Levi, I can be myself. I don’t need to put on a show of being the leader everyone sees. I can remove the mask, remove the cold exterior that demands me to set an example.
With Levi, I am me.
My breaths come out choppy and sharp as I lock eyes with him, our foreheads pressed together. The stare is intense, like I’m seeing a part of him he has been hiding. This is him, us, finally opening up to one another about what we want and understanding that it might be difficult, but we’re willing to try.
There’s no way I can choose between Levi and Luca. I might have only spent a short amount of time getting close to them, but there’s no denying they’ve each captured a piece of me that I don’t mind giving. I trust these men with my life, and they’ve proven just how loyal they are to me. But tonight isn’t about loyalty. It’s about Levi understanding I care about him just as much as I care about Luca. Tonight is about us just being us.
Hooking my hands on Levi’s shoulders, I throw my head back. The creeping heat of an orgasm edges closer already. My eagerness and desperation gets the better of me and I start riding him hard and fast, relishing the way he slides in and out of me.
Levi’s lips connect with my neck, his tongue running up the column as he guides me up and down with his hands on my ass. It’s hot, desperate and every part of me is on fire for him.
Faster and harder, I ride him as unfiltered adoration shines in Levi’s eyes. I know what I’m asking of him. I know that sharing me with someone else isn’t conventional. There doesn’t seem to be any amount of words that can explain how I feel, but this right here, is Levi attempting to understand.
Levi flattens his palms against my ass, spreading my cheeks wider as he starts drilling upwards into me.
My walls clench around him. I’m so damn wet that I know this couch will be stained after. 
Sliding a hand into his dark hair, I ride out the precipice of my orgasm. Shockwaves of pleasure pummel into me, my whole body shuddering with Levi’s name on my lips.
He thrusts harder, determined punches of his hips meeting me in my climax, a thin sheen of sweat coating his forehead.
“So fucking beautiful,” he rasps, stroking away the strands of hair sticking to my face.
I slump against him, resting my head on his shoulder as hiccups of air break up the silence. When I eventually regulate my breathing enough to speak, I look up at Levi.
His beauty, his staggering vulnerability has always been a beacon for me, it just took me a while to realize I needed it. But even with his lightness, I can see the darkness behind his soft eyes. He’s still unsure about everything, but that only makes me more determined to prove I would never hurt him.
I couldn’t.
I stroke a hand over his sharp cheekbones, sliding a thumb over the cut on his lip.
Levi captures my wrist, pressing a kiss to my palm. “You wanna stay the night?” he asks.
I nod, still half dazed from my post-fuck high. I don’t need to do any more than that before Levi lifts me up and wraps my legs around his waist. He walks us to his room, slowly and carefully placing me on his crisp white sheets before disappearing into his bathroom.
Laying back, I stare at the ceiling, knowing this is the beginning of something new. Through all the shit I’ve had to deal with over the past few weeks, I know I deserve happiness. Levi is granting me the opportunity to seek that with both him and Luca by my side, and I don’t think I could be any happier about that. But there’s the niggling slice of guilt that seeps through the cracks I’ve tried to patch up after Enzo’s death.
My best friend meant more to me than I knew. His final words still haunt me, but they’re no longer serving as a reminder of what I lost, but of what I could have. I could have everything once again. I was that for Enzo and up until his death, I didn’t know he was that for me. Losing it all in a breath broke me, but whatever is blossoming between Levi, Luca and I, is destined to be everything I ever wanted. I can feel it.
“Here,” Levi says as he returns from the bathroom with a damp cloth, sliding a warm palm between my thighs before he cleans me up. “As much as I love the thought of my cum dripping from you, I’ve just washed the sheets.” He finishes his sentence with a cheeky wink. All at once I see the old Levi return. As if nothing happened, Levi is back to his charming self, and that mixed with his dirty words does something dangerous to my body.
I’m all pumped and ready to go again, but as soon as Levi finishes cleaning me up and tucks me into his side under the covers, exhaustion takes over. My breaths slow, exhaling in time with Levi’s chest rising and falling. His steady heartbeat is my lullaby, a soothing beat that calms every bone in my body.
I feel the gentle sensation of Levi’s fingers stroking circles over my skin. “How did you get here?” he asks softly.
“Gio brought me. I sent him away as soon as I got here.”
“So, it’s just us?” I don’t know if it’s just me, but in the dark I can sense more than Levi’s words tell. There’s a lingering doubt, a reservation about the man who he hired to protect me. I wish I could ask more, but for now, I’m enjoying this moment of liberation, the freedom to just be like this.
Eventually, I nod.
“It’s your birthday soon,” Levi whispers. “You thought I’d forgotten, didn’t you?”
In all honesty, I did. 
Since Enzo’s death, it doesn’t feel right to celebrate a birthday without him. I don’t think I want to, either. He always made the day different; special. Every year he would find a new way to make the day significant and he never failed. Boat trips out of the marina, road trips up to the Valley, nothing was too much trouble. I took it all for granted. Celebrating this birthday would feel like I’m betraying him.
“I don’t want to do anything this year,” I whisper back.
“I know.” Levi kisses my head, combing his fingers through my hair. “Enzo always made a big deal of it.”
I bite back the tears threatening to take hold of me. They burn and sting, and as much as I fight them, they choke me up. They remind me of what I need to do, what I’m fighting for; not just for my happiness, but his revenge, too.
“He’d want you to be happy, you know that.” Levi’s attempt at soothing me only brings back more memories. Picnics at the beach, our first night out together, birthday parties as kids where we would escape and do our own thing.
“I know,” I manage to choke out. “It’s just hard to think about him not being here anymore.”
“Me too.”
Silence falls between us. We don’t speak anymore after that, but just revel in the moment, holding each other close. When morning finally arrives, the prospect of a new day rises with the sun, and gives me the insight I need to do what I have to.
[image: image-placeholder]I push past the doors that separate the club from the offices out the back. I’ve never been here before, but I know that he’s here. Luca is so predictable that I pinned him down to being in one of two places, and once Raf confirmed the location with me, I had to suppress the eye roll begging to come out. 
Levi didn’t ask questions when I told him where I was going. It probably took every ounce of energy for him to hold back his real feelings on the matter, but after last night, it has given me insight into how this is going to be. I made it clear that I could never choose between Luca and Levi, and I’ve made a promise to myself that if this ever becomes an issue, I won’t ask anything of the guys again.
With that thought pushed temporarily in the back of my mind, I stalk through the darkness of the corridor that makes my eyes squint. There’s no seedy red lighting or dramatic glow about the place. No tampered beat steadying the music. It’s quiet and dark, and I sense that’s Luca’s mood down to the letter.
After a few more steps, I reach the end of the corridor, turning left to come face to face with the door I expected to see. 
I don’t knock. There’s no need for formalities when I’ve come here to get shit sorted because enough is enough. I’m a goddamn leader and I should be treated as such.
“Wait here,” I say to Giovanni, who refused to leave my side when I left the car. This time, he does as he’s told, waiting stoically beside the door that I push through without warning.
Luca lifts his head from his computer, a cigarette pinched between his lips. I don’t know what I was expecting, but the moody look blended with the busted nose definitely stirs up my insides. Bad boys never did it for me, and I wouldn’t exactly call Luca one, but he’s definitely portraying that look right now.
His blue eyes are darker today, a glint of anger hiding in the depths. “Bianchi,” he greets, sitting back in his chair. He props his cigarette in the ashtray as I approach with determined steps. As soon as the door closes behind me, I speak. 
“We need to talk.” I growl.
“I take it went well with Marchese?” There’s a smugness to his words, but there’s no malice to them, he’s merely asking a question.
“First of all,” I say, spinning his chair around to face me. “You ignored my command.”
His brow furrows in confusion.
“Secondly,” I punctuate my words with a poke to his chest. “You didn’t come back for a debrief.”
“Is that really what you came here to say?” His sharp features go from dark and angry to light and playful in a split second. He tugs me close to him, forcing me to step between his muscular thighs.
“No,” I answer honestly. 
“So Bianchi has ulterior motives?” He pinches my ass, making me jump. I’m not sure how much I like this playful side of Luca, at least not when I’m trying to have a serious conversation. His proximity just gets me hot and flustered.
Sensing my hesitation, he rubs smooth circles over my ass cheeks, and I can’t say I don’t like the sensation but we need to talk before anything else happens. I need to be sure we’re all on the same page. I’ve managed to make Levi understand, so now it’s Luca’s turn.
“You spoke to Marchese?” he asks.
“He’s willing to put his differences aside, because he knows it’ll make me happy.”
“And what exactly will make you happy?” Luca asks, grabbing me by the hips and tugging me closer. Just the heat from his palms stirs up desire. I have to squeeze my thighs together just to focus on what I need to say before I lose my willpower.
“You and Levi make me happy. I want both of you, and yes, I know how fucked up that sounds, but it’s the truth.”
“We’ve already had this discussion, Sera.”
“I know. But I’m making it clear now. It’s both of you or nothing. I’m not choosing. So don’t put me in that position because we will all lose. Understand?”
Luca grunts something inaudible, blue eyes touring my features so intricately I swear he’s trying to glimpse the depths of my soul. Little does he know he only really has to ask and I’ll give him the key to the lock. That’s how much I like Luca, and I never thought I’d say that three weeks ago.
“I can’t fault your honesty,” he says. “But you guys have history. It might not be a competition, but I’m not stupid enough to think that won’t trump whatever is going on between us.”
Well, shit. I think this is the first time I’m seeing the raw vulnerable side of Luca Fontana. We might have skated close a few times, but his words break through his harsh exterior, giving me sight of what really wars inside. Doubt.
Framing his face between my palms, I lower myself onto his lap, straddling him on the chair. “That’s not how I see this, Luca. That’s not how I feel.”
He gazes up at me, concern swimming in his eyes as he contemplates my sincerity. After a beat, he draws a short breath, the tension in his shoulders relaxing slightly. “I’m not a sharing kind of guy.”
“I know,” I smile weakly. I feel like there’s a ‘but’ coming. My own insecurities creep out from the depths to face the light.
“But… neither of us know how this works. I just know I like you, Bianchi. And if Levi is willing to give it a go, then so am I. Besides, I can’t let him have all the fun.”
The elation I feel over his words sparks a newfound level of admiration and desire. I finally feel like the weird puzzle pieces I’ve been hoping would fit on their own are doing so, and there are no words to describe this feeling other than hope. Hope that this will work, that we can be happy. It doesn’t have to be forever, but for now I have two guys willing to give me something I want.
Peeling myself away from Luca, I drop to my knees.
Luca’s eyes widen, shock freezing him in place as I start to unbuckle his pants. Aside from the hope I’m holding onto, I’m turned the hell on by Luca’s openness. The brooding asshole that blamed me for his father’s death is long forgotten. I’m staring up at the guy who makes me safe and vulnerable all in one hit.
“What are you doing?” he stutters, attempting to stand up.
I tug him back down, his pants shifting down slightly with the force. “We can’t let Levi have all the fun,” I smirk. “Can we?”
As soon as my fingertips graze the raging erection hidden beneath Luca’s slacks, I know I’ve won. He relaxes into his seat, lifting his hips so I can free his dick from his boxers.
I have to take a beat to gather my thoughts because even though I vividly remember having him inside of me, I’d forgotten just how big Luca actually is. It’s no competition, though. Levi hits the spot perfectly, but Luca is longer where Levi is thick.
Sliding a tight fist over his shaft, I look up into Luca’s deep blues. He bites down on his lip, suppressing the moan I know is begging to come out. His hands clench the arms of his chair and suddenly the need to please him is all too much.
“I never thought I’d see Bianchi on her knees for me,” Luca teases.
My eyes narrow. “This is one of the few moments I will ever be on my knees for you, Fontana.”
A laugh bubbles over as he leans forward and cups my chin. “I’m not complaining, Dolcezza.” He softens his words even more with a gentle kiss, a growl rumbling through his chest as I start pumping his length.
I lean forward on my knees, running my tongue along the underside of his rigid cock, feeling every vein bulging through the skin. The taste of pre-cum sits lightly on my tongue, a delicious thin salty mixture that is all Luca.
“Holy shit,” Luca rasps hoarsely, tossing his head back on his chair.
I feel ten feet tall from the sounds alone. His unfiltered words and gravelly tone spur me on. I wrap my mouth around the velvety head of his dick, sucking and licking my way around it. I let the saliva pool in my mouth, allowing it to dribble down his shaft. Using it as lubrication, I pump my hand through it, the heat of his cock mixed with my spit making it slippery and hot as fuck. I can feel my pussy throbbing at just the memory of him inside of me and I’d be a goddamn liar if I said I didn’t want to jump his bones right now.
Instead, I focus on his moans, his groans, his choppy breaths and stifled words. His hips move gently, picking the rhythm he likes. My fists grips harder and he groans louder. Slowly, but surely, I’m figuring out what he likes. I’ve already worked out he likes it hard and fast, but this is about his pleasure.
I hollow my cheeks and flatten my tongue. The head of his cock slides against it, and I take the time to lap and lathe, swirling my tongue over him while I pick up a steadier rhythm. Running my other hand up his thigh, I slide it under his shirt, feeling every hard earned muscle and ab. I’d be remiss if I didn’t acknowledge how well put together Luca is. He’s an adonis of another nature. With a tanned complexion and badboy attitude, he’s got the body and mind to contend with the gods.
Sucking harder, Luca lets out the deepest groan I’ve ever heard. His hips buck as I suck harder. My hand moves at the same rhythm, but it’s the way I take him deep in my throat at the last second that has him filling my mouth with his hot cum.
“Dolcezza,” Luca pants, his choppy breaths filling the heady silence.
Before I can swallow, he reaches forward and pinches my cheeks with one hand. 
“Show me,” he growls, moving his thumb to my bottom lip.
I obey—the only time I ever will—and open my mouth slowly. His cum sits on my tongue, the warm, salty liquid coating it thickly.
A small smile graces Luca’s delicious lips, smug satisfaction at its finest. “Definitely not complaining.”
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“When was the last time you cleaned this thing?” 
I stare pointedly at Matteo. He can berate me all he likes but gun admin is not my forte. I asked him for his expertise on why the piece of shit keeps jamming, not for a lesson on a hygienic gun.
Slumping down on the chair by the pool, I watch Matteo inspect my gun. I found him out here when I arrived earlier. After Sera’s visit this morning, I’m not ashamed to say I was more than eager to see her again. Unfortunately, she wasn’t here when I arrived, which leaves me with very little to do.
The sun is beating down heavily on us today. Like most days in California, the weather is tropical here. The subtle breeze that drifts over the hill does nothing to attempt to cool me down. If anything, a dip in that pool that I’ve never seen Sera use is more tempting right now.
“Damn, Fontana. That’s why it keeps jamming.” He raises a brow at me as he unclips the empty magazine, exposing a gunky substance and a bent spring. “Have you not watched Jarhead?”
“I can’t say I have,” I comment, kicking my feet up onto the patio table.
“This is my gun. There are many like it, but this one is mine.” Matteo glances at me over his shoulder, smirking as he blindly takes my gun apart. “My gun is my best friend. It is my life. I must master it as I must master life. Without me, my gun is useless.” Matteo punctuates each sentence by placing a part of my dismantled weapon firmly down on the table until all I’m looking at is a mishmash of metal parts.
“Without my gun, I am useless.” Matteo stares down at me. Between his thumb and forefinger he holds the offending part that has been causing me issues.
“What’s the verdict?”
“You can either get a new gun, or a new spring. It’s up to you.”
I raise a brow at him. Is he really asking me which of the two options I want to go with? I’ll take the easiest one anytime, but somehow, I don’t think Matteo is going to take it easy on me. He’s always so carefree, joking around. But something about the malfunctioning gun has gotten to him. 
With a sigh, he pushes away from the table, turning on his heel. “Get it cleaned, Fontana!” he shouts over his shoulder before heading towards the house. 
I leave the question about his mood lingering in the back of my mind until I see Levi approaching. He passes Matteo on his way out, eyeing me warily. After last night, Levi seems less like a moody teenager and more like someone who just got laid. I feel like we might be riding the same high, though I don’t feel like we’re in the same boat entirely.
And I get why.
He’s not that bad, just misunderstood. He’s been pining after a girl for the better part of two decades and I’ve pretty much steamrolled over his chances to have her for himself. 
I’d feel bad if it weren’t for the fact Sera wants us both. I’m on board with it, too. She’s the reason I haven’t thought about my father in weeks. She fills my mind in other ways, with other things. Where she was once the one I blamed for my father’s death, now I’m blaming her for the reason I want to carry on his name.
“Where’s Sera?” Levi asks, sliding into the seat opposite me.
“She’s taking the girl back to the marina.”
“Alone?” he scowls.
I roll my eyes. Does he really think that she’s that stupid? That I would still be here if she was alone? “She’s with Gio and Marco, dumbass.”
His jaw ticks over at the insult. It’s clear he’s trying to reign his anger in—probably being wary, especially after Sera’s visit. She assured me Levi was willing to put his differences aside, and he seems to be handling that better than I thought. Though, the only issue he should really be getting a handle on is the logistics of this situation.
“She’ll be back soon,” I provide, noticing his leg bouncing nervously.
He flicks his head toward the gun parts scattered across the table. “Problem?”
“Keeps jamming. Matty says it’s time for a new gun.”
Levi acknowledges my answer, picking up the magazine clip and examining it in silence. “I suppose we’d better talk about this thing with Sera.”
“If you want?”
Levi huffs. I can already tell the guy hasn’t planned this conversation out. He seems like the type of guy to worry about those things later on, opting for acting first. He places the magazine back onto the table, twining his fingers together. “I can’t say I want to, but it’ll make Sera happy to know we’re… okay, and that’s all I care about.”
“Same.”
“I have no interest in anything else. Got it?”
I nod, suppressing the smirk that is aching to reveal itself. “Agreed. Anything else you want to add?” I tease. “We can set a schedule up if you like? You can have her on the days with ’T’ in.”
“Fongoul,” he sneers playfully. “I’ll leave that shit up to Bianchi. I’m pretty sure it’s not just the to-and-fro she wants.”
“Well, just so we’re clear, if you touch me with your dick…” I tug my pocket knife out and flip it open. “I’ll cut it off.”
Levi laughs deeply, reaching his hand out to me. “Ditto.” 
I’m about to shake hands with the guy when Sera steps out of the backdoor. She’s wearing a smile on her face that tells me she’s been up to mischief—that or she’s planning something. Either way, I can’t say I’m put off by it when she looks so good in that pantsuit. I don’t know what it is, but when she acts all business-like, I kind of want to just rip her clothes off and fuck her dirty. I know she’d like that. Sera has a deepness that Levi can only dream to touch. He won’t have gotten near to the darkness that I know lurks inside of Sera. He’s too scared of hurting her.
Not me. That night we first fucked was only the beginning. Asking her to trust me was only the start of this. I want to see what else turns her on. I want to know what makes her tick and how dirty she can be.
“Are my boys making up?” she smiles as she reaches us.
I snap out of my train of thought when she uses that term of endearment. I can categorically say we are anything but boys.
Ignoring my eyeroll, Sera kisses me on the cheek, then turns to Levi to do the same. She watches us both warily, probably wanting to know what we’ve been out here talking about.
Thankfully, Levi interrupts the brief silence. “How did it go with the Vultures?”
That’s the question I’ve been wondering myself. She asked me to meet her here after her visit this morning. I had hoped it was to comb over the finer details of this throuple we’ve found ourselves in, but I was sorely disappointed when I found only Matteo out here, dismantling his gun over and over like a bad habit. I’ve kept my questions to myself, but since Sera’s here, I want to know what’s happening with the Vultures and the Verdis.
Sera perches on Levi’s knee, lacing her fingers with his. It’s cute, in a teenager kind of way. I can see the appeal when it comes to Levi. Sera needs some sweetness to counter the evil she endured when she was younger. Maybe Levi has played into that part, or he’s just that way inclined. Either way, she revels in the attention.
“Good,” Sera answers. “Zeke thanks you for getting his little girl back. And since I delivered on my promise…” she turns to me and leans forward to squeeze my hand; “with your help of course… he’s willing to help us.”
“Help us how?” I quiz. “They still have the Verdis on their backs, and that’s if they haven’t already discovered their only piece of leverage has been stolen back.”
Sera sighs. Clearly I’ve asked the wrong question because she looks offended. “As far as the Verdis know, we have the girl.” She pulls out her phone, tapping the screen before handing it to me. “I took a fake photo of her when she got here last night. I made it look like we have her so if the Verdis question the Vultures, it’ll look like they had nothing to do with this.”
Levi shakes his head. “That’s just going to put an even bigger target on your back.”
“Is it? Luciano doesn’t care about the girl.” Sera snatches the phone back from me. “He was only using her so the Vultures would do his dirty work. With this plan, he’ll still think the Vultures are helping them when really, they’ll be helping us.”
Levi tosses me a skeptical look. “A double cross?”
A smile widens Sera’s lips, her eyes bright with pride.
Okay, I have to give it to her. That’s a smart plan. I’m betting she didn’t have this planned weeks ago, but who cares. If it’s going to get the Verdis off her back and us closer to our end goal, I’m all for it.
“I like it,” Levi states.
“Clever,” I remark. But there still begs the other question: are The Vultures loyal or just returning a favor? “So how exactly are the Vultures helping us? They have the girl. There’s no incentive for them.” 
Sera leans forward, the authority and wisdom in her voice painting her as a different person. “Loyalty is an incentive. A promise is an incentive. Those patrols they’ve been doing around my businesses were to scare me, to make me run. Now that I’ve proved my loyalty, they’re my protection.”  
Sera looks smug as fuck as she stands up, power rolling off her shoulders like she was made for this role. “So while we’re out ruining the Verdi’s little empire, we have extra eyes on the streets and manpower in our pockets.”
Tugging her hand to his lips, Levi kisses it, looking up at her with admiration. He’s got that puppy dog look down alright, and Sera seems to be lapping it up.
“Did you come up with this plan all on your own?” Levi asks.
Sera shrugs. “Mancini might have had something to do with it. I still don’t like the guy, but he has some good ideas.”
Her eyes move to mine. I know how much she doesn’t like Mancini. It was my fault, after all, to bring him here. If I’d known how dark their history was, I wouldn’t have bothered. And I’m kind of pissed that Mancini didn’t mention their past to me at all before I did. 
“Luca?” Sera calls out. 
“I’m sorry about bringing him in,” the words tumble freely.
“Don’t worry about it.” Sera smiles, resting a hand on my shoulder. “Some things are better left in the past. We all make mistakes.”
“Some bigger than others,” I mutter.
But the weight of my guilt must outweigh any worry she might have because she doesn’t even bat an eyelid. Raf and Sera must be on better terms than last week because she’s not pissed when he pokes his head out from the back door to announce his arrival.
“I have bigger things to worry about than him right now,” Sera smirks. “I need to check on my clubs since I’ve been off the grid for the past week.”
“Need some company?” I ask.
She beams back at me with the widest smile, like I just made her day. “Let’s go then.”
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“Fold,” I huff, slamming my cards down on the table. 
“What do you mean fold?” Sera snaps. She leans forward, lifting my cards to reveal two pairs and a king. She hisses through her teeth sympathetically when she realizes I’m not faking this time. All night she’s been accusing me of letting her win, but between Luca and I, I’m the one losing.
“What do you have?” she asks Luca.
“Four of a kind.” He spreads his cards on the table, revealing four sixes.
“Royal flush, boys!” she smirks, sliding her hand across the table. Her eyes are wide with elation. I can tell she’s just as surprised that she’s winning because her tells are all over the place. I remind myself we need to work on her poker face, but for now, I’m just enjoying this time with her.
We’ve been all over the Bay today, dropping in on her clubs to make sure everything is ticking over smoothly. Minus a few short deliveries, everything is going well and there haven’t been any attempts to fuck with Bianchi’s businesses. So with the Vulture’s new allegiance to Bianchi, we took the opportunity to relax a little in Haze tonight.
“I’m bored,” I huff, slinging back a glass of bourbon.
Sera laughs at me, dealing out a new hand to each of us. “You’re bored because you’re losing.”
I gape back at her playfully, clutching my chest and mocking a painful death.
“She’s not wrong,” Luca chuckles.
“Not you too! I thought you were on my side.”
Luca shrugs back at me, fanning his cards. “I don’t know what gave you that impression.”
Giovanni stifles a laugh from the corner of the room, so I toss him a glare for good measure too.
“Well,” I say, setting my eyes on the pair now ganging up on me. “How about we make it interesting?”
Sera narrows her eyes on me.  “How?”
I can already see the cogs turning in her head, which should make me nervous. I’ve had enough whisky to ignore her glare, though. “Blackjack,” I answer. “But with a twist. First one to go bust loses a piece of clothing.”
Luca shakes his head, muttering into his cards, “Any excuse to get naked.”
Sera shifts in her chair. “Okay, two things. “ She holds up two fingers in the air. “One; I’m only wearing three items of clothing. Two; you’re already losing. I don’t think your luck is going to change.”
“Oh and shoes don’t count,” I add—just to level the playing field.
“So I have two items of clothing to lose!” Sera exclaims.
“Scared?” I ask, raising a brow at her. I already know I’ve got her. Knowing Sera for so long means I know that she’ll never back down from a challenge. She hates to be seen as weak, and while this is just for fun, I know she’ll take the bait.
Sera looks at Luca, contemplating in silence for a heavy beat before she flattens her palms against the green cloth. “Fuck it. I’m in.”
“Atta girl,” I smile. “Luca?”
“Fine,” he huffs, throwing back the rest of his whiskey.
On cue, Giovanni steps out of the room. I guess he doesn’t want to be around his leader when she gets naked, which is fine by me because I’m anticipating it. 
We refresh the deck, Sera dealing the first round of cards.
Glancing at Luca, he doesn’t even shift in his seat. His face is stoic, calm, collected. He’s always had a good poker face, even when he’s losing, so I’m not really surprised at what I see.
I stare down at my own cards.
Figlio di puttana. 
I’m looking at a ten and six in my hand.
“What’s the matter, Marchese?” Luca smirks.
“Hit me,” I order Sera.
She slides a card over to me.
I hesitate for a moment before I pick it up. I inhale deeply, turning it over and I sigh, “Bust.” 
“Eat your words, Marchese!” Sera screams, doubling over in laughter at my expense.
“Yeah, yeah.” I unbutton my shirt, my eyes lingering on Sera as she bites down on her lip. Yeah, I knew what I was doing when I came up with this idea. I’m testing the boundaries on whether Sera really wants this. She said she wants both of us, but what if she has us both in a room at the same time? Will she change her mind? I know she’s never done anything like this before, so I wonder if she’ll actually follow through?
Tossing my shirt at her, she hollers out excitedly. “I like this game,” she giggles, swinging the shirt over her head.
Luca rolls his eyes, but I can tell he’s just as intrigued as I am. He throws his cards back in the middle, then the cycle starts all over again. 
I deal the cards expertly, resisting the urge to cheat. 
Luca is next to lose. He opts for his pants, kicking them off haphazardly on to the floor. 
I don’t miss the bulge concealed in his boxers. Maybe this was a bad idea. 
Shaking my head, I push those thoughts away. No. I have to know whether Sera really wants this. And she needs to understand what it means to have us both, because neither Luca nor I are willing to back down for the other.
Luca deals next, tossing us two cards each.
Sera giggles again, calling out for another card. When she’s happy, she hugs them to her chest.
It’s my turn to call for another card, instantly regretting it as soon as the words leave my mouth. Call it intuition but as soon as Luca smirks at me, I know he’s fixed the cards.
“Asshole,” I mutter, tossing my two jacks and a five into the middle of the table. I undo my belt, slapping it onto the table before undoing my trousers. They drop to the floor, and I kick them off along with my shoes.
How the fuck is Sera still fully clothed, while Luca and I are down three items of clothing between us?
I’m just in my boxers now, gazing at an elated, grinning Sera. She chews her lip, taking the deck of cards back and shuffling them. She’s clearly enjoying the show, and I can see why. She has two naked guys in front of her, battling to see more than what her slinky silver dress currently reveals.
“Seems your plan has backfired, Marchese,” Sera taunts.
“You’re telling me,” I murmur.
“Aww… come on, Levi. You look so good.” She licks her lips as she deals out the next set of cards.
I win the next hand, excitement bubbling under the surface when Sera huffs and stands.
“Bust,” she sighs. Slowly, she lifts the hem of her dress, exposing her deliciously creamy thighs. Her fingers play with the edge of her panties, eyes darting between Luca and I. She knows what we want, but she’s an expert in the way she teases us both.
After an intense second, Sera tucks her thumbs into her panties and slides them down her legs. One foot at a time, she unhooks her lacy panties before tossing them into the center of the table.
Damn.
Just the thought of what’s hiding beneath that dress, barely concealed, has my cock achingly hard. All I want is to pin her to this table and lick her slick pussy. I know Sera too well to know this is definitely turning her on. There’s no point trying to hide my own excitement in front of these two, but it’s still embarrassing when Luca has barely flinched.
Pushing the dirty thoughts from my mind, I deal the next hand. Luca loses again, peeling his shirt from his muscular body. I finally see why Sera is so attracted to him. He’s got that tight surfer body down to a T, all he’d have to do is ruffle up his blonde hair from its slicked back position and he’d have the image completely nailed. 
Luca deals after me, and the sudden turn of events has me shook. 
“Bust,” he says monotonously, tossing his cards away.
Sera smirks, her eyes alight with what I can only describe as desire. “Come on, Fontana. Don’t be shy.”
“Funny,” he cocks back at her. “I’ve got nothing to be shy about.”
Sera stands up and rounds the table, pulling Luca up to stand with her. “Agreed.”
In a matter of seconds, she’s on her knees, pulling his cock free. It’s large and veiny. Yeah, I’m staring. But I don’t give two shits. Sera is practically devouring it in front of me, running her tongue up and down the length while maintaining eye contact with him.
“Shit!” Luca gasps, combing his fingers through Sera’s dark strands. “That’s not fair.”
Sera releases a giggle, turning to me with accusation in her eyes. “I think we all knew where this game was heading.” She winks at me before returning to the task at hand; sucking Luca off right in front of me.
Luca smirks. I don’t know if he knows I’m pissed that this has backfired or if he’s too fired up to care, enjoying Bianchi’s mouth around his big dick.
Fuck this.
“Really?” I can’t believe this shit. She said she wanted us both and she’s over there choosing him.
Sera releases Luca with a pop, her eyes narrowing on me as she turns. She starts to crawl towards me with prowess. Her hips sway, like she’s a damn vixen. Once she’s situated between my legs, she peels her dress off over her head. Her beautiful tits heave with her breaths, her nipples tightening under the chill of the AC. With her hands on my knees, she tugs at my boxers.
“Really,” she insists, forcing all my previous anger away from my mind. 
I hesitate for a second, watching Luca pump his angry dick in front of me. It’s not that I’m put off by it, but I’m almost certain he’s bigger than I am, and if that doesn’t set off my diffident thoughts, I don’t know what would.
“Levi?”
I turn my attention back to Sera.
She looks so uncertain, doubt swimming in her eyes and it’s all because of me. I’ll be damned if I’m about to back out of what I started, though.
With a brief nod, I lift my hips and Sera drags my boxers off all too eagerly. She licks her lips before hungrily licking away at my cock. Fuck, that feels so good. The sensation takes me by surprise, my pulse quickening as I grip the chair.
“Are we really doing this here?” I rasp, trying to control the urge not to fire into Sera’s hot, wet mouth so soon. It’s damn hard to with the way she expertly pumps and licks, hollowing out her cheeks to blow me harder.
Luca’s lips lift at the corners as he continues to fist his dick. “Seems like Bianchi has already decided.”
Sera looks up at me, mouth full and brown eyes wide. There’s a playful smile pushing her lips apart as she takes me, but fuck if she doesn’t look good.
I throw my head back as she slides her mouth back down the length, licking the tip playfully.
My dick jerks automatically, anticipation brimming at the end of my cock as she cleans me up.
“Fuck!”
She gazes back up at me, her lips glistening with a mixture of saliva and pre-cum. “I want you both,” she reminds me.
I nod. That’s all I can really do because she is already turning back to Luca to give me a full view of her gorgeous ass.
Sera grips Luca’s thighs as she takes his length in her mouth. Her moans blend with Luca’s groans of satisfaction as he fists her hair and guides her deep down his length. It’s rough, almost dirty, but Sera seems to like the way Luca takes control. It’s not demanding or dangerous, it’s the perfect blend of dominance and submission.
“That’s it, Dolcezza. Take all of me.” Luca’s voice comes out gravelly, sexy. I’m not even ashamed to say that his harsh tone ignites something deep within me. He’s in awe of our leader on her knees for him, not one bit of malice dripping in those words.
Meanwhile, Sera takes him deeper, her shoulders heaving as she gags over his cock.
After a couple more seconds, Luca pulls her away, her choppy breaths accompanying the music playing in the background.
Sera slips free, saliva coating her chin. Her eyes are brimming with tears, but she smiles back at me, gesturing for me to join her. With her on her knees like this, there’s no way I can say no. Not when she looks like she does in those heels.
I stand up, approaching Sera nervously.
She reaches out, running her palm down my shaft. “You’re both coming tonight.”
That’s all the encouragement I need as Sera leans forward and takes me in her mouth. I don’t even give a shit that she’s just been deep throating Fontana, or the fact she’s sharing her time between us. This isn’t how I saw things going, but then again, I think this is better than I ever could imagine.
Sera expertly pumps Luca’s dick while she closes her eyes, taking me deeper in her mouth.
“Fuck, Sera,” I groan.
Luca reaches forward, pulling her hair over her shoulder. “You look so good sucking his cock, Dolcezza,” he growls.
The combination of Sera’s mouth and Luca’s praise has me moaning louder. I’ve never been a fan of praise, but Luca’s is sincere. It has me attempting to suppress the urge to come, but it’s so damn hard.
“That’s it, Dolcezza. Take it all.”
Sera slides her mouth down my cock until I hit the back of her throat.
It takes less than two seconds before I’m coming, spurting into the back of her throat, shuddering. I ride out my orgasm, Sera’s hot tongue licking me clean, hungrily, a sultry smile playing on her lips.
I thumb her cheek, happiness swimming in those gorgeous brown eyes of hers before nodding toward Luca. It’s only fair he finishes now.
Without another word, Sera turns. I don’t let her get far, though. I grab her hips, repositioning her so that Luca is leaning back on the poker table with Sera bent over him. 
“We can’t forget about our leader, can we?” I rasp in her ear.
She shivers at the intonation, looking up at Luca who gives her a nod of approval. She moans over Luca’s cock as she deepthroats him again, his groans filling the room. He holds her there, lifting his hips so he can fuck her mouth, while I slip two fingers inside her soaked pussy.
She gasps, pulling away from Luca for a brief moment to catch her breath.
“Does that feel good, Dolcezza?” Luca asks, pushing her hair out of the way.
“Don’t stop!” she cries over her shoulder.
I smile back at her. “I don’t plan to.”
Plunging my fingers in and out of her, I reach around and start circling her clit. She moans out again, this time Luca joining her as he picks up the pace with his hips. He calls out for her one last time before slumping back on the table. Sweat glistens down his taut body, that fire he ignited earlier is starting to burn up my insides. It’s strange, unfamiliar. I can’t even pinpoint what it is but I like it.
Luca turns, rolling Sera onto her back and spreading her thighs. Now that I’ve got the perfect angle, I can really feast on Sera like the meal she is. This is the only woman I will ever be on my knees for and she fucking knows it. 
Suddenly all the thoughts about logistics or the idea of sharing her with someone else are a distant memory. Everything seems to be fitting perfectly. We’re synchronized. I understand now more than ever how this can work. I don’t need to worry about it, I just need to be in the moment.
Luca kisses Sera deeply, his tongue exploring hers without a real care for the fact she’s just swallowed both of our cum. 
Leaning forward, I run my tongue up her inner thigh, teasing her the way I know she enjoys it.
“Levi,” she moans raspily, her body bucking under the desperation. Her heels dig into my shoulders as I repeat the action, trailing my tongue along her other thigh. Only this time, I continue over her hot, pink pussy, lapping her up with languid strokes.
She’s writhing beneath us now, her hands running through Luca’s hair while he sucks on her nipples, devouring her delicious tits. She’s like a fucking goddess. Her dark hair cascades behind her like chocolate ribbons, her swollen lips parted and glistening. Her chest heaves, sweat beading over her temple while anticipation claws at her. 
She clenches around my finger. “Levi,” she pants.
“What does she taste like?” Luca asks in a gravelly tone.
Reluctantly, I pull away to answer him, licking my lips. “Like fucking heaven.” 
Luca moves away from Sera, coming to stand where I am. He doesn’t need permission, though. I’m already climbing onto the table, kissing Sera’s soft skin. Starting at her shoulder, I work my way over her silky skin. I finally reach her mouth, but she pulls away.
There’s a moment where silence fills the space between us, doubt floating in the ether. It only lasts a second before Sera’s eyelashes flutter and she gasps. Before I have the chance to think about it, I slam my mouth onto hers, swallowing her sweet little moans.
Those little moans soon become pleasurable cries as she grips me close, her hips starting to buck as she rides Luca’s face. I never thought I’d be so turned on by another guy eating my girl out, yet here I am, getting hard all over again.
“Luca!” she screams, her words getting choked up in her throat as she loses herself to her orgasm. She rides every second out on Luca’s tongue, her hips slowing down until she’s a quivering mess.
“Fucking beautiful,” I whisper in her ear, making her giggle.
Her softs pants lull me close. I kiss her lips once more before turning to Luca.
He stands up from his position, licking his lips. His own dick is back to full salute as he looks me in the eye, but we both seem to ignore that fact.
“How does she taste?” I repeat his question.
“You’re right. She does taste like heaven.”
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Serafina


Last night feels like a dream. The kind you wake up from and want nothing more than to fall back asleep; to fall back into that world because the reality is far too surreal. That’s what I’m currently stewing in as I listen to my father cast expletives down the phone about my stupidity, lack of respect, and naivety.  
“I told you to have a solid plan!” he berates, forcing me to pull the phone away from my ear. “Why am I hearing about some allegiance with The Vultures?”
My entire body freezes. The only people that know about the deal with them are my crew. Nobody outside of my circle should know that information because I haven’t told them, and definitely not my father. He always taught me to keep vital information away from anyone that could harm the integrity of it. It’s not that I don’t trust my father, but since his position is no longer to lead, he doesn’t need to know everything.
“Who told you that?” I grit my teeth, suppressing the anger bubbling beneath my skin. As a leader, I need to ensure that my crew is loyal to me and only to me. Someone is leaking information, and even though it’s only to my father right now, it’s still a problem that I need to shut down.
“Sera,” My father sighs, reluctance piercing the silence. Whoever is feeding him these details is someone he trusts, someone close enough to me that I wouldn’t pick them out of a lineup. The question is, who can’t I trust?
“Who told you?” My voice deepens, my temper rising.
“It doesn’t matter. The Vultures cannot be trusted.”
“I know.” My fists clench. Even when I’m in charge, my father is still overshadowing my authority. “I have it under control.”
“I hope so, Tesora. I just…” He doesn’t finish his sentence. He doesn’t need to. 
“I know, Pa,” I sigh, running my hand through my hair. It comes as no surprise what he’s thinking, and tempting fate will only make matters worse. I lean forward on my desk, the gravity of the situation sinking in. I have to get this under control. I need to find out who the mole is. If my father won’t tell me, I’ll just figure it out myself.
A light knock sounds at the door to the den. I lift my head up to see Luca closing the door behind him, approaching me with two steaming mugs of coffee in his hands.
“I have to go, Pa.”
“Ti voglio bene,” he says softly.
“Ti voglio.”
“Your pops?” Luca asks once I hang up, handing me one of the mugs.
I nod reluctantly, placing the mug on the desk. “He knows about The Vultures.”
“You told him?” 
I glare at Luca. “Someone else did.” It sounds almost accusatory, which I don’t mean it to be. I’m just so damn frustrated. I want to end the Verdis, but I need to be clever about it. I want to go back to two months ago, when Enzo was very much alive and we had a carefree life, but that’ll never happen. I want to relive last night, forgetting about everything, but I can’t.
There’s just so much to handle, so much to control and figure out. How the hell am I supposed to navigate this?
“A mole?”
I nod in response. “I don’t know how. The only people who know are the people in this house.”
“And Greco’s men,” he growls.
“Do you think they would have told my father?”
Luca sighs, leaning against the back of the couch and sipping his coffee. “Who the fuck knows? I don’t trust them not to, though.”
“Cazzo!” I rest my head in my hands. “What the hell do I do?”
“I’m afraid that’s not my job,” Luca laughs.
Lifting my head, I glare at him; sharper this time, deadlier. “Of all times, you decide now that you’re going to keep your opinion to yourself?”
Luca pushes away from the couch, rounding my desk to spin my chair around.
I’m facing him now, looking up at his muscular form, his suit fitting perfectly against his body. I’m still in my oversized tee because my father’s call woke me before I had the chance to shower.
“What can I say,” he shrugs, cupping my cheek. “I’m starting to listen to what you want.”
I don’t miss the hidden message in those words. Something about the way he gazes at me with fire in his eyes has me clenching my thighs. I’m instantly taken back to last night, when I got to share myself with both Levi and Luca. More intimate thoughts surface of being underneath each of them while the other feasted on me, darker thoughts of Luca fucking my mouth the way he desired, rather than accepting what I could give him. 
Holy fuck. It was so hot that I’m getting wet just thinking about it again.
Luca must sense the change in my demeanor because he leans forward, sweetly brushing the hair away from my face like he did last night to whisper into my ear. “I know what you want, and it isn’t my opinion on Greco’s men.”
I shiver at his insinuation, my body betraying any attempt at remaining stoic.
“And what is it I want?” I challenge, standing up to press my chest against his.
All of the sudden, the room twists and tilts. My chest hits the desk as Luca leans over my back, wrapping his hand around my throat. It’s light, barely there, but I still feel the fear crawl up my spine.
“You want the chaos, to lose the control,” he reminds me, his presence looming over me. His proximity is so heavy it’s comforting. “You want someone to take it for a while, ease the burden.” He runs his palm over my back, landing on my ass to give it a light squeeze.
I’m only wearing little shorts; one effortless tug and I’d be exposed to anyone. Thankfully, it’s just Levi and Luca in the house, with Giovanni lingering somewhere nearby— hopefully the pool house if this moment turns into something else.
“You want someone to be in control for once. Isn’t that right, Dolcezza?” His gravelly tone has my toes curling. The delicious intonation and the way he uses my pet name does something to my insides.
I swallow thickly, taking in a deep breath when he runs his fingers between my thighs.
“Tell me I’m wrong, Dolcezza.”
I shake my head. I can’t. In some way that’s exactly what I want. The need for control isn’t for me, but for someone else. Anybody else but me. For once, I want someone to tell me what I want, what I need. Just once, I don’t want to be in charge.
Luca’s warmth envelopes me again as he cages me between his body and the desk, his hot breath skating over my cheek. The faint scent of coffee lingers, but it’s his aftershave, the hint of mint on his breath that has an embarrassing moan escaping my throat.
“I thought so,” he grins, kissing my cheek. His palm runs over my ass again, this time dipping underneath my shorts to my bare skin. He brushes a knuckle over my entrance, the betrayal of my desire coating his fingers. “So fucking wet,” he growls.
“Luca,” I rasp, choking on the dryness of my throat.
“Let me take control, Sera.” It’s more of a command than a plea, but I nod regardless of who I am to him. It’s not about me being his boss or that he’s my enforcer. It’s not about taking charge, but maintaining control.
He slips my shorts over my ass and down my legs, my bare pussy now exposed to the elements.
A shiver wracks my shoulders as the cold air fills the space Luca has created.
“Stay where you are, Dolcezza.” I hear the chair behind me creak, and as I look over my shoulder, I see Luca leaning back in it, admiring the view of my behind. Delicately, he runs a fingertip up the back of my thigh. When he reaches my ass, he grabs it harshly, letting go just as sharply.
I hiss out, my head dropping between my shoulders. It’s delightfully painful; the anticipation blending with the abrupt touches. It isn’t the first time I’ve submitted to someone. I’m more than aware of how this goes. But this moment between Luca and I is different. I’m willing, not forced. I’m impatient and Luca knows exactly what he’s doing. There’s no taking what isn’t his. There’s no abuse or degradation, this is all sensual, imploring me to give in little by little.
I’m being lulled into submission and I’m loving every second of it. Every touch of Luca’s fingers, every hot breath that skates over my exposed skin, even the way he breaks contact has my pussy getting wetter. And yet, all of this is out of my control.
Luca palms my ass cheeks with two hands, spreading them to run his tongue over my entrance.
It takes me by surprise, shock warring with pleasure as I drop my face to the cold desk, desperate for another stroke of his expert tongue. After last night, I’m more than aware of what he can do, and the prospect of having it again has me breathless with excitement.
“Luca,” I whimper.
“Control,” he reminds me. “You don’t need it here.”
I nod as he slides a finger inside my soaked pussy, stifling a moan. It feels so damn good. I know his cock would feel even better, but I want this. I want all that Luca has to offer me right now because he understands.
In and out, he glides his finger through my tight channel. I can feel my juices leaking out, coating his knuckles, my thighs. I want it deeper, faster, harder, but I remind myself of Luca’s words.
Luca takes total control, sliding a second finger in.
“Hmm…” I shudder.
“Does that feel good, Dolcezza?”
“Yes,” I cry out as he picks up speed. My body rocks against the desk. I reach forward, gripping the edge for stability, but it’s useless. I feel the heat crawl up my spine, the churning knot of my climax teasing me. “Don’t stop!”
Luca draws his hand away from me, ignoring my plea.
I lift my head to look at him, but he pins me down with his body, tracing his lips over the shell of my ear. “You’re not in charge right now, are you?”
I hear his belt clang, then his zipper. My pussy clenches around nothing, the greed of my impatient release making me desperately horny.
“Take control,” I beg him. “Please.”
He retreats slowly.
My breaths catch up with me when I suddenly feel alone, empty.
When Luca returns in my vision, he has his cock in his hand, fisting it brutally. The purple head is in my line of sight, and Luca is looking down at me with stern expectation.
“Suck it,” he orders.
I comply, opening my mouth. He fills it so well, hitting the back of my throat with a single thrust. I’m instantly taken back to last night, when he took complete control. I gagged and choked, saliva spilling from my lips as I coughed back. But he kept me there until he knew it was time, releasing me abruptly. I liked it. I didn’t think I would, but fuck me, it was euphoric.
Luca pumps his veiny cock into my mouth, holding it by the base as he orders me to play with myself.
Obeying, I lift my hips and slide my fingers into my pussy. It’s not the same, though. It’s disappointing, unsatisfying. It hits the spot, but it isn’t Luca.
“Faster,” he commands as he picks up speed.
My fingers comply, plunging in and sliding back out to coat my clit in moisture and circle it. The hint of a climax reappears, and I move faster and faster, desperately chasing it.
But Luca has other ideas.
He releases himself from my mouth, pinching my cheeks together. “Stop.”
“What?” I blink up at him.
He marches behind me, slapping my ass. “You don’t come unless I tell you to.”
“But—“
Slap.
I shudder, the unexpected sensation burning the skin on my ass making me cream even more.
“You’re not coming anywhere but on my dick, understand?” His hardness presses against my entrance.
Another shiver.
Another nod.
I don’t know who I am anymore. Giving into Luca was never how I saw this going. Surrendering my orgasms to someone was definitely not how I envisioned this arrangement. But I agreed to this, and I can’t deny I’m enjoying it.
I return my hands to the edge of the desk, in plain sight for Luca.
“Good girl,” he praises, lining the head of his cock at my entrance. With one smooth thrust, he’s buried inside of me, stretching me to my fullest.
“Oh!”
I freeze, locking eyes with Levi. I don’t know when he entered, but the look in his eyes is feral. He approaches slowly, a smirk playing on his lips while something primal hides in those dark eyes of his. 
“So this is where you’ve been.” He’s not angry, though, which surprises me, especially after last night. He certainly didn’t hide his jealousy then. But Levi is anything but jealous now. He rests his palms on the desk, looking down at me.
“Our leader needed a reminder,” Luca supplies, still buried deep inside of me. He doesn’t seem to care that Levi has joined us, and Levi doesn’t bat an eyelid at the fact I’m getting fucked over my desk.
“And what reminder is that?” he teases, stroking a thumb over my bottom lip.
Luca eases out of me slowly before punching his hips forward again, his cock slamming back into me.
I stifle a groan, biting down on Levi’s thumb.
“That she can’t control everything,” Luca answers.
Levi raises a brow, glancing down at me as he pumps his thumb into my greedy mouth. “Is that so?”
“Answer him, Dolcezza.” Luca thrusts back into me, harsh yet satisfying.
“Yes,” I hiss out, blinded by the anticipation and pleasure.
Levi smirks, but that’s not what shocks me. It’s the fact he starts undoing his belt and freeing his cock. It springs up, perfectly in line with my mouth, pre-cum already beading at the head. It feels out of character for Levi to be so on board with this. Hell, I’ve only just realized this is what I meant about sharing.
Like all of us, we’re navigating this situation together, but I never thought we’d be doing this. I don’t know how these guys have gone from pointing guns to pointing dicks at one another, but I’m suddenly here for it.
“Open up, Bellissima, and let me take some control.”
Something about Levi’s words is my undoing. Like a bitch in heat, I open my mouth, letting him slide his thick cock into it. He combs his fingers through my hair, guiding me down his length.
I feel another hand join in, but it doesn’t belong to Levi; it’s Luca’s. 
“Tighter,” he orders Levi. “She’s yours to take.” At those words, Luca starts pumping back into me, my body jerking across the desk, forcing me harder over Levi’s cock. Each thrust is deeper than the last until I’m choking, filled with dick from both ends.
Holy shit. It’s something else. I’ve never felt so full, so taken. Just like Luca said, I’m theirs to take, yet I don’t feel abused in any way. These guys are here for my pleasure, putting their differences aside to please me.
Luca’s thrusts grow rougher.
Levi doesn’t move because Luca is doing all the work, like a domino effect; Luca’s thrusts move me over Levi’s dick.
“Fuck,” Levi groans, his grip in my hair tightening.
Luca picks up speed, the wooden edge of my desk digging into my hips with each drive of his own. And soon, I feel my climax creep back up.
I moan out, the sound muffled by Levi’s length. I’m so close that my toes start curling.
“Shit,” Levi rasps. “That feels so good.”
Luca stops immediately. We’re breathless, silent. Anticipation brims across my forehead in the form of sweat, and when I look at Levi, he’s wearing the same expression; disappointment.
“I told you, Dolcezza.” Luca growls, slapping my ass.
I moan out again.
“You’re not coming until I tell you to. And that goes for you too, Marchese.”
Well, fuck me sideways. This has taken a turn.
“You both need some lessons in control,” he punctuates each word with a thrust of his hips, my mouth slipping back over Levi’s cock.
“Fuck! Yes!” Levi grips my head, the pressure forcing me further down him until he’s at the back of my throat. My eyes start to burn as the last remnants of oxygen start to dissipate. And just when I start to see stars, Levi pulls away, leaving me gasping.
“Shit!” Levi rasps. “Are you okay?”
I don’t have time to answer.
Slap.
Luca’s palm assaults my ass again.
“Yes!” I scream out, both in answer to Levi’s question and the delicious pleasure rippling through me. “Yes!”
Luca grinds his hips, his dick hitting that sweet spot inside. “Fuck, Dolcezza. Are you ready to come?”
“Hmm…” Is all I can manage as Levi shoves his cock back into my mouth.
“I can’t hear you, Beautiful,” Levi teases.
I glare up at him, but as I do, Luca reaches around me and pinches my clit so hard my whole body shudders. And then I’m falling over the edge, destroyed by my orgasm that has sparks igniting all over my body.
“That’s it, Dolcezza. You take us so well.”
Levi must listen to Luca’s words because he pulls me closer, my lips almost touching the base of his cock. He sinks so deep into my mouth that those familiar stars start to appear, but I can’t tell if it’s because I’m still riding my orgasm or because I’m about to pass out.
The answer finally comes when Luca’s release fills me at the same time Levi’s does, until I’m filled to the brim with their cum and blissfully sated.
Luca slumps onto my back, our heaving breaths mingling together as he kisses my neck. He doesn’t seem to mind about the sweat coating my skin, or the fact I’m still licking Levi’s cock clean. He continues sprinkling delicate kisses until Levi withdraws himself.
“Doesn’t she look beautiful when she comes?” Luca whispers into my ear.
Levi nods, putting his cock back in his pants before lowering himself to my eye level and smiling. “Bellissima.”
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Giovanni


“We have some things to discuss,” Luca announces to Sera and Levi. 
I stand stoically by the wall, as far away from the group as I can, but still allowing me to step in and do my job if the situation calls for it.
“Like?” Sera asks, crossing her arms and legs as she leans back into the couch.
She’s looking more casual today, opting to wear denim shorts and a t-shirt instead of her usual business attire. I guess with the weather only getting hotter as the summer passes by, comfort is a preference for her.
“Like your birthday?” Levi announces.
Sera slams her fist into Levi’s side. It’s so fast that not even Levi anticipates it, coughing and spluttering while rubbing his ribs.
“No!” she barks sternly, something darkening her brown gaze. It’s almost unrecognizable, like an old wound reopening. She winces, suddenly remembering the company she’s keeping, righting herself immediately.
Luca frowns, seemingly just as confused as I am at the display. “Wait. It’s your birthday?”
“Not for another month,” Sera replies. She twists her body, pointing a finger at Levi beside her. “Anyway, the answer is no!”
“Spoil sport,” he mutters under his breath, even though we all heard it clearly.
“What’s wrong?” Luca asks her, but she’s already past giving them both her time on the matter.
Levi answers for her, his disappointment lacing his words. “It’s an occasion she spared only for Enzo.”
“Spared?” she snaps.
Levi’s hands shoot up in surrender, barely able to conceal his fear that he might get punched by Sera again. “I know it won’t be the same, but we can do something together.”
I’m still confused. I don’t know what Enzo had to do with her birthday, but it’s something she doesn’t want to share with anyone else. Maybe it’s her way of remaining close to the one thing she lost? Or maybe it’s a way to keep her focused and remind herself of what she needs to do?
“We could definitely all do with blowing off a bit of steam, especially once all this shit is done.” Luca sides with Levi, tossing Sera a wink that starts to make her blush.
I’ve rarely seen Sera get heated about something so minor. Birthdays are birthdays, though the more I think about what Levi just said, I understand the weight of guilt preventing her from being happy.
Happy.
I’m pretty sure this morning, while she was crying out Luca’s name, that she was happy. There was no way I couldn’t hear her as I passed the stairway to the den. She might have closed the door for privacy, but her cries of pleasure weren’t as concealed as she thought. Whatever Luca was doing to her certainly had her sated by the time she reappeared with a blissful grin on her face.
“The answer is no!” She glares at Levi. He seems to be the one at fault right now and I should feel sorry for him. However, he doesn’t seem in the least bit deterred by her anger. “We already talked about this. Anyway, we’re going off topic. What did you want to discuss?”
Luca’s attention is back onto serious matters. He shifts in his place on the couch adjacent to Sera.  “Firstly,” he says, clearing his throat and casting a wary glance at me. “The mole situation.”
“We have a mole situation?” Levi questions in surprise.
“Possibly,” Sera murmurs, but that’s all she’ll give away at this point.
Suddenly, the room feels a little hotter, a little more intense. All three are glaring at each other, and I’m pretty certain my presence might be the reason they are holding off on saying anything else. It’s smart, but I’m definitely not the one leaking secrets to anybody.
Luca nods, continuing his list of problems, which only now seems to be two other things. He leans forward, elbows resting on his knees as he looks at his leader directly. “Secondly, we weren’t alone the other night at the warehouse, Sera. Someone else was there.”
Sera’s brows furrow with confusion. I’m having a hard time keeping a stoic expression when my thoughts start running with Luca’s words. What does he mean ‘someone else was there’?
“We don’t know why or what they wanted but—“
“We were about to attack and bam, men were dropping around us like flies!” Levi cuts in, spreading his arms for dramatic effect.
Sera shakes her head. “I’m still not following. Somebody else attacked the compound?”
“More like somebody was helping us to.” Luca sits back. He seems more relaxed now that the information is out. Sera isn’t pissed, but intrigued, and rightly so.
It doesn’t add up, but then again, does anything lately?
“We were taking men out, but someone else was looking out for us.” Luca smooths his hand over his slicked-back blonde hair, a scowl forming on his face.
“Do you think this has something to do with the mole?”
“What mole?!” Levi exclaims, seemingly not managing to keep up.
Sera turns to Levi. I can see how hard she’s trying to keep her cool, but her frustration only has her clenching her fists. “Somebody told my father about the agreement with the Vultures.”
Levi whistles loudly, “Shit.”
“Exactly.”
“Anyway,” Luca huffs. “I doubt they’re the same person. Someone ratting you out to your father doesn’t have your best interests in mind. Someone taking out the guards at the warehouse while we retrieved the girl is probably someone we can trust.”
Sera looks exasperated now. No matter how hard she tries, she never had a good poker face. “So why don’t they show themselves? We can become allies.”
“People hide for different reasons, Bianchi.” Levi shrugs his shoulders. “Not everything is as black and white as we would like to think.”
Sera sighs, slumping back on the couch. “So we have a mole and a mystery ally?” She slides her fingers through her hair, the look of defeat warring with her determination. 
“There’s one more thing,” Luca adds, earning a questioning look from Sera. She already looks pissed, I don’t think she can take much more bad news. “The girl, she insinuated that there were more like her. I don’t think she was just leverage to use against The Vultures.”
My blood runs cold and a foreboding chill travels up my spine. I’ve worked with plenty of monsters in my time, but someone who deals in the flesh trade deserves a fate worse than death. I can already tell that’s the direction Luca’s theory is going.
Sera huffs, seemingly exhausted by the onslaught of information. “Do you think we can trust Raf enough to do some digging?”
Luca nods, certain of the answer to her question. He doesn’t even need to think about it. “I think Raf has already proved where his loyalty lies.”
“What do you want to do going forward?” Levi frowns, tugging his phone out of his pocket. He’s immediately distracted by whatever he’s reading, his brows knitting together.
“Business as usual,” Sera answers firmly. “We’ve got the girl, The Vultures are on our side. If Raf can find the mole or the ally, then we will need to discuss that in more depth. I’m not making any decisions until we know what we’re dealing with.”
“So?” Levi asks, eyes still glued to the screen.
“So now we go for the jugular.”
Luca starts to rub his hands together, a sinister smile creeping over his lips. “Take the Verdis out.” 
It’s what he came for in the first place. The dynamic of the Mafia has always been odd, but I can’t fault the way it is run. Their structure is like a tree. Branches spear off in various directions. Families run their own businesses. But if it jeopardizes the integrity of the trunk of that tree, the man—or in this case, woman— take matters into their own hands. Gone are the days where families were always fighting for territory. The organization has developed a lot in the last few decades.
Of course, there will always be feuds, it’s natural. But the final say comes from up top. In this situation, though, it’s not that simple. The feud built by the Verdis is aimed at the person up top. Even with all my years doing this job, it’s a situation I’m not familiar with.
“I want their livelihood destroyed,” Sera growls. “I want the Verdis so lost they won’t have anything, no one to turn to, nowhere to run, no money to pay anyone. I want them to cower when the darkness comes, so they can see what they have forced upon themselves.” 
In this moment, she looks every bit the ruthless leader men work so hard to perfect; she’s calm but deadly. She’s her father through and through, and I’m sure he’d be proud to see her like this.
“I’ll ask Raf to track their movements.” Luca stands, staring down at Levi with concern. “With the Vultures on board, that’ll make things easier. We’ll use Raf’s intel to take out the other warehouses. The last one had over seven million dollars worth of coke and dirty money. Who knows what these other compounds carry.”
Sera nods in agreement, turning to follow Luca’s gaze. “What’s wrong?” she asks.
Without a word, Levi reaches for the TV remote. The sound of a news reporter captures our attention. We all turn to watch, the screen filling with the recording of dead bodies being wheeled across concrete, the shipping docks in the background signaling to where it’s being filmed. 
“It is believed to be connected with the Bianchi family, the leading supporters to Governor D’Angelo. Right now, the docks have been closed pending an investigation into the sex trafficking reports.”
“The fuck!” Sera shoots up from her place on the couch. Her face contorts as anger rages through her. I can already feel the torrent of emotions battling inside of her, but I’m faced with more complex feelings.
I stare at the screen longer than necessary. Bodies are being wheeled all over the place, dead bodies, bodies in bags. I gulp trying to hold back the disgust, but the look on Sera’s face tells me this has nothing to do with her.
Someone is setting her up.
Luca turns to Sera. “Now would be a good time to call in a favor from the governor.”
“No shit!”
“There are over two hundred reported dead so far. While coroners work on identifying the bodies, we understand that this is part of a traffic ring. Some as young as six years old have already been confirmed as being among the dead, with the ages ranging as far as twenty. We’ll have more news in an hour.”
Bile rises to the surface. The heat crawling up my neck now wraps around my throat, making it so damn hard to breathe. My fears and doubts start creeping in as endless possibilities war with what I’m hearing. I can’t take it anymore.
I storm out the back door without looking back, without acknowledging that I’ve left my mark to calm myself down.
Before I know it, I’m inside the pool house, reaching for the sink. I splash my face with cold water, hoping to extinguish the raging inferno inside of me. I already know what’s coming, the prospect sits at the back of my mind constantly, and I know that this isn’t Sera’s doing, yet she’s being blamed for it.
A soft tap comes at the door to the pool house. Cautiously, I move towards it, taking every step slow and determined to douse the anger.
When I open it, Sera is standing outside, her arms folded over her chest. A worried line works its way between her brows while she chews her lip.
I step aside. She recognizes the gesture and enters the pool house, taking in her surroundings. I suppose, since I’ve never seen her use the pool, that she rarely comes in here. That, or she’s surprised at the state of it.
It’s a studio type layout. A bathroom is tucked away in the corner, separate from the bedroom, with a hallway opposite that leads to the front door Sera just entered through. It’s small, cozy, but I like it. Exposed wooden framework lines the ceiling, supporting beams on either side of the bed, presenting the image of a four poster without the other two posts. It’s elegant in a simplistic way, giving it a subtle beach vibe at the same time.
“Is everything okay?” she asks.
We’re not close, not in the way I wish we were anyway. She was always my mark first and foremost, but I can’t pretend that the moments where it is only us don’t hold more meaning than just a boss and her bodyguard. I’ve subtly comforted her, calmed her with just a touch that I know is overstepping. But Sera never seems to mind, and I think those moments alone are what drives us closer.
I’m not expecting there to be anything else but a bond where she can fully trust me. At this point, I believe it’s something we both need because the battles I’m facing alone are starting to hurt and I’m not sure how much more I can take.
“You know you can come to me for anything, right?” The leader that was just threatening the end of a family name has swiftly been replaced with a woman who cares. She cares so deeply about those around her that to anyone else, it would be seen as a weakness. I know people out there who would use that against her, too. But if anything, it’s the reason she wants to continue. To seek revenge, to exact it in the most fitting way.
I realize my thoughts have taken over, and Sera is still waiting for a response. I nod, taking a seat beside her.
“You know that ring has nothing to do with me?”
I frown at her, not sure why she feels the need to justify herself to me of all people. I’m just her guard at the end of the day. She rules the way she wants to, and I protect her while she does it.
“I can tell that something is bothering you. I don’t know what, but you can trust me to listen.” Sera squeezes my hand. It’s the most contact we’ve had; lingering touches, hand squeezes, longing gazes that I can’t quite decipher from her.
After a beat of heavy silence, Sera sighs. I can practically taste the disappointment from her.
I’ve given her no expectation that I would ever talk, but she seems to still hold out hope that she can break my mold. At this point, it’s not that I don’t want to. I’ve spent the last two months watching her so closely that I’m finding as each day passes, I want to know more about her. The only way for that to happen would be to talk to her, but that comes at a heavy price. 
One I’m not willing to pay.
“You don’t have to talk, Gio. But if you need someone to sit in silence with, you know where to find me.”
She goes to stand, but I reach forward, my fingertips grazing hers. She freezes, turning around to face me as I stand to my full height.
I tower over her, but she’s not intimidated by it.
Her brown eyes seek mine, an expectant smile teasing the plump lips I’ve shamelessly thought about on more than one occasion. It’s hard not to when you’re in my position, standing idly to the side, hearing her enjoy herself with someone else—two someone else’s.
Reaching forward, I brush the strand of hair that has made its way out of her ponytail. My fingers stroke delicately over her cheek, and I hear her suck in a breath at the contact.
My hand stops as soon as I realize it’s more than an instinctual gesture, dropping my arm away.
“Gio—“
My phone rings before she can say another word. I step away from her.
The moment is broken now, and though I am disappointed, I know it’s for the best.
What would I do anyway? She’s my boss, my mark. I have to protect her, not fall for her.
Sera steps towards the door, pulling it open and glancing once more at me over her shoulder. “The offer still stands,” she says before closing the door behind her.
I let out a breath, tugging my phone from my pocket. I know who it is without looking at the screen. At this point, it’s the only number that calls.
I wait until I’m sure Sera is back in the house before perching on my bed and clicking ‘answer’.
The monotonous voice sounds out through the speaker, and all the good I’ve been drowning in around Bianchi dissolves in an instant. “I’m sure you’ve seen the news, Giovanni.”
My stomach churns, and almost immediately, a cold sweat sheens my forehead. “I have,” I answer.
“Good. I need an update.”
I lean forward, resting my elbows on my knees. I wipe away at the beads of sweat, attempting to coax away the irritation and nerves, but it’s no use. “I don’t have anything for you.”
A huff brushes loudly in my ear, forcing me to wince. I don’t need to be a mind reader to know that my response isn’t the expected one. “They’re discovering new bodies every hour. I’d hate for them to discover the wrong person.”
I don’t miss the message. It’s loud and clear, serving as a warning. And I believe it. My fists still curl up. My knuckles still whiten until I can feel my fingernails digging into my palms. “I swear to god,” I grit out. “If you fucking touch her—“
Maniacal laughter effectively cuts me off. It’s brutal, callous, a definitive threat that I can’t escape. It continues for what feels like minutes, though I know that’s impossible.
I’m about to bark more expletives, cast the asshole down for their threats, but the laughter dies when the phone cuts off and I’m just left with my own pitiful rage.
“Fongoul!” My phone smashes against the wall from where I’ve thrown it. It clatters but doesn’t break, a grand symbol of how my heart feels inside. Helpless.
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Serafina


I used to love parties, celebrations for all occasions. The grandeur of the venues, the decorations and themes. I used to enjoy putting on the most expensive dress my father would buy, feeling like a princess all the while knowing I would be a queen to others. Family gatherings, birthday parties, weddings, they were all part and parcel of my position. When I was younger, my father would flaunt me around, show me off to his friends and the other families, doting on how well I was doing in school. 
My mother used to say it was because he was proud of me—at how beautiful I had become and how smart I was. But I knew my father always had ulterior motives. You never get where you are without turning a few heads.
Even after her passing when I was sixteen, my father and I still attended gatherings as a duo. But the older I got, the more I realized those gatherings were for my father’s cause. It was an effort to prove that his heir would be more than capable of taking his seat. And while most fathers in his position would be selling off their daughters in exchange for family allegiances, I’m starting to believe his intentions were more sinister.
I still don’t understand why my father forced me to come here tonight. Since the news broke of the trafficking ring and our family’s alleged involvement, it’s probably the worst timing possible. All eyes are on us, and while so many families turned up, there are still a number of them missing. Of course, the allegations of us being involved with trafficking are not true at all. La Cosa Nostra has nothing to do with the flesh trade. But that only makes the situation worse, making me look like I’m using my power to fuck over the rest of the families.
Tonight is all about one thing, now; proving there is no truth to the speculation.
“Dolcezza,” Luca purrs behind me over the cascading symphony orchestra at the front of the hall. His nickname for me has my heart pumping quicker. Maybe it’s because I know how hard it is for Luca to open up and let his walls down, but the sincerity of it is all the same. He wraps his arms around my waist, his hot breath skating over my neck. “Want to dance?”
I spin around, my beige Dolce and Gabbana tulle dress scraping the floor. I slide my arms around his neck and smile. Levi is somewhere at this party, schmoozing with another family. He’s always been good at socializing, his easy-going charm being the key to his success. And though I’m not complaining, I’m a little put out that the only company I’ve had for the last half an hour is my silent bodyguard.
Something happened to Giovanni last week. He seems different, like someone or something triggered the change. He’s distant, but close enough that his proximity still reminds me I’m safe. He’s stoic, yet underneath the surface, I can tell there is something dark festering away. He’ll never tell me, but if he does, I’ll be sure to listen- because holding your tongue for so long surely can’t be good for anyone.
“It’s about time one of you asked,” I tease Luca.
Without another word, he guides me onto the dance floor. The song changes to a smooth jazz—because god forbid they actually play something decent.
Luca spins me, catching me back in his arms. His chest presses against mine, and it gives me the chance to truly admire the suit molded to his physique. The obsidian color seems to bring out the vibrant blue of his eyes, the piece clinging to his body and making every aspect of his already gorgeous body a masterpiece.
“Raf confirmed the second location today,” Luca says quietly to me as we sway gently. “Marco is planning our next move as we speak.”
After the news last week about the traffic ring and the docks, we all agreed to lie low. And when I say ‘lie low’, that mostly involved spending a lot of time with Luca and Levi, conjuring up ways to fill the time.
My father knew I had nothing to do with it, but the rumors swirling only made him question my ability to lead La Cosa Nostra. He’s currently down at the bar, sweet talking one of the lower families. Since he has no real standing here anymore, he’s just using the opportunity to get on everyone’s good side.
Tonight, we’ve left Raf with the twins. They’ve been knee deep in plans on how to take down the Verdis, coming up with all possible scenarios. Now that they’ve nailed down the next target, it’ll be go time.
We agreed collectively that we would move fast. We don’t have time to argue; all we need is a plan and we go with it. I’ve left that to Marco since he seems in his element when it comes to planning attacks. Being the heirs to the gun trade means they have more than just guns in their arsenal. They have kick ass brains and a penchant for violence. They’re logical and methodical, ensuring a safe entrance and exit when the job is done.
So while the twins and Raf track their leads and go over every detail, Luca, Levi and I paint the perfect picture of unity. Little do the guests know that the unity we share is closer than just family allegiance.
“So what’s next?” I ask, moving with Luca. Our steps shuffle in time, his effortless moves proving he knows more about dancing than he lets on. 
It’s a contrast to my second in command. The closest I’ve seen Levi to dancing is when I was twenty-two and we hit an underground club in the city. We snuck in, eager not to get caught or recognized, but Levi was so drunk that he made a scene with his not so elegant dance moves. Enzo had to peel his cousin off a waitress come midnight, cutting the night short but leaving us with a fond reminder that Levi cannot handle tequila.
“Raf thinks the Verdis move their product weekly, he also thinks those bodies at the docks are connected with them. And with the docks being closed, they have no extra income. They’ll be running out of funds to pay their men, meaning we’ll catch up to them soon enough.”
I’d like to say that the investigation on the trafficking ring and the closure of docks affected my businesses too, but it didn’t. Levi was smart enough to keep deliveries flowing by offsetting excess product and moving it to other areas. I still hate the fact my family's name is one of the biggest imports of drugs, but I’ve never touched the stuff. I can rely heavily on the fact that we’ve ensured control over who gets it. We can’t control the entire city, that would be naïve of me to believe that. My position comes with burdens, and unfortunately, this isn’t one that I can’t be relieved of.
We’re still none the wiser about who shipped those women and children, not without solid proof. As far as I was aware, there was no trafficking being run out of Iris Bay. Sure, my family name is linked to that dock because we own it, but the intricate goings on of that place are down to a much smaller family.
“Maybe we should talk to the Torres family?”
Luca’s eyes narrow on me. “I’ve already talked to them, and they don’t know anything. The first they knew was when that container flew open and dead bodies spilled out.”
I hate how brash it sounds, but he’s only describing what happened. Images of floppy corpses invade my mind, forcing me to shudder at the thought. We’ve gone back and forth between a few families, trying to figure out whose name brought that shipment in, but so far, nobody has confessed.
So it’s the Bianchi name being dragged through the dirt, until the feds deem us innocent—to a certain extent. The Governor has been no help either. He advised if we were really innocent, we should just let the investigation run its course. I’m tempted to go down to his office and remind him which family pays his salary, but it already crossed my mind that it would be a bad idea. Instead, I have to sit tight and hope this bullshit rolls away before my father rescinds my position altogether.
Looking up at Luca, I find his lips parted, revealing a glittering smile I wish I got to see more often. I frown, my fingertips brushing the stubble lining his jaw. I don’t know how I missed it—maybe it’s all the time we’ve spent together this past week. “You’ve grown it back.”
Luca captures my hand, kissing my fingertips. “Somebody told me you liked it,” he smirks before leaning closer. “I told you, I listen to what you want, even when you don’t say it.”
“And what do I want right now, Fontana?” I challenge him with a smirk.
“You—“
“May I?” a deep voice asks behind me, making us both jump slightly. My heart beat skips when I recognize who the voice belongs to, but my pulse doesn’t let up because of it. In all honesty, I haven’t spoken to my father since he ordered me a week ago to attend this gathering tonight. A united front, he called it.
Call it what you will, but I refuse to kiss asses with half the men in here who never had my back when I took my position. The men who sat idly by while another family threatened me, simultaneously sending my best friend to the grave. They’re only here for my father, and that’s probably because they think he’s pulling my strings.
“Of course, Don Bianchi.” Luca nods, taking my hand and kissing the back of it before handing it to my father.
I smile weakly at him over my father’s shoulder. I know he won’t go far, but I was enjoying our moment together, even if it mostly involved business. Luca seems to grant me the reprieve I crave. Like he said before, he knows what I want, even if I don’t say it. He knows that sometimes I need that control taken from me, not because I can’t handle it, but because my hands get sore holding the reins all the time. It just makes me adore him even more because I can see how well his father brought him up. He’s a gentleman, but he’s one of the deadliest.
“Tesora,” my father speaks up, drawing my attention away from a winking Luca.
“Yes, Pa.”
He twirls me around, my dress fanning out below my hips. “People are talking,” he mutters.
“About what?”
“It’s easy to see that your second in command has taken a shine to you,” he smiles at me, but it’s fake. There isn’t a hint of kindness in his expression, though I’m pretty sure if an outsider was observing us, they’d believe it to be a sweet moment between father and daughter. “Marchese needs to be put in his place. Fontana, too.”
“Pa, what are you talking about?” I frown, catching Levi’s concerned look from across the dance floor. He stands beside Luca now, both muttering warily to one another.
“You are Donna Bianchi. Those men are nothing more than your soldiers.” His grip tightens around my waist, serving as a warning. “Being a woman in La Cosa Nostra is already seen as a weakness. You’re a leader. Those men will destroy you, and then what will you have?”
I push away from the man who calls himself my father. Of all the conversations we’ve had, he has never been this direct, abrupt or harsh. Where was his concern when Luciano was breaking me? Where was his fatherly support when I lost my best friend? The man I’m looking at no longer resembles my father, but a man who believes he is close to losing everything—and I’m not talking about his daughter.
“You don’t trust me to lead this family?” I question.
“Tesora,” his sweet tone returns. “I’m just saying that these accusations of our involvement in the flesh trade should have been handled before they even started.”
“We didn’t know that was going to happen!” I say through gritted teeth, though the urge to shout it is getting stronger by the second.
“But you would have, if your men were doing their jobs.”
“They are doing their jobs! Better than I could have asked for.”
My father’s eye roll adds to the anger bubbling beneath this tulle dress. Designer or not, I have every urge to tear it off and strangle my father with the fabric over the accusations he’s throwing.
“If they were doing their jobs, you wouldn’t have people gossiping about your relations with them.”
My eyes widen at the audacity of my father. I can’t believe what I’m hearing; my relationships should have no bearing on my ability to lead nor the ability of my men to carry out their jobs.
As my fists clench, I cast a glance over at Luca, but he’s too busy laughing at something Levi said. I look back at my father, but he’s just wearing a blank expression, nothing to give away except disappointment.
“You end it now.”
“Why?” I growl, stepping forward.
“Because, Tesora, they don’t care about you.”
Levi locks eyes with me, and I see the concern marring his features. He looks like he’s prepared to march over and whisk me away, but I don’t want that. Not here. If what my father is saying is true, then I don’t want to be seen as weak. Having these men behind me no longer serves as a reminder of my power, but gives way to speculation.
My fingernails dig into my palms, the anger coursing through so venomously that the only thing I can do is walk away. I don’t say a word to my father. I avoid eye contact with Levi and Luca as I turn on my heel and head away from the dance floor.
It isn’t until I’m outside, marching across the parking lot in the cool night breeze that I’m finally able to breathe. It felt like that moment was slowly suffocating me, but I didn’t know it. I look out at the expensive cars parked out here, wondering if every single person really thinks what my father said.
Am I weak?
As the crisp air fills my lungs, I clap a palm to my chest, chasing my erratic breaths until they’re nothing more than a steady rhythm. I think about what my father said. I don’t believe for a second that those people in there care about the men I keep beside me. All they see is my second in command and my enforcer… right?
Footsteps pace behind me, and I turn around to see Giovanni catching up to me. But the moment he does, I hear the click of a gun.
It all happens so fast.
One minute I’m locking eyes with Giovanni, the next I’m pummeled to the ground, gasping for the oxygen that was just knocked out of me.
Giovanni rolls away from me in less than a second, his gun already in his hand as he aims and shoots into the darkness.
I don’t see them at first, too dazed to see past my blurry vision. I must have knocked my head against the pavement, because the pain behind it is so excruciating that I have to bring my hand up to soothe it. Warmth coats my fingertips. It’s not a lot of blood, but enough to make me dizzy, enough to make me squint and bite back a groan.
From the corner of my eye, I watch Giovanni shoot over and over. He’s an expert, taking down the attackers one by one. The only way I know that is because the gunshots seem to lessen.
With his body blocking mine, he guides me between two cars. Suddenly, I’m yanked sideways. My body shifts, and I have no way to control or fight it.
“Put the gun down!” the assailant orders, pressing the warm barrel of his own gun to my head. 
I freeze, staring at a wide-eyed Giovanni. He’s so deathly calm it’s unnerving. But for some reason, I’m not scared. I’ve already had two near death experiences, what’s another? Now that I know the capabilities of the men around me, I don’t need to fear death, I need to embrace it.
I grip the man’s arms, fighting back, but between the dizziness in my brain and my lungs still trying to work again, he’s too strong.
To my surprise, Giovanni doesn’t comply, either. He aims his gun, challenging the assailant, and in a matter of seconds, two gunshots ring out.
Pressure disappears from my body, the cold air replacing his sticky heat as the man behind me drops to the ground with a thud. My pulse beats so loudly that, paired with the ringing, I don’t have a clue what is going on until I turn to see Giovanni clutching his stomach.
I lunge forward, but it’s too late. 
“No!”
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Levi


We sprint outside as soon as we hear it. The frantic gunshots fill the skies, pop after pop until there’s just silence. 
“Where did it come from?” Luca huffs.
I look left and right, my chest heaving as I scan the parking lot, but I can’t see anything. “Fuck knows.”
“No!” a scream tears through the parking lot to the left.
Luca takes off before me, but I’m close behind, drawing my gun out as we follow the cries.
“Help! Somebody!”
“Sera!?” I call out.
“I’m here!”
I search and search through the darkness, my eyes squinting in the hopes it will help me see better. We keep running forward through the dark until I can just make out the edge of Sera’s dress poking out from behind a car. I pick up speed, my feet moving faster than ever until I reach her.
We skid to a halt as our eyes land on the blood coating her and her beautiful dress, her arms holding Giovanni against her chest. Then my eyes move to a man with a bullet in the center of his head lying behind them.
“Gio, stay with me!” she orders.
Cazzo. There’s so much blood.
I drop to my knees, checking Giovanni’s pulse. It’s weak, but still there. His eyes are glassy and he’s clutching his jacket to his stomach, spitting out blood. At least he still has some strength in him to stay awake, but he’s still not in a good place.
Luca is behind me, already on the phone to Raf, ordering the doctor in. But I’m not so sure a doctor can help him. He needs to go to a hospital, which I know is out of the question. They’re out of our jurisdiction when it comes to payroll, so they’ll ask too many questions. We can’t risk it right now.
“Help me move him,” I say to Sera.
She nods obediently, sniffing as she pushes Giovanni upright. 
He groans out. It’s going to be damn difficult getting him into the car— the man is built like a brickshit house and there’s no way Sera can lift him.
“Get the keys,” I tell her. She frantically searches his pockets, locating them after a few guesses. Once she’s got them, she stands up, darting towards where the car is parked.
Luca appears beside me, wiping his brow. “Raf’s getting the doc, but we need to go now.”
He’s right. I can hear the faint sirens in the distance, meaning we don’t have a lot of time. We need to disappear before anyone sees us. The last thing we want is more questions on top of the current accusations of dead bodies at the docks.
Together, Luca and I lift Giovanni. He slumps against us, still trying to stand. I admire his determination, but now isn’t the time for stubbornness. “Come on big fella,” I say, earning a scoff from Luca.
I hear the screeching of tires as Sera pulls up beside us in the SUV.
“You can drive?” Luca quizzes.
“Just because you insist on driving me around doesn’t mean I can’t do it myself. Now get the fuck in!”
“You’re trusting her to drive?” Luca questions me, but I’m already opening the door and slipping inside.
Luca slides Giovanni over the seat to me, and with a pained groan, I drag him inside. Once we’re inside, Giovanni drops into my lap. Luca runs around the side of the car, and before the passenger door is even closed, Sera is peeling out of the parking lot and into the dark streets of Iris Bay.
I lock eyes with Sera in the mirror, her eyes watery yet focused. I know she’s doing everything she can to keep it together right now. It can’t be easy reliving the same thing over and over. First Enzo, now Giovanni.
She snaps her attention back to the road, accelerating and swerving between slower cars as blue and red lights speed past us in the opposite direction. She’s silent and focused, skilled at driving in the same way as only one other person I know. Sera takes a sharp corner and I grab the overhead handle, keeping Giovanni and I as steady as possible.
Luca curses, but Sera just smiles. 
“Where the hell did you learn to drive like this?” Luca asks.
“Enzo,” we both answer with a smile.
Her concentration shines through in that moment, and I’m immediately taken back to when we were kids and the three of us would sneak out, hitting the streets to get up to mischief.
Sera was always painted as the perfect Bianchi Princess, but Enzo and I knew her better. She was stubborn and rebellious, searching for liberation as much as possible. Her father forbade her from driving, telling her she would never need it in this life because people like Giovanni would always be under her foot, willing to take her anywhere she needed to go. But independence was something Sera always chased, and Enzo helped by always, always, providing opportunities for her. 
That’s how I’ve come to realize that there is more to Sera than I ever thought. She’s a queen, that’s for sure, but she doesn’t need anyone. She’s more than capable of getting the job done when she sets her mind to it, but with her upbringing, she’s still become someone who should be revered.
Effortlessly, Sera maneuvers us out of the city and onto the back roads. She never lets her gaze wander from the road, keeping two hands on the steering wheel. I sense it’s for Luca’s benefit more than anyone else because he hasn’t let go of the door handle since we left the city.
“Someone came after us,” she states, decelerating once she realizes nobody is chasing us.
“Who?” Luca quizzes. “The Vultures? I fucking knew we shouldn’t have trusted them!”
“At this point, do you really need to ask?” She raises her brow at Luca before turning her attention back to the road. She whips the SUV around another corner, the vehicle moving so smoothly that if I closed my eyes, it would feel like we were floating.
“The Verdis.”
I look down at Giovanni, but his eyes are closed.
“What were you doing out there anyway?” I ask.
Sera huffs, picking up speed as we hit a hill. “My father pissed me off,” she admits.
“Why the fuck did you leave, though?” Luca interrogates. “We were right there with you, all you had to do was say you wanted to leave.”
“It’s not that simple.”
“Like fuck it isn’t!” Luca snaps. “That could have been you back there!” He tosses a thumb over his shoulder toward me and Giovanni. “Or worse!”
“You think I haven’t thought about that already?! I was there, Fontana!”
Ouch. She only uses his surname when she’s pissed or playful, and the latter isn’t likely right now.
“The asshole had a gun to my head!”
“So why didn’t he pull the trigger on you?”
“I don’t fucking know!” she screams.
We all lapse into silence for a beat, the gravity of the situation thickening the tension with every second that passes. I notice her eyes in the mirror, and though she won’t look at me, I can tell this is hitting her hard.
I lean forward, resting a hand on her shoulder. “Sera—“
“Don’t!” she snaps, shaking me off.
“Let me drive,” Luca urges, but she shakes her head.
“No,” she sniffles. “I need to focus.”
I’m pretty sure I know the answer to what she needs to focus on. Neither of us want to say it, but it definitely has something to do with Enzo and all the buried emotions she’s been fighting since his death.
After another ten minutes of excruciating silence, we pull up to the gates of Sera’s home. The guards wave her through, the look of confusion depicted on all of their faces at the sight of their leader driving. When we get to the courtyard, the doctor is already there waiting for us.
Sera gets out first, a march in her step as she rushes to speak to the doctor. While she’s busy, the twins rush out, immediately by our side and helping Giovanni out of the car.
He grumbles and groans, but he’s too out of it to say anything coherent. The blood pouring from his stomach has now spread across his crisp white shirt, his hands stained red, too. I look back in the car, and that too is covered in his blood.
So much blood.
“Get him to the kitchen,” Sera orders.
Luca gives her a pointed look.
“Unless you have a better idea?”
The only response she gets from Luca is silence. He shakes his head and all four of us take Giovanni into the house.
Raf is already waiting in the kitchen, a sheet of plastic covering the wooden surface of the table. We place Giovanni on it. There’s a level of disgust on all of our faces because this just looks fucked up, like we’re expecting the worst.
“Looks morbid, I know,” Raf comments. “Bianchi doesn’t exactly have an operating room here.”
“And I don’t think it’s time I invested in one either,” she remarks, joining us with the doctor by her side. Under the lights, I can see her clearer. Her skin is painted with smatters of dried blood—thankfully not her own. This dress is yet another she’ll have to trash, it’s not even salvageable at this point. The skirt is torn, blood caking every layer of the material. Despite the trauma, she still looks beautiful, and I have to admire the way she’s keeping herself together right now. If it were any lesser woman, they’d be falling apart.
The doctor slices through Giovanni’s shirt with medical shears, the material ripping through the silence. We all wait with bated breath as he orders the twins to turn Giovanni over so he can get a better look at the bullet wound.
“The bullet is still inside,” he murmurs, pressing gauze to Giovanni’s stomach.
“What does that mean?” Sera asks.
I press a hand to her shoulder. “It means he’s going to have to take it out.”
“Is he…” her voice quivers, but she quickly covers it with a cough, her fists tightening. “Will he be okay?”
The doctor huffs, already getting to work with his utensils. He’s probably done this a thousand times before because it doesn’t phase him in the slightest. He doesn’t ask questions, he just gets on with it. He sterilizes the wound with some clear liquid from a bottle kept in his case. Then his gloved hands start pressing at the surface of Giovanni’s skin, a finger sinking into the wound.
More blood pours, and Giovanni groans out.
“Can you sedate him?” Sera’s concern for her bodyguard grows dire by the minute.
“I can, Donna Bianchi. But I have no equipment to ensure he stays with us. He’ll have to endure it, I’m afraid.”
Sera takes a step back, her chest heaving as she watches the doctor prod at the wound again. He grabs forceps, asking the twins to hold Giovanni down. “This will hurt,” he reminds us all.
And fuck me, does it look like it hurts.
Giovanni writhes on the table. He stifles every cry and groan, but I can see Sera growing more agitated by the second. She chews on her thumbnail, like it’s the only thing keeping her anchored and strong.
The doctor keeps driving the metal instrument into Giovanni’s stomach in search of the bullet.
Giovanni groans out once more, then passes out.
And there’s just silence.
Clang.
“It’s out.”
Sera marches towards her bodyguard, kneeling down to the table and taking his hand. “Gio,” she whispers.
He’s out cold, though, and I don’t think he’ll be waking up anytime soon. The doctor is already filling a syringe full of some milky liquid, placing it on the table beside his other stained instruments.
It feels like time moves at a slower pace after that.
The doctor stitches Giovanni back up, cleaning the wound once more before placing a clean dressing over his work. More seconds tick by slower as he tells Sera to keep an eye on him. “The next twenty-four hours are crucial.”
She looks up at him with red eyes. It’s only now that I realize she’s been crying. “And then what?” she whimpers.
The doctor rests his now clean hands on her shoulder. “Rest. Lots of rest.”
Sera nods back, whispering her gratitude to the doctor before Raf walks him out.
But the silence doesn’t last long. It seems Luca hasn’t quite forgotten about how her and Giovanni got into this mess and he’s not about to let up.
“Sera,” he starts.
“Not now!”
“Then when?” he challenges. “When we’re all fucking dead?”
Sera spins around so fast that none of us see it coming. One minute she’s kneeling at Giovanni’s side, and the next her fist is connecting with Luca’s face.
“Vaffanculo!” she screams, shaking her hand out.
“Are you fucking done?” he screams back at her, his jaw flaring red from the contact. “That could have been you.” He points a finger at the bodyguard still lying motionless on the kitchen table. I don’t think I’ll ever look at that table the same, but I don’t voice that thought.
“So you’ve said,” Sera barks.
“So tell me why the fuck you thought it was a good idea to leave without us?”
Sera glares back at Luca. They’re both so enraged that it’s probably going to take tranquilizers to calm them down. Whatever Sera’s father said to her tonight not only pissed her off, but tore a part of her open. She never lets mediocre shit get to her, and her father is definitely the least of her problems. So what the hell did he say? It must have been some messed up shit for Sera to be reacting like this.
“I don’t have to tell you shit,” she sneers.
Luca’s eyes widen and there’s no mistaking the shock and hurt swimming in them. “Ok,” he replies calmly—the calmest I’ve ever seen him. “Is that how it’s going to be?”
Sera doesn’t answer him. She’s too pissed off to give anyone a rational answer now and I don’t blame her. We all need a time out to calm down, get our shit together, and figure out our next steps.
Obviously, whoever came for her tonight isn’t the Vultures, unless we’ve been seriously betrayed. Though, I didn’t peg the gang for bartering loyalty only to throw it back in our faces. They wanted something dear to them, something that could have caused us serious harm in obtaining, and we delivered. At this point, they’d be stupid to fall back in with the Verdis.
The door slams behind us, signaling Luca’s departure. Sera flinches, but she doesn’t say another word. So I guess it’s up to me to fix it this time.
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Luca


“Fontana!” 
I march across the courtyard so hard and fast that my heels hurt in these damn dress shoes. Whoever said ‘fashion is pain’ wasn’t lying.
“Fontana!” Levi calls after me again.
“Fuck off, Marchese!”
“Hey!”
I’m suddenly tugged backward by my jacket, spun around and pinned to the SUV.
“You don’t get to take it out on me, got it?” There’s a level of pain in his eyes that I can’t quite discern what put it there. 
“You don’t get it!”
“Oh I get it! We all fucking get it. We don’t need a reminder that it could have been Sera in Gio’s place, but it’s not. So stop harping on about that shit because she needs us right now, not your fucking questions.”
I grip his jacket, effectively slamming him against me. “I have to know! I have to know what the fuck she was thinking because it doesn’t make sense. If she had stayed inside, with us…”
“I know! Fuck! But we can’t think about that right now.”
“Then what?”
“You can be such a fucking idiot sometimes,” he grinds out.
I’m trying to keep all my composure at the insult thrown at me, but between my heart thundering against my chest and Levi’s closeness, it’s getting fucking hard.
“Don’t you get it?” Levi shouts at me, his hot breath hitting my face.
No, I don’t get it. I don’t understand why the hell she would leave the party without telling us, risking her own fucking life over some stupid disagreement with her father.
“She’s repeating the same fucking day!” Levi’s grip on my shirt tightens. We’re just a breath away from one another, our anger fueling the proximity. “She can’t lose him!”
“I can’t lose her!” I scream.
My lungs fight for breath, fight for a calmness I’ll never get, yet I start to feel the storm wither away when I look into Levi’s eyes. They’re brimming with heat, and I’m not sure how we even got here.
Our eyes lock for a moment, an uneasy sensation washing over me. He’s so close that I can see the faint scar above his brow. How am I just noticing that?
Before I have time to figure out what is happening, our mouths slam together.
I don’t know who starts it, I’m not even sure either of us are to blame. But the fire in my gut tells me this feels right. And the fact Levi doesn’t push me away tells me he’s feeling the same. 
My heart pounds to a new rhythm, one I’ve never experienced before. My body perks up to a new tune, one that calls to me. It’s like my body has been playing one song on repeat, and now that I’ve dared to play a different song, I’m enjoying it just as much.
Levi cups my face between his palms, deepening the kiss until our breaths mingle and the anger dissipates. He cages me in so tightly that it actually feels safe, it actually feels like all my problems have diminished, leaving nothing but dust in its wake.
I press my lips more greedily against his, and Levi complies, pushing his hard body against mine. And I mean hard. I can feel every ridge of his chest, abs and cock press against me as our tongues move, sliding seamlessly against one another. It’s almost as if we’ve been doing this dance for years. It feels natural, superlatively perfect. It shouldn’t, right? We shouldn’t be doing this. We like Sera, not each other.
No matter what my head is telling me, though, I can’t seem to pull away. I want the opposite. I want more of Marchese.
What the fuck?
When Levi finally withdraws from my lips, he just stares at me, breathless and confused. I see the frown line forming on his forehead. And like him, I don’t really know what to say.
For a beat, we just stand there still pressed against one another, shocked and lost for words. 
Levi removes his hands from my face, the cold air replacing the warmth like a gut punch.
My stomach churns under the weight of guilt now filling the void between us. We’ve gone from fighting over Sera to fighting for something else, and I’m not sure at which point we lost sight of everything. Maybe it’s the fact we’ve been spending more and more time together? The last week we’ve been living in each other’s pockets. Laying low meant we had more time together, all three of us. Have we crossed a line somewhere we didn’t know existed?
Before I can run through any more questions, Levi steps away from me. “Sera needs us,” he reaffirms. “We need to get a grip of the situation, of The Vultures, of any fucking intel we can gather.”
I nod, but his words still sound so muffled over the pounding of my heartbeat in my ears.
“Luca?” he frowns. “You coming?”
“Huh?” I’m still dazed with what just transpired that I haven’t got an actual clue what he just said. Apparently it wasn’t anything to do with that kiss.
That body-numbing, mind-fucking kiss.
“Get in the car, Fontana!” he barks, snapping me out of my daze.
I step toward his Porsche, sliding into the passenger seat beneath the doors. They glide back down seamlessly as Levi starts the engine, the roaring of horsepower beneath our asses killing the silence immediately.
I don’t know where we’re going, but Levi’s urgency has me on edge. He peels us out of Sera’s long driveway, hitting the road back to the Bay in no time at all.
“Where are we going?”
“We need answers,” he replies vaguely.
I lift a brow at him, but he’s not looking to even notice. He’s solely focused on the road ahead, content with us lulling into silence for a short while.
But that’s the problem, because with the silence, I’m left to my own thoughts. I don’t like where they wander either. The ghost of Levi’s lips still lingers on mine. It’s a gesture neither of us want to address. I’d be okay with it, if it wasn’t sitting at the back of my mind like an unanswered question.
Of all people, Levi was the last person I imagined doing that with. Sure, we’ve put aside our differences for the sake of Sera, but fuck, I never thought about stepping the other way. I’ve never kissed another guy before, and I’m pretty sure Levi hasn’t either. Yet everything about it is starting to war with the guilt, telling me I shouldn't feel the way I feel, like I’m betraying Sera. That kiss wasn’t just anything. Something deep in my gut is telling me it happened because of some fucked up reason I’ve yet to discover. 
The silence is steeped in tension, a thick fog clinging to the unspoken words. He doesn’t look at me, and when I’m certain it’ll remain that way for the rest of the journey, I avert my gaze to the window.
Twenty minutes later and we’re pulling up to the marina. Levi gets out first, lingering outside until I join him. I hesitate for a moment, noticing exactly where we are.
“What are we doing here, Levi?”
“I told you,” he shrugs. “We need answers, and these fuckers owe us.”
Before I can ask anything else, he’s storming towards the front of the bar, The Vultures’ emblem lit up under the blanket of midnight. The seedy glow of the bar spills out onto the path outside, the music cascading along with heavy thuds and crashes.
Levi steps in first, wary and silent.
“You’re not one of us if you cannot follow orders!” Zeke shouts, towering over three men with another six behind them, all pointing guns at the men’s heads.
Heads lift as we enter, causing Zeke to turn, eyes widening when he takes us in. I’m pretty sure the bloody shirts and scowls on our faces give away the mood we’re in, but Zeke is still concerned.
“Is she okay?” he asks like he knows why we’re here.
Levi nods silently. “Her bodyguard not so much.”
Zeke drops his head, sighing defeatedly. “Loyalty means a lot to us here,” he mutters, picking the dirt from under his nail with his knife. “We had an agreement in place and some of my brothers went against my decision. For that, I am sorry.” The man looks us both in the eyes, sincerity swimming in them. “Tell Bianchi I will make this right.”
“So you know who attacked them, Zeke?” I ask.
He looks over his shoulder at the three men kneeling behind him. “Like I said, loyalty means a lot to us here. As soon as we heard there were men defying my orders, I brought them here. Though you have to know, there were more.”
“Where’s the rest of them then?” Levi growls.
Zeke smirks. “Bianchi’s bodyguard is very skilled it seems.”
I glance at Levi, but he’s too focused on the three men cowering underneath six guns. It kind of escaped me that we needed to run a clean up crew with everything else happening around us—not that we would have had a chance anyway. The sirens were already heading to the party by the time we hit the main road.
“It’s handled,” Zeke supplies as he turns to the group of men. Seemingly, he can read my mind, because he doesn’t waste a second explaining. “It was a gang shootout, or that’s what the rumor is. Officials won’t ask questions and Bianchi’s name won’t even be mentioned.”
“There still lies the question of what the fuck happened?” Levi states. I’m not really sure what’s going on, but I have a feeling what’s playing out in front of us is to do with the very man now laying on a plastic covered kitchen table with our leader by his side.
“There were some traitors amongst the brotherhood,” Zeke answers, glaring at the three men who seem to have already come to the realization they’re not leaving this place alive. “The Verdis have no dealings here, and I made that clear. Some of you forgot who was in charge.”
Zeke marches back to the three men kneeling on the ground. “You jeopardized everything,” he growls at them. He leans down to the first man in the small line up, tearing the white vest from his body with his knife. “My daughter.”
He steps up to the next guy, splitting the shirt down the center. “The brotherhood.”
When he reaches the last man, he realizes he doesn’t need to strip him, his chest already bared through the sleeveless leather jacket he’s wearing. Zeke sneers into his face.
The man doesn’t say a word, and I figure that’s how these men survive. Silence is the best option right now because I can practically feel the anger roiling off Zeke like a tempest. I sense that when he’s really in his element, it’s the point of no return.
“Pin him down,” he orders two men before turning to Levi and me. “Help yourself at the bar, I’m sure you’ll want to watch how I handle traitors.”
If I ever thought that Zeke was the one behind the attack tonight, I’m immediately proven wrong. All evidence points to a weakness in this gang, and Zeke is making damn sure he handles it. I can see now why Sera put so much faith in him. He’s true to his word, and that settles like a lead weight in my gut because we’re still facing the fact that nowhere is safe for Bianchi.
Levi and I perch on the stools by the bar as suggested. We don’t talk, we don’t drink, we just sit and watch as the fate of those three men is dealt by the hand of their leader. One by one, Zeke orders his men to pin them down. His knife glistens in the low light as he carves out the gang emblem tattooed on the first man’s skin.
No one else says a word, and aside from the stifled painful cries of the men on the floor, there’s only the music carrying out a symphony that matches the rage in Zeke’s mind.
The flap of skin flops to the floor beside the shivering man as shock rattles through him. No sooner is Zeke done with the first that he moves onto the next. It’s like a ceremony of de-badging. These three fucked up and their punishment is exile.
By the time the third guy has his tattoo sliced from his chest, the other two have passed out. Blood pools around their bodies from where Zeke cut so deep, but it only serves as a reminder of their treachery.
When Zeke is done, he turns on his heel and approaches us. He’s silent, stepping around the bar and grabbing a bottle of beer from the cooler. He pops the lid off, the sharp fizz of bubbles cutting through the silence. “Tell Bianchi I have this handled. I assume that’s why you came here tonight?”
Levi shakes his head. “We came down for answers,” he says, turning his head to the massacre behind us. “But I guess we got them.”
Zeke nods in understanding, respect flowing through him. “I will forever be indebted to Bianchi, she can be rest assured that there is no conflict between her and The Vultures.”
“Good,” Levi says approvingly. “Because we’re going to need all the reinforcements we can get.”
After a few discussions back and forth about how The Vultures can help us, we shake hands and move back out into the night. Tonight has been fucked up in all the craziest ways. From the attack to this, I haven’t forgotten about what happened between Levi and me. It still sits in the back of my mind, but I’m pretty sure there’s nothing either of us can say.
“At least we know for sure The Vulture’s weren’t behind the attack,” I mutter as we sit in silence in Levi’s Porsche.
He shrugs back at me, still staring off into the darkness of the marina. “They were and weren’t.”
“Right,” I huff, not really knowing where to go from here.
After a heavy beat of silence, Levi turns to me, his dark eyes searching mine before he finally gathers the courage to speak. “About tonight…”
My brows furrow for a second until I see the softness in his gaze and I realize what he’s referring to.
“I don’t like guys.”
“Neither do I,” I shrug.
“So what happened before was…” he pauses and suddenly the Levi I know with the shit poker face has me dumbfounded because I can’t actually figure him out.
I half expect him to cast this shit aside and say it shouldn’t have happened, but like me, he seems just as torn about it as I am. Let’s face it, shit like this doesn’t happen if there isn’t some attraction, but Levi is Levi, and we don’t see eye to eye on most things.
“It’s okay,” I answer. “I’m just as fucked up about it as you are.” A laugh bubbles out of me. I just can’t help it. It’s fucking ridiculous that, out of all the people in this fucked up world, my attraction reaches to not only to Sera but Levi too, now.
“Cazzo,” he groans, carding through his dark hair with his fingers. “I don’t like guys!”
“Neith—“ my words are cut off when Levi wraps his hand around the back of my neck and tugs me to his lips. With bruising pressure, he parts my lips with his tongue, pushing in with wild abandon. It’s rushed and hot, filthy in the best kind of way. 
My heart thunders in my chest as I give into the sensation, knowing Levi was the one to start it this time and I don’t seem to mind one bit because…I don’t like guys, but I like Levi.
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Giovanni


“Please, Papa,” Gabriella cries. “Please don’t go!” 
“I have to, Angioletto.” My voice is gravelly, aching from the effort to control my anger and guilt. I hate doing this to her, I hate leaving her. All it does is create another barrier between us.
“I don’t want you to go again,” Gabriella whimpers, clutching my shirt. Her big green eyes are glassy with unshed tears, melting me, coaxing guilt to burn in my chest.
“It won’t be forever, prometerre.” I go to wrap my arms around her but she pushes me away.
Her face is red and blotchy, her golden skin tainted by her frustration and tears.
It’s like this every time I have to say goodbye to her. I don’t want to. No part of me enjoys the last few hours with her because I know how much it’s hurting her, hurting me.
“It’s not fair!”
“I know, Gabriella.” My eyes drop to the floor. There’s nothing else I can say. I’ve always been honest with her, and while she’s still young and innocent, she’s not stupid. She’s smart enough to know that this is our life now. She understands more than most kids her age do. Gabriella is a child that was thrust into a life of uncertainty as soon as she was born.
“Tell them no.”
If only it were that simple. But I can’t provide the life she deserves if I don’t do this. It’s all I’ve ever known. From a young age I played a part in this life, protecting those that couldn’t do it themselves, or didn’t trust their inner circle. Employing the likes of me, searched out for this sole purpose, creates a level of integrity and trust. I’ve built up a reputation over the last ten years to the point that people come to me and not the other way around. The only problem is that this job takes me further away from my daughter, further away from San Antonio.
“I can’t, Angioletta.”
Gabriella hangs her head, her bottom lip thrust out in a pout. I wish I could tell her that better things are coming. But the truth is, nothing in this life is certain. Every day I pour my energy into creating a better life for her. For us. Every day, I wonder if what I’m doing is even the right thing anymore.
Her mother would be chastising me, telling me ‘this has to be the last time’. But we both know it won’t be.
“Please, Gabby, it won’t be forever.” I tug her close to my chest, and she lets me, her tiny body curling into mine. She’s looking more and more like her mother every day now. Her big green eyes and curly brown hair are reminiscent of the woman we both lost, the woman who made my life complete and empty all in the same breath. Even after all these years, Gabriella still reminds me of the woman she’ll never get to meet. Sadness tears through my chest, another level of guilt I’ll never be able to rid myself of. 
“You say that every time,” she sniffles into my chest. I can sense the anger bubbling under the surface. Just like her mother, Gabriella has a short fuse and no-nonsense attitude. It’s another reason how my being away affects her.
I kiss her head, taking one more inhale of her scent and relishing the similarities she holds with her mother. 
“You’ll have lots of fun with your Tia, though, hmm?”
Gabriella pulls away from me, her sad eyes rounding with anger. 
“When I’m back we can go to the fair.”
I look up at my sister, knowing her heart breaks just as much. It can't be easy looking after someone else’s daughter, but this is the life I’ve fallen into. When this opportunity came my way, it was too good to pass up. Working for the first female Mafia leader is something I’ve never been offered before—probably because it’s unheard of. I’ve only ever come close to the women of La Cosa Nostra when I’ve been protecting them as their leaders’ spouses. This is something entirely new.
I clutch Gabriella harder to my chest, soaking up this moment because I don’t know how long I’ll be gone this time. Usually, it’s a term set out by the employer. Six months at best. But I don’t know the duration of this one because the conditions weren’t set clearly. All I know is someone is trying to take out Serafina Bianchi, and my services are required.
I’ve second-guessed myself over and over about my decision, but I know this is the right thing. This job will set us up for life, and I know I shouldn’t be putting a time limit on how long I have left, but I want Gabriella to have the best life possible. With or without me.
By the time night falls, I find myself gazing at my daughter, wondering where she gained all this strength to accept this as her life. Just looking at her sleeping form has me rethinking my decision. She’s peaceful, barely a flicker of a dream fluttering her eyelids. Her long eyelashes fan out, reminding me so much of her mother.
It has been eight years, but I’ve never forgotten her. I remember every perfect intricate detail, and I have a photo for the times I start to forget; for when I need a reminder of why I’m doing this. I trail a finger over my daughter’s soft cheek, reminding myself this will be the last time. It has to be.
“I’m sorry Gabriella.”
Pain lances through my abdomen, ripping me from the warm safety of my dream. I groan out, but I can’t seem to move. I feel like a lead weight that has sunk to the bottom of the ocean with no hopes of breaking the surface. The longer I stay like this, the longer the desolation sets in.
I vaguely remember gunshots, screaming, and shouting. The images of Sera’s fearless expression stick with me and I’m fraught with another emotion; another reminder of what I lost. The ache in my chest that I’ve tried to ignore for so long throbs harder. I can feel pressure on my hand, but that’s the only sensation. It’s soft and reassuring, but the comfort is pushed aside as another wave of pain burns me from the inside out. 
I hiss out, the pressure on my hand tightening.
“It’s okay, I’m here.” 
The voice is soothing, broken in a way I can’t really comprehend, but it comforts me nonetheless. There’s a sting in my hand, a coldness seeping through my arm and numbing the pain instantly. I’m grateful for the reprieve, the gentle kindness it offers. It forces me to sink back into the dark abyss of my mind, exhaustion coaxing me there with a helping hand.
It doesn’t last long before the pain returns and the cold sweat wakes me up. My eyes flutter open as the faint shadows dissolve into the sunrise. Pins and needles wrack my body, the burning sensation in my stomach telling me to stay put. There’s no use in moving.
My eyes dart around the room and I realize that I’m back in the pool house, covered by the comforter.
But I’m not alone.
The faint warmth beside tells me as much, adding to the gentle breaths skating over my bare shoulder. Slowly, I turn my head, my throat tightening when my eyes land on Sera.
Dark strands cascade over her face, her long eyelashes fanning out, catching those silent dreams. I clench my fist, resisting the urge to stroke the hair from her face. She’s peaceful, like nothing in the world can touch her right now. And I don’t need to wonder why she’s beside me. I’ve seen it in her eyes time and time again.
“She hasn’t left your side for three days.”
I snap my attention to the other side of me, my eyes focusing on the chair in the darkest corner of the room. But the shadows don’t conceal the man sitting in it.
Luca’s leaning forward, elbows on his knees as he watches us both. A deep frown sets his features in place, and I can only imagine the thoughts running through his head. The last time I saw him was when Sera left the party in a hurry. I remember that much. Knowing him, he’s probably pissed about how this all happened. I hate to say that I feel the same. Not because of the fact I’ve apparently been bed bound for days, but because once again, someone bested us and almost hurt Sera.
“You’re a good man, Giovanni. I wasn’t sure about you at first, but taking a bullet for her…” Luca stands up and makes his way towards me, hovering over Sera’s sleeping form. Stroking a hand over her cheek, I see the unfiltered adoration swimming his features. There isn’t one thing this man won’t do for his leader, and I know that surges deeper than just his loyalty toward her. “I guess actions speak louder than words.”
Sera shifts beside me, her hands cupping mine, a small sigh parting her lips. Of all the times I’ve imagined being beside her, this moment hits the deepest because I know how hard this must hurt her. She feels deeply. She cares so much about the people around her, and it hasn’t gone unnoticed that I’m included in that group now. Maybe that’s why Luca has found himself watching her, while she watches me?
Luca retracts his hand, tucking it into his pocket. “You should know that the men who did this have been taken care of,” he says quietly. 
I wish I could believe Fontana. There’s no doubt about the fact he thinks this is handled, but we both know this is only the beginning. They’ll keep coming after her until she breaks or they succeed. There’s no winning for Bianchi, not while the Verdis have their claws in other gangs. No matter what, Sera isn’t safe. We can try everything to prevent harm coming to her, but until the Verdis get what they want or are taken out, it will never end.
Nodding my acknowledgment, Luca glances from me to Sera, his lips thinning slightly. He sighs, seemingly lost in his thoughts for a brief moment. Whatever wars inside of him, he’s struggling to contain it.
He steps around the bed, and I try not to feel like my privacy has been invaded. If anything, I have to rein back the unease because I know he’s here for her, not me. A dark cloud seems to follow him as he leaves, the door clicking shut behind him and cementing the fact that he’s not about to address his inner turmoil.
The bed shifts beside me, and the gentle strokes along my arm join the warmth of Sera’s body as she moves closer.
“He’s still pissed at me.”
I tense up as soon as her soft voice floats past my ear. It’s gentle and sleepy, but it’s still music to my ears. My heart rate picks up, the reality that she’s awake and not moving away from me means more to me than she realizes. Just her presence alone seems to keep me grounded.
“Gio,” she rasps my name. “Who’s Gabriella?”
I don’t answer. My ears ring out at the name, the one I’ve never uttered to anybody who isn’t family.
“Right,” she sighs. The covers shift as she moves away from me, the light suddenly illuminating the room in a soft glow that exposes Sera’s tired features and defeated form. I watch her reach forward onto the bedside table before turning back to me, clutching something in her hand.
I already know what it is without seeing it, and my throat becomes dry and clogged.
“It fell out of your pocket when I grabbed your keys,” she explains, handing me the photo of my daughter and wife. “I didn’t mean to pry.”
Her hand drops from mine, moving off the bed. She doesn’t have to look at me for me to know I’m hurting her with my silence. I want so badly to tell her about the life I once had, the people in my life that made it worth living. I wish I could tell her the same thing I used to tell my daughter; that strength comes from within and I’m in awe of how much she harbors.
I glance back at the photograph in my hand, the perfect image of two smiling faces I adored over and over again. Tears spring and burn the backs of my eyes, and before I can stop them, the words spill out.
“You remind me so much of her.”




OceanofPDF.com

[image: image-placeholder]
Serafina


“You remind me so much of her.” 
I freeze. 
Is he…? Did he…?
My brows furrow, still unsure whether I just imagined it. The longer that time stretches between us, the more uncertain I become until the only thing I can do is confirm my suspicions.
“What?’
Slowly, I turn to find Giovanni staring at the photograph in his hands. His lips are tightly sealed, but his eyes are glazed over, like the image in front of him brings back too many memories to handle.
“You’re stubborn, determined,” he says, and I don’t miss the smooth way he rolls his r’s. His voice is raspy, no doubt from the lack of talking and the fact he has been out of it for the last few days, and it does something to me that I never thought it would. “You’re also fiercely loyal.”
My breath hitches, drying my throat instantly. I can’t count the number of times I’ve wished I could hear his thoughts, listen to his words. He holds a depth that I’ve never been able to fathom, and even now, as he starts listing all the similarities between myself and someone else, I’m hit with a newfound admiration.
Giovanni traces a finger over the image, a single tear beading in the corner of his eye.
“Who?” I ask softly, cautiously stepping towards the bed. Right now, Giovanni is like a wild deer. I need to tread carefully if I’m going to get a conversation out of him. He’s so unpredictable, so untamed that one wrong move could result in me being shut out again.
I don’t want that. Not with the way his accent flows like smooth silk, his Italian heritage shining through the lilt in his words.
“My daughter,” he eventually says. The fondness in his eyes only increases, a small smile pressing his lips that takes my breath away. It pulls me closer to him, almost mindlessly, until I’m perched beside him on the bed.
“You have a daughter?” I manage to choke out.
“Gabriella,” he answers proudly.
My heart swells at the way his eyes light up at the mention of her name. It’s unmistakable how much love he holds for his daughter, the way fathers should. I still feel the angry pinch of guilt clutching at my chest, because the whole reason we are in this situation is because of what my own father said to me.
Three days have passed since that moment on the dance floor and my father has spent those days calling every hour to attempt to speak to me. I’m thankful that I have Levi to screen my calls, but that only seems to piss my father off even more.
“Where is she now?” My heart sinks a little as I ask the question, realizing he has spent the last couple of months by my side. I know he hasn’t seen his daughter, and I’ve never heard him speak to her. Unless the phone calls I know he has been taking are from her? I never get to hear how the conversations go, I would never invade Giovanni’s privacy like that, but I’m still intrigued to know about them.
Giovanni’s eyes soften. A level of sadness frames those green orbs, and I’m instantly regretting my question. “She was taken from me.”
“Is that why you’ve always been… silent?” I rasp, reaching for his hand. 
He shifts to prop himself upright, but the injury to his stomach is still fresh. He must have forgotten because he winces and groans, fighting through it until he’s propped up against his pillows.
“Where is her mother?” I know how often this situation can happen, especially in broken families. I’m thankful that my parents were never subject to that kind of sadness, but it doesn’t mean I don’t understand it. If anything, I’m more aware of it. Women who resent their husbands for trying to do their best by them, always end up making them suffer. Money, children, lives, they all change.
Giovanni shakes his head, allowing an eerie silence to fall between us. It sits heavy like a blanket, threatening to suffocate us. I swallow back the fear that laces my next words. I need to know what happened. I need to understand why Giovanni remains silent all the time. I have to find out how I can help him because his sadness is something I hate seeing. I’m used to the stoic bodyguard, the guy who can give you a look and suddenly all your doubts and worries fade away.
I want to be that for him.
“Where is Gabriella?” I want clarity, I need to know how I can help him. He looks so damn broken, like no matter how much you try to glue those pieces together, he’s one slip up from falling apart. How has he gone so long with this lingering over him? Losing a child, in any circumstance can’t be easy. I need to know more. I need to heal the guy who’s spent months protecting me, only to end up this fragmented soul.
“Gone,” Giovanni says under his breath.
I squeeze his hand, and he reciprocates. Even in the buttery glow of light, his turmoil still makes him astoundingly beautiful.
“I’m sorry,” is all I can muster. Anything else would feel empty and meaningless.
He nods with certainty, but I sense from the way he’s looking at me that he is done with answering my questions. I’ve already overstepped and edged past the invisible boundary that sets us apart as boss and employee. But I’m still magnetized to the man that stepped in front of a bullet for me, the guy who stared me right into the eyes when he fired a shot at my captor.
His thumb strokes delicate circles over the back of my hand. It’s absentminded, but filled with unspoken affection.
I smile up at him, wondering what is churning up in that head of his. Of course, the reminder of his daughter could be at the forefront, but I’ve realized there are many more layers to Giovanni that I want to get to know.
“Your voice isn’t how I imagined,” I chuckle lightly.
“Is that a bad thing?”
I shake my head. It’s anything but that. His voice is like a new kind of music that I’ve only just experienced, one that has my whole body moving towards it. My ears are attuned, my heart skips, beating heavier in anticipation to hear more. It’s a whole new addiction, one that I want to lose myself in.
“Where did you grow up?”
He frowns at me, and I laugh. Sue me for wanting to get to know him. Now that I have the opportunity and he trusts me enough to speak, I want to know everything.
I turn my body on the bed so that I’m leaning against the headboard beside Giovanni. With our hands still entwined, we let the silence envelop us. It’s just like it always has been between us, comforting silence, blissful silence. A quietude that seems so effortlessly natural that I know wouldn’t get this kind of feeling with anyone else.
Eventually, that silence is broken by Giovanni’s sigh. He spreads his hand, flexing his palm, then wraps his fingers around mine over and over again. “Sicily,” he finally answers.
“That answers a lot,” I laugh.
“Taci, Principessa,” he smirks, his tone playful.
“Principessa?” I gasp, slapping the back of my hand against his chest, careful not to hurt him further.
He grabs my wrist, bringing my hand to his lips. I’d be a liar if I said that the connection between us doesn’t spark fireworks, but this is neither the place nor time for those errant thoughts to emerge.
Regardless of what I tell myself, my eyes still drop to the delicious curve of his mouth. It’s almost automatic, a subconscious reaction. My chest stutters with apprehension, oxygen getting caught in my throat the longer my gaze sits there. I’ve thought about it, time and time again. Those moments where Giovanni is there to provide me the strength I need to chip away at the wall I’ve only allowed Luca and Levi to get past. I’m so close to the edge of giving in to this man and forgetting who I am to him. So close, ready to plummet into the vast chasm of the unknown; Giovanni.
But he pulls away, almost like he’s suddenly all too aware of the cavernous drop that threatens to change our dynamic.
I tilt my head towards him, my brows knitting together. 
“Why is Luca mad at you?” he asks, placing the photograph on the table beside his bed.
It’s my turn to go silent now, holding back my worries and doubts that my father somehow managed to coax out of me a few days ago.
“Serafina,” Giovanni huffs. It seems that now we are on speaking terms, Giovanni is using that to get answers out of me that he wouldn't be able to otherwise. And I can guarantee that I wouldn’t be voicing them openly.
But there’s something in his gaze that always leaves me feeling safe and comfortable, like it doesn’t matter what I tell him, because it would never go past these walls.
“My father,” I answer, but it’s vague and he picks up on that.
He frowns, still trying to figure out how one led to the other. “I saw your interaction. What did he say to you?”
My eyes land on my lap, watching the way my fingers rub against one another. Giovanni reaches across and takes one of my hands, giving me that comforting squeeze that always weakens me.
“My father doesn’t trust me to lead the family,” I sigh. Though it’s only half of the truth, it still hurts to say the words out loud.
“Is that it?”
My brows contort as I lift my gaze to his. “He told me to end things with Marchese and Fontana before they destroy me.”
“Ah…” Giovanni relents. By now, he is more than aware of the situation between Luca, Levi, and I, but he doesn’t seem bothered in the slightest by that dynamic. “So Luca is mad about that?”
I shake my head, feeling the burn of guilt well in my eyes. “He doesn’t know. He’s angry because of what happened after. It could have been me, Gio. And he just thinks I was leaving the party early to get away.”
“Why haven’t you told him?”
I shrug. In all honesty, I’ve asked myself that countless times over the last few days, but I keep coming back to the same answer; I don’t want my fathers words to sow seeds of doubt in anyone’s mind. It’s already started to weed my own, I don’t want to give Luca or Levi another reason to think this might not work between us.
“Tell him,” Giovanni encourages.
I admire his strength. While there’s clearly something blossoming between us, he’s urging me to fix things with Luca instead. It’s selfless and only makes me want him more. After days of being by Giovanni’s bedside, not knowing whether he would make it or not, I’ve answered a question that lingered in my mind not that long ago.
The truth is, I don’t think I could live with myself if anything happened to Giovanni, and that’s only the first layer of my guilt.
Finally, I nod in agreement, sliding down the bed to resume my earlier position. This time, Giovanni leaves a gap between his arm and chest for me to slip into. The gesture is sweet, the moment feels natural, and together, our strength becomes exhaustion as we fall back to sleep in each other’s arms.
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Levi


Raf, Luca and I all sit in the den, awaiting our leader’s impending arrival. Raf has news. Luca already told us the good news about Giovanni waking up, now it’s just up to Sera to decide what we do next. 
The last few days have been rocky. Luca and Sera have barely said a word to one another. Luca and I are still talking, but there’s the elephant in the room that keeps blowing its trunk at me to speak to Luca about what happened between us.
How do you even address something like that? 
It came out of nowhere, like a storm never picked up on a radar. Luca and I have shared Sera, and that was all it was ever meant to be. I don’t know when things changed, but it’s dangerous new territory. Kissing Luca is dangerous territory.
Sera wants us both, and we’ve been working hard to give her that. Somewhere along the way, though, we’ve blurred the lines. I’m not saying I hate it, because I don’t. Then again, I can keep telling myself I don’t like guys, but my actions remain a contradiction to my words. Even now, I find myself drawn to Luca in his gray suit, the shirt open at the top to reveal a couple of inches of his tanned chest. He’s sporting a black eye from Sera’s fist that’s only just starting to fade, but he isn’t bothered by it. I think deep down he knows he deserved it. He wasn’t exactly taking it easy on Sera the night Giovanni was shot.
Footsteps echo on the wooden stairs before they enter the room. We all turn to see Sera approaching us, her hips swaying with every intentional movement. She looks fresh, like the last few days haven’t been hell for her. With her hair pulled back into a low ponytail and her makeup near non-existent, she looks fiercely beautiful. Even the cut on her forehead that has faded into the tiniest scar makes her look badass.
“Hey,” she breathes out, her eyes landing on us. 
There’s a different reaction on her face for each of us. For me, I see the fondness we’ve always shared. For Raf, she’s battling between gratefulness and irritation. But the worst is held for Luca, because for some reason, she’s harboring guilt. I’ve seen that look so many times by now that it’s odd not to see her looking like that. The fact it’s held for Luca over something that happened between them a few days ago sits heavier than any other time, though.
Luca locks his blue-eyed gaze with mine, and I have to avert my attention, hoping he doesn’t notice that I’m reluctantly attracted to the fucker.
After our visit to Zeke down at the marina, we’ve gathered a hell of a lot more information. But with Sera refusing to leave her bodyguard’s side, we’ve had to sit on it and wait. We’re all itching to share what we’ve found, but Sera takes her time, getting comfortable at her desk.
“Okay,” she huffs. “What do you have?”
Raf is the first to speak. By the way he stands so quickly, I’d say he’s more than aware of the sickening tension suffocating the room.
“I couldn’t find anything on our mole, everyone is clean.”
Sera gives him a pointed look.
“Okay,” Raf chuckles. “As clean as any man under your leadership can be.”
“What about the guy at the compound?” Luca asks.
Raf shakes his head. “I went through the footage from the drones that night. Nothing. Whoever it was doesn’t want to be found, and right now, I’m happy to keep it that way if you are?”
Sera nods. “It’s not my first priority, but the mole situation is still concerning. We need to close ranks on this.”
“We’ve already gotten rid of Greco’s men,” I say. “After the shooting, we found out The Vultures had a leak. We didn’t want to take any chances with men that weren’t our own.”
“It has been taken care of,” Luca assures. He still doesn’t make eye contact, though.
“Okay…” Sera glances at Luca for more, but she’s just staring at the side of his head. After a beat, she turns to Mancini. “What’s next then?”
“The twins have planned their attack on the second warehouse,” Raf answers, adding to the already long list of things we need to address today. “We put it off after recent events, but if you’re happy to give us the go ahead, they’re ready to get their boots on the ground.”
“Numbers?” Sera asks, instantly fitting into the role she was designed for.
“Less than before,” Raf answers with unbridled certainty.
Sera doesn’t question him on that either, she just nods. “I want the same message sent, Mancini. Destroy what’s theirs.”
Raf agrees silently, before adding, “There’s one more thing.”
Sera’s eyes flicker between all of us before she resigns to the fact that Raf is the only one in the room that knows what he’s about to say. It certainly doesn’t bode well for any of us if he’s kept this information close.
“I did some digging on the docks and the shipment of bodies. I’ve hacked into the federal databases and it’s being treated as a trafficking ring, which of course doesn’t do us any favors.”
“Way to state the obvious,” Luca mumbles, eyes glued to his fingernails like this whole conversation bores him.
Raf ignores Luca’s efforts to rile him up, remaining focused on our leader. “The good news is they don’t suspect you.”
“Is that through your efforts or sheer dumb luck?” she chides.
“A bit of both,” he smiles. “But the fact you own the docks is the main reason your name hit the headlines. Nobody, not even the police, have come here looking for you, right?”
The realization of that fact crosses my mind. While we’ve been laying low, we’ve not had so much as a knock at the door. If Bianchi was really under investigation, they would have taken her in for questioning. The mafia might have hands in everyone’s pockets, but there are just some things that are out of our control. And when dead bodies turn up at a dockyard owned by the most powerful family in La Cosa Nostra, people are bound to start asking questions.
“So, who do they suspect?” Sera quizzes, and I guess we’re all thinking the same thing because we’re looking straight at Raf for the answer.
“That’s the bad news. It’s an open case, one they won’t stop investigating until they have a lead. Access to the docks won’t be allowed until the case is closed, though, that much I do know.”
“So this isn’t the Verdi’s doing?” Sera asks exasperatedly, running her hand over face.
“Yes and no,” Raf answers. “I think the Verdis had something to do with the bodies found, but I don’t think they accounted for this to happen. Unfortunately, the only evidence I could find is through tracking their phones.”
The moment those words drop, a deafening silence descends. I don’t think any of us saw this coming. We all suspected the Verdis were behind the bodies found—maybe not this deep, but the fact the Verdis didn’t plan this is even more reassuring.
Our ears all perk up at the mention of the phones, though. I wasn’t aware Raf was tracking anyone’s phones. 
“Luciano is clever,” Raf continues. “He keeps his phone off about seventy percent of the time. It’s only on when he’s at home or in the city.” Raf grabs his laptop, excitement bubbling away under the surface as I watch him flick the big TV on. A map comes onto full display, a couple of circles pulsing on the screen. “Ronaldo isn’t quite so smart.”
Raf zooms into the map, the satellite images of the docks coming into view with a bright green dot flashing at the entrance to the docks. “He’s been at the docks three times this week.”
Sera frowns, resting her elbow on her desk with two fingers pressed to her lips. “Why would he be there if access is blocked?”
“That’s what I wondered. The more I’ve tracked Ronaldo, the more I’ve realized their connection with the docks has more to do with what was there than framing you.”
“They know my incarceration wouldn’t result in any of the Verdis gaining power,” Sera realizes.
Everything is finally starting to piece together. It’s like one perfect fit of a single puzzle piece and the entire image starts slotting into place. The Verdis are in the flesh trade, and ironically, did not have anything to do with the docks closing. This could work in our favor.
“Okay, new plan,” Sera directs. “Tell the twins to go ahead to take down the warehouse. If the Verdis are in the flesh trade, the twins are going to have to check before destroying anything. I don’t want any innocents hurt.”
We all nod in agreement before Sera continues.
“Raf, I want you to keep searching for that mole. Someone is leaking shit to my father and I want it handled,” she growls.
“What about the docks?” Raf asks.
“I don’t think there is anything we can do at this point but wait.” She presses a palm to her cheek, her fingertips tapping lightly on her temple. “We keep an eye on the Verdis, though. If they’re occupied with their own problems, I can focus on my own businesses, but that doesn’t mean we’re in the clear.”
After Sera has doled out her orders and we’ve all taken on our own assignments, we start to head out.
“Luca, Levi.”
We both stop short of the door. Raf is already heading upstairs, leaving just us two lingering in the den.
“Close the door.”
Luca and I glance at one another, a nervous buzz vibrating beneath my skin. We step back into the room, closing the door behind us.
“What’s up?” I ask, while Luca huffs beside me.
“I owe you both an explanation for the other night.” She stands up from her desk, stepping towards the sectional as she gestures for us to join her.
Without hesitation, I’m right beside her, but Luca is a little more reserved, perching on the end of the couch instead while we get comfortable. I take her hand, lacing our fingers together. It’s the closest interaction we’ve had since Giovanni was shot. To say I’m craving the slightest touch from her is an understatement. She has been completely out of bounds. Add that to Luca’s intense brooding stare, and I’m harboring a constant hard-on that I have no outlet for.
“I’m not going to apologize,” Sera states.
Good start.
“At the end of the day, I am still your leader and I make the decisions.” Her words are aimed at both of us, but I sense this runs a little deeper than her just reminding us of our positions. “Show me respect and I’ll show you the same.”
Luca huffs, folding his arms across his taut chest. Patience is normally his strong suit, but today, he’s definitely short of it.
“Where is this coming from?” I push, squeezing Sera’s hand.
“My father said something to me,” she whispers, her eyes closing as she speaks.
I look to Luca, hoping he can see Sera’s inner turmoil as well as I can. I know he has a heart under that malibu-tanned skin of his, but it kind of stings to see he’s not affected by this moment between us.
“What did he say, Bellissima?” I bring her hand to my lips, kissing her knuckles softly.
“A lot of things.” She lifts her head to Fontana. “But ultimately, that you’re nothing more than my soldiers and you guys will be my ruin.”
I bark a laugh at the audacity of the man that calls himself Sera’s father. The guy doesn’t know the first thing about this situation, and yes, I think we’re all aware of how we’re no longer confining to societal norms. But this has been kept strictly between those of us in this house.
“He’s right,” she says, her eyes wide as she looks at me.
“How so?” I suppress the anger fizzing beneath my skin. I need to hear her out before I start jumping to conclusions—unlike Luca who already seems to be there.
She exhales loudly, an errant hair floating with the force of her breath. “I care about you both. If something were to happen…”
“Let’s not think about that, yeah?”
“Besides, that’s not really an explanation,” Luca scoffs. “You left that fucking party without any regard for yourself.”
Sera scowls, and I can practically feel the anger returning.
I raise a hand to Luca to stop him from saying any more. “Respectfully?”
“I blame myself for what happened to Gio. You know I would never have done anything that would have put you all in danger on purpose.” Sera cups her face, muffling her voice, but I can still make out the words. “I wasn’t thinking, and that’s on me. I won’t ever forgive myself for what happened, but my father got to me. He pushed my buttons, talked about you like you meant nothing, and…”
“Shhh…” I soothe, rubbing my palm over her back. “We get it.”
“Do you?” she snaps, brows furrowing with tempered confusion. She turns to Luca, her anger averting to him. “Do you get it now?”
Luca’s jaw feathers with barely contained fury. I can already see his resolve faltering, though, and I’d hazard a guess that Sera is softening him. “I get why you left, but not why you didn’t tell us.”
Sometimes the fucker can be so wise. Other times, he’s so obtuse that I genuinely believe he is made of stone.
“You shouldn’t have kept this from us,” I say, turning her by the cheek. I grip her chin between my thumb and forefinger, leaning in to press a gentle kiss to her lips. “And it’s not true. You’re not weak.”
“I will always be seen as weak,” she murmurs sadly.
“But being weak isn’t you,” Luca interjects, stepping towards her. He crouches down in front of us, his tune totally changed now that he’s heard Sera’s explanation. “You can’t keep this shit from us, Dolcezza. We’re in this together.”
I kind of like the way he says ‘together’, like this strange dynamic we have between us isn’t just about sharing Sera anymore. I’m not an idiot, though. Luca is as straight as they come, but he also kissed me back just as fiercely as I kissed him that night, and I still haven’t gotten the memory out of my head.
There’s a lot more we need to discuss. The raging elephant in the room is still screaming at me, but right now, Sera needs us, and she will always come first.
Always.
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Luca


“I was just scared that he was right,” Sera mumbles. There’s doubt in her voice, and her father put it there. I look at Levi, and he must be thinking the same thing because his next words mirror my own thoughts. 
“How can we prove to you that he’s wrong?”
Sera stares at him for a moment, speechless.
I run my thumb across her bottom lip, my eyes following the action. “Do you doubt our loyalty?” I ask softly, pressing my lips against her ear.
She shudders in response, shaking her head.
“Do you question our commitment?” I trace my lips down her neck.
Sera tilts her head, giving me more access, and while she’s thinking over her answer, I pepper her skin with sweet kisses.
“No,” she rasps.
I look at Levi. “Good,” I smirk, pushing her backwards onto the couch.
Sera’s eyes widen, and she looks to Levi for an explanation. She won’t find it in him, though. I’m the one that’s initiating this because I’m done with the doubts and insecurities. I need to prove to Sera that on the outside, I am her enforcer, but behind closed doors, there’s an endless amount of possibilities of what I can be to her, and a fucking ”soldier” isn’t one of them.
Standing up, Levi locks the door to the den. 
Slowly, I start peeling Sera’s clothes off, her pantsuit falling into nothing but a puddle of material on the floor. She’s in just a black lace bra and matching panties that get me hard in seconds, and I bite down on my knuckles to suppress the desirous urge to just rip them off and fuck her. I don’t think I’ll ever get used to my reaction to Serafina Bianchi. I’ve spent so long suppressing every urge to have her that now I’ve got free reign, it’s like I’m a goddamn teenager all over again.
I drop onto the couch, pulling Sera onto my lap. With her facing Levi, I run my hands down her sides, eliciting a shiver that has her moaning out. I reach for her covered cunt, and to my surprise, she’s already soaked.
“Either someone has been teasing you, or you’re a desperate little thing,” I growl in her ear.
Sera wriggles her ass over my rock hard erection, leaning back to look me in the eyes. “How about the fact I have two hot guys practically on their knees for me?”
Fuck. I’m already seconds from blowing my load. It’s not dirty talk, but Sera’s defiance and fiery attitude definitely get me going.
She drops her head to my chest as Levi slides her panties to the side. Her eyes lock with mine for a brief second before they flutter closed and a gasp parts her lips.
“That’s it, Dolcezza. Let Levi feast on that sweet cunt.”
She snakes her arms around the back of my neck, her hips grinding up as Levi runs his tongue through her folds. She’s so fucking beautiful when she starts to relax, ethereally stunning when she comes undone.
I run my hands over her tits, tugging her bra down so they spill out. I cup them, rubbing my thumbs over her hardening nipples and she leans into my hands. No doubt the blend of multiple hands on her body is bringing her closer to her breaking point.
“Levi,” she moans, tilting her head up to kiss me. Our mouths connect, her tongue finding mine and tangling seamlessly.
I grind my dick against her ass, another moan escaping her as Levi plunges a finger inside of her. 
“Does that feel good?” I rasp against her hot, wet mouth.
She nods up at me, lust filling those deep brown eyes. She shivers and shudders, writhing with pleasure as Levi adds another finger.
“Make her come, Marchese. Make her scream.”
“Oh I plan to,” he smirks, pulling his mouth away from her cunt. “I plan to make her come so hard she won’t know whose name to scream.”
Fuck me.
He peels her panties down her legs, nodding at me as he does so. I don’t really need to be a mind reader to know he wants me to assist, and I’ll gladly oblige if it means our leader ends up screaming my name.
I maneuver Sera slightly, undoing my belt while she gazes up at Levi. And when my cock springs free, I pull her back to me, sliding my cock through her slickness.
“Luca,” she moans. “Please.”
It takes every goddamn fiber of restraint not to come here and now. But with her moans and whimpers, I don’t know how long I’m going to last.
Levi spreads her thighs again, lifting her with me until her entrance is lined up with my cock. I don’t miss the way his eyes linger just for a fraction of a second before he lifts his gaze to Sera’s. “You want Fontana to fuck you?”
Sera nods, a small whimper slipping free.
Levi lets go, and in one thrust, I spear Sera with my cock, bottoming out in her tight cunt.
“Luca!” Sera cries out, her hips shaking. But Levi is there to pin her thighs back again, watching with rapt desire as I sink my dick in and out of her.
“Give it to her, Luca,” Levi growls before slamming his mouth onto Sera’s cunt.
Her nails dig into the back of my neck as I pummel into her. Each punch of my hips brings me closer to the point where my balls start to tighten and the warm fuzzy sensation starts to unravel. It’s hot, heavy, and so fucking dirty—just the way I like it. I’m not even bothered about the fact Levi is so fucking close to my dick and balls, his tongue catching the base of my cock every time I lift Sera up. If anything, it only intensifies this moment.
Sera grinds downwards, my dick springing free from her. I’m about to reach around to slide it back into her cunt when I feel another hand wrap around it. It’s firm; a much stronger grip than Sera’s.
I look over her shoulder to find Levi leaning forward, stroking my shaft, his smoldering stare locked with Sera’s. He’s got a mischievous glint in his eye, his tongue poking out the side of his mouth before he delves between Sera’s legs.
“Fuck,” I groan, throwing my head back. I grab Sera’s tits, pinching her nipples to focus my attention away from the way Levi pumps my dick while devouring Sera’s cunt. Every so often, his tongue grazes my cock, making it jerk in his hand. He must know what he’s doing to me because before I know it, he’s running his tongue along my shaft, lapping up Sera’s juices from it. How we’ve gone from throwing punches to sucking dicks is beyond me, but the way he does it without a fucking care in the world means I’m not about to make it weird. Though I know he doesn’t have any experience in this department, he’s a goddamn expert. 
Levi starts to work us both up, alternating between finger fucking Sera while sucking me off and jacking my dick while tongue fucking our girl. It’s a torrent of stimulation that neither Sera nor I have a choice but to surrender to.
Her chest heaves against mine as our choppy breaths shorten. I can sense Sera’s release is imminent by the way she grabs my hair at the base of my neck, tugging harder. Before she can get there, though, Levi rips his mouth away, leaving our girl desperate and confused.
“No,” Sera whimpers before turning to me. “Luca, please!”
Levi stands, a mischievous smirk plastered to his face. I bet he gets off on hearing Sera beg. I’d be lying if I said I didn’t like the symphony just as much. Each moan is like a prayer. Her body is our church; we would gladly get on our knees and worship at her altar.
Levi pulls his thick cock out of his pants, not even bothering to fully undress. “Spit,” he commands Sera. Just the growling intonation of his words has my dick twitching to be back inside of her. I don’t know if she notices because she’s too busy licking Levi’s shaft. 
Spit glistens over the hard ridges as she pulls back, his eyes alight with desire and something else I can’t quite discern.
Before I can read anymore into it, he’s leaning over Sera and I, his face so close to mine that I can practically taste Sera’s cunt on his breath.
He reaches down, gripping my cock and lining it against his. Together, our dicks slide into Sera’s tight channel, rubbing against one another’s.
I toss my head back against the couch, groaning at the overwhelming feeling of pleasure wrapping around my dick. It’s like a goddamn vice, but it feels so much better.
Slowly, Levi pushes further inside of Sera. She’s so fucking wet that the only moans we hear are those of pleasure. Her gasps are filled with desire. Her whimpers are filled with desperation. And I’m so fucking close to losing my shit because I’ve never been in this position before. Hell, I don’t think I even consented to this, but holy fuck if it doesn’t feel good.
I know Levi and I have a lot to talk about still. I’ve been an asshole, avoiding him since our kiss the other night. Both times took me by surprise. Both times, I found myself yearning for more, because for some reason, Levi has gotten under my skin and I’m not ready to remove him just yet.
With his lips scant inches from mine, he drives his hips forward. A guttural sound leaves my mouth that I’m not quite sure is human. I don’t care, I’m here for it.
And so is Levi, apparently.
He smirks from above me, moving his hips so that both Sera and I feel every movement. “Fuck,” he moans. “So fucking tight.”
“More,” Sera groans.
Levi locks gazes with me, and I nod. I don’t know what the fuck I’m nodding at, but when his lips descend on mine, starting as a soft brush, I realize that brush isn’t enough.
I grab the back of his neck with one hand, crashing our mouths together in a filthy kiss that leaves me gasping for air when we pull away.
“Fuck,” Sera whispers.
After a beat that seems to stretch for ages, he tears his gaze from mine to look at Sera.
“That’s hot,” she murmurs.
She’s fucking right. That was hot. Hotter than the other two kisses. Maybe it’s because his dick is still rubbing against mine and I’m not sure what is making me want to come more, his throbbing cock, or Sera’s sweet cunt.
“I’ll show you hot, Dolcezza,” I growl, grabbing her throat with one hand.
She cries out as I drive my hips up, the sound cut off by my hand gripping her. 
Her cunt slams down on both of our cocks. It’s so damn tight, but she’s so fucking wet that it’s getting easier to elicit pleasure from all of us now.
I punch harder until Levi bites down on his lip—the telltale sign that he’s just as close as I am. And when I’m certain Sera’s almost there, I tighten my hold on her throat. Her breath stutters, like she’s grappling for control
“Trust me, Serafina,” I remind her in her ear. As soon as the words register, she relaxes. She must know by know that I would never want to fucking hurt her. Lines are drawn when it comes to that.
Levi and I bottom out, both impaling her at the same time. She throws her head back, tracing her lips over my jawline and it’s just one more thing I’m fighting against. 
“Fuck, Bianchi,” I breathe out, thrusting up into her. “You feel so fucking good.”
“You both feel good,” she murmurs, lost in her own world of pleasure.
“Who are you going to scream for, Bellissima?” Levi taunts, licking a line up her chest. His brown eyes are heady with desire, and when they flicker to me, I know it’s not just Sera on his mind. He bares his teeth, biting at Sera’s nipples. It draws out another shuddering moan that has her walls clenching around our cocks.
This is a new level of sharing when it comes to Sera. Having her on both of our cocks gives rise to a feeling of intimacy that I’ve never experienced before. Levi reaches between their bodies, circling his fingers over her clit, and within seconds her entire body starts shuddering with her release.
“Scream for us, Dolcezza.”
And just like that, Sera falls apart.
Her screams of incoherent words reverberate around us. I don’t think the den can muffle everything, especially not with the way she’s fulfilling our promise. She’s singing just for us, and it’s like goddamn music to my ears. She quivers beneath us, her walls pulsing around us and tipping me over the edge first.
I punch my hips once more before my release fills her up.
Levi follows shortly after, the ridges of his cock making mine even more sensitive. He groans as he bottoms out, and then I feel the rush of his cum wrapping around my cock. We lock eyes, and for the briefest moment, I feel it.
Something in the air, like static, fizzles between us. I don’t know if it’s a sign of something changing between us, or maybe this fucking threesome has gotten to my head. Either way, when Levi kisses Sera, then me, it cements my decision that this isn’t the end for me and him.
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Giovanni


A soft hand strokes my face, coaxing me out of my sleep. I lean into the warmth, knowing exactly who the owner of that gentle touch is. Her just-showered scent of apricots and cream pulls me from the darkness, her steady warm breaths skating over my chest drawing me closer to her. 
I shift my body as carefully as possible to let her slip into my side. It has been a week since the shooting, so I’m still managing the pain and discomfort with sleep and painkillers. Sera’s nightly visits also seem to be helping speed my recovery, though I think it’s more to do with my mood than anything else. She seems to brighten up the dull edges of my life, painting the sepia tones in technicolor. I don’t think she realizes how potent her presence is, like a ray of goddamn sunshine on a miserable day.
“Sorry,” Sera whispers, but I can hear the smile in her voice. “I didn’t mean to wake you.”
“I’m not complaining,” I mumble as Sera rests her head on my chest. “Do the guys know you’re here?” I don’t know why that’s the first thing I think of, but after everything, the last thing I want is for one of them to come storming in here.
“Luca caught me sneaking out.” She snuggles deeper into my embrace, her hand resting across my chest where my heart races beneath the warmth of her palm.
The evening visits have become a sort of ritual ever since I woke up a week ago. She sneaks into the pool house, slipping under the sheets beside me like we’ve been doing this for years. It all feels so easy, so natural. So much so that the hard lines I’ve created to separate my feelings from my job are slowly blurring.
I’m sure the guys have something to say on the matter, but I have no doubt Sera has already rebuffed them. That doesn’t mean they have to like it, though. 
“You’re going to get me in trouble, Principessa.” I voice my thoughts, no longer worried about the boundaries we should have.
“Totally worth it,” she whispers.
I smile at her defiance. She’s definitely a force to be reckoned with. 
“For you, maybe,” I grumble. I still have to think about the other two guys in her life that are willing to go to war for this woman.
“No one will get past me, I promise.”
I hold onto the thought of her endearing promises; the ones that she abides by. Promises are the foundation of Donna Bianchi, making her the strong leader that she is. She doesn’t need to use brute force because her word carries more weight.
We lapse into a soft silence. Just like all the times before, it’s comfortable. It has always been like this between us. I chalk it up to the amount of times we’ve been in each other’s company and she’s had to settle for my silence. It’s a cycle we run through every night until she surrenders to her exhaustion. I don’t mind so much. Here, in the depths of this room, I get to see a new side of Sera that I don’t think she has shared with the others yet. It spreads a profound warmth through me that I don’t want to lose. 
“Do you ever wish your life was different?” she whispers into the darkness.
The question reaches deeper than our usual conversations, but it seems like something is bothering her, so I’ll bite. “I’ve never really thought about it,” I mumble into her hair. “Do you?”
She takes a deep breath, her chest pressing against my side while her fingers stroke idle circles over my pec. “Would it make me a bad person if I said no?”
My jaw feathers with all the unspoken words I wish I could say. There’s an entire dictionary dedicated to describing everything about Serafina, but a bad person? She couldn’t even come close to that. “You don’t have a bad bone in your body, Principessa. You’re strong, stubborn, defiant. But a bad person? No.”
Sera squeezes herself against me. I can already tell that my words mean something to her and when she lets out a little sigh, she melts a little further into me.
“I missed you today,” she hums, breaking through my torrent of adoring thoughts.
My heart seems to beat faster and heavier at those words. I’d like to put it down to the fact that I’m always by her side, but the sincerity in her voice tells me it’s more than that. I’ve missed her too. These nightly visits are what I look forward to the most. Since I haven’t been given the all clear yet, I feel like a loose end, just wasting the day away.
“Bad day?” My arm instinctually wraps tighter around her. I’m not a stranger to the feelings that have developed between us over the last few months. Even the last week has intensified how I’m feeling, and I want nothing more than to be able to take away whatever bothers Sera so she can focus on more important things.
“Nothing I can’t handle,” she replies with conviction, and I have no doubt that’s true. She can handle anything that comes her way; I’ve seen firsthand how strong and powerful she is.
“Anything you want to talk about?”
Sera shakes her head, her hair tickling my neck. “No, I just wanted to see you.”
“I didn’t realize my presence meant so much to you,” I smirk into the darkness. Though she obviously can’t see my expression, she still slaps me playfully, lifting up to brush her nose with mine. It’s intoxicatingly intimate. Another push in the direction where boundaries start to cross over into uncharted territory.
“It does,” she says firmly, her hand stroking my face. “You do.”
A part of me aches at the thought of her being so close, yet still untouchable. One inch closer and there would be nowhere for me to go.
Her breath skates over my face, the fresh scent of mint making me all too aware of my own. But she doesn’t seem to mind. She leans in further, a hiccup of air hanging between us. “It scares me, you know?”
“What does?” I frown, my own insecurities making my voice gravelly.
“Being afraid to lose you, when you’re not even mine to lose.” Her fingertips dance along my jawline as her admission sinks in. We’re toeing the fine line of employer and employee, and though her father gave me strict instructions to keep his daughter safe, I can’t find it in me to care that this isn’t what he was referring to.
Pushing my fingers through her hair, I let her settle her weight on me. “I’m not going anywhere, Principessa.”
The thread of tension that has been building ever since we met seems to snap. It’s slow at first, the way she kisses me; barely a brush across my lips yet I feel it all the way down to my toes. The room seems to fall away from the subtlest of kisses. I feel every fiber of my being responding to her proximity, to her touch. One brush isn’t enough, though, even if it feels like she’s testing the waters.
I’m done with stepping so close to the edge of our boundaries, done with treading water in the hopes someone might pull me back to safety. I want to drown in Bianchi, just like Marchese, just like Fontana.
I grab the back of her neck, closing what little distance is between us. The space between us explodes as our lips slide against one another’s. Every inch of me reacts to her. My heart keeps missing beats, my fingers tangle in her hair, desperate for more, but I can’t bring her close enough.
A soft mewl escapes her as our tongues tangle. I don’t think I’ve ever gotten lost in a kiss quite like this before. All I can seem to focus on is this kiss, the way her lips move with mine, the way her skin feels beneath my touch. She’s the effortless beauty you crave so badly that when you finally get it, there’s nothing to compare it to.
Sera is the first to pull away. I’m not sure if it’s regret or shame that makes her do it. Her breath stutters as I stroke my thumb over her cheek. She doesn’t retreat, which I guess is a good sign, but there’s still the lingering sensation of doubt that I can’t shake.
“I never thanked you,” she whispers softly.
“For what?”
She reaches between us, her fingertips tracing the bandage over my stomach. “For this. For saving me. I hate that you took a bullet—“
“I was just doing my job.”
Her hand pauses, no longer allowing her gentle ministrations to soothe me. For a beat, we’re frozen in the dark, only the soft moonlight casting shadows behind her. I can’t see her face, I can’t make out the expression on it. But when she starts to move away, I know I fucked up.
“Right,” she says, clearing her throat as she sits up. “Of course, your job.”
Realization starts to sink in as I think about what I said. I don’t know why it came out like that because I never meant it in that way. Even though it is my job, I would never have done anything different. I would have taken that bullet a million times over for Bianchi, regardless of my position here.
“Sera…”
She moves off of me, sliding out from the covers to stand. She’s so fast that I barely have time to register what’s happening.
When I do, I try to move. I try to get out of the bed; anything to stop her leaving me. “I didn’t mean it like that, Sera.”
The piercing silence is even more painful than the gunshot wound.
“Where are you going?”
Her feet pad towards the door. Without even turning around, she throws an order over her shoulder that is devoid of all emotion. “Get some rest, Gio.”
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I level the doctor with a glare. If he’s referring to my physical pain, it’s near non-existent. If he’s referring to the fact I haven’t seen or heard Serafina for a week, that shit is agonizing. I didn’t think her absence would hurt so much, but with the way things escalated and then abruptly ended, it stings more than when the doc pulled that bullet out of me.
“Zero,” I answer through gritted teeth.
He raises a brow in question, but he doesn’t look like he’s going to fight me on this. It’s the last thing I need right now, too. All I want is to get a goddamn shower and feel normal. I’ve got a new dressing on the wound. And after checking the stitches, it’s good news that I’m healing well. Though I could have told him that myself last week.
I’m itching to get back to work, back to doing my job and, more importantly, being by Sera’s side. I know she’s in good hands with her crew, but nothing beats an extra pair of hands.
“I’d still like you to take it easy, Giovanni. I don’t want you tearing any stitches. No strenuous exercise or—“
“Sure,” I snap, pushing up from my bed.
“I’ll let Donna Bianchi know that—“
“No,” I cut him off, turning on my heel. I look down at the man. He’s short in stature, ancient in age, but the look in his eyes tells me he has enough experience with this side of life. “I’ll tell her myself.”
With a firm nod, he starts packing up his equipment. Once he’s left, I sit and ruminate over what I’m going to do next. It’s two in the afternoon, and judging by how quiet it is, I’d say the time for laying low is over.
I run through the motions of showering—careful to avoid the dressing—while thinking about where I might find Sera. The first thing on my mind when the doc came to see me was Sera, and now it’s all I can focus on. Sure, the doc giving me the all clear is a positive, but the fact I get to see Sera is much more appealing.
She can’t avoid me now, either. The ball has been in her court for the last week, and she hasn’t returned the volley. It’s my turn to steal it for myself.
Once I’m suited up, I snag the keys from the key box in the hallway of Sera’s place. I have no idea where I’m going to find her, but if she isn’t here, there are very few places she’d be. I’ll start with the most obvious one: her club.
The ride down to the city isn’t very long. My building excitement blended with my apprehension makes the journey fly by, and in no time at all, I’m pulling into the underground parking lot of Haze.
The dim glow of lights brightens as I enter. It’s a stilted welcome for anyone arriving, a sense of foreboding sitting in the air. This is where Luca killed one of The Vultures in cold blood, the place where Sera decided enough was enough. The pool of blood is long gone, but the sense of empowerment still lingers.
I head towards the elevators, punching the button for the top floor when I’m inside. It’s a steady ride up to the top, and I can already hear Sera’s voice from the corridor.
Steadying my breath, I march towards her office. I have so much on my mind, so much I need to say to her. The way we left things has only cemented the fact that I need to be around her. She’s the breath of life I need, the spark to light my candle so that I can see through the darkness. The haunting thoughts of my daughter have clung onto me like insidious claws, and it’s time to shake them away.
I push through the door, locking eyes on Sera, who has her phone pinned to her ear. She takes one look at me before she hangs up, stepping around her desk immediately.
In less than three strides, I eat up the distance between us. It’s now or never. I have to tell her how I feel. I have to tell her the truth.
“Gio—“
I slam my lips onto hers, not giving her the chance to say whatever it is she wanted to say. It’s feral, hungry, and just like our first kiss, it stokes the fire in the pit of my stomach. The one that has been burning embers ever since I lost my wife. She’s the first woman to make me feel like this in so long that it feels too right to ignore it any longer. I don’t care if she thinks our kiss last week was a mistake, because right now, I’m forcing every single emotion into devouring her mouth.
Our tongues tangle. Her hand glides through my hair as I back her up against the wall. I grip her waist, pressing my chest flush with hers until our breaths fill the space.
Sera tilts her head back, opening the kiss up so I can deepen it. A soft moan escapes her, the sound going straight to my dick. My entire body reacts to hers like we’ve been doing this our whole lives, and when she finally pulls away, the anxiety over this moment dissolves.
“What was that for?” she breathes out.
“You’re not just a job for me, Principessa.” I cup her cheek, stroking my thumb over it. The scar above her left eye catches my attention, reminding me of how precious life really fucking is. “I want you to know that.”
She nods, her bottom lips finding its way beneath her teeth.
“I don’t know when things changed for me, but ever since I walked into this damn room months ago, you’ve been more than a paycheck.”
“You mean that?” she asks, her voice breaking with uncertainty.
“I do.”
She takes a deep, choppy inhale, her chest fluttering under the weight of my words.
“I don’t just want to protect you, Principessa. I think…” I pause, deciding on what the best words are for this situation. I know exactly what I want. I think I’ve wanted it for so long that it isn’t even a question in my mind. The real question is whether Serafina will want me the way I want her.
“Do you want more?” She tilts her head, hope blossoming in those dark brown eyes of hers.
“Is that okay?” It’s my turn for uncertainty to settle over me like a blanket.
“Yes,” she smiles, pushing up on her toes to kiss me once more. Her hands wrap around my neck as she rubs her nose along mine. “But I’ll need to speak to Luca and Levi first.”
I suppose that’s fair enough. I can’t ask for much more than that. I just need to prepare myself for what comes next.
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Luca


Levi bounces on the couch beside me as Sera enters the room with pizza boxes in hand. “Did you get my ham and pineapple?” 
She rolls her eyes at him, but she’s unable to hide the fondness she feels towards him and his immaturity. “Of course I did,” she replies. “I don’t need world war three in my house, Marchese.”
We both grab the boxes from her, snapping open the lids of various ones to get a glimpse of the steaming pizza inside.
Levi snatches a slice of his ham and pineapple—an abomination for Italians everywhere—stuffing it into his mouth with as much grace as a starving dog.
“Don’t forget to chew,” I laugh, grabbing a slice of pepperoni for myself.
Levi punches me softly on the shoulder, his playfulness starting to shine through the more time we spend together. We haven’t discussed the kiss, or what happened here in the den last week, but he’s in good spirits, which tells me he isn’t ruminating over it as I am.
I mean, when you get your first blow job from another guy, it kind of sticks with you.
“Save some for the movie,” Sera chuckles, kissing Levi on the cheek.
It’s the first time in months we’ve been able to fully relax. Sera decided she wanted a pizza and movie night, and who are we to deny our leader some well-deserved downtime? Now that Giovanni has finally been given the all-clear and the twins successfully took out another of The Verdi’s compounds, we deserve to have some time for ourselves.
We’re not in the clear just yet. But since The Vultures have teamed up with Sera’s guards to shore up her defenses, we have room to relax a little.
“So what movie are we watching?” Levi asks, dropping lazily onto the couch and kicking his shoes off.
I slump down next to him, all too conscious of how close our bodies are to one another’s. He doesn’t seem to care or even notice, but Sera’s stare as I look up at her tells me she does.
She perches on the edge of the coffee table in front of me, placing the pizza box beside her. “We should talk,” she sighs.
“Uh oh,” Levi says mid-chew. “I don’t like the sound of that.”
I slap the pizza slice out of his hand, earning a laugh from Sera. But like Levi inferred, this can’t be good. Can it?
“Oh relax,” Sera chuckles, rolling her eyes at me. “It’s me who should be…” her voice trails off as she turns her head towards the door, a hint of guilt swimming in her eyes. 
“What did you want to talk about?” I ask before she decides to back out.
“It’s…Gio.” She takes a deep breath, blowing the hair out of her face on a long exhale. She looks so beautiful in just her oversized tee and shorts. It’s her go-to outfit when she’s ready to retire the mask she paints on for the rest of the world. I can only imagine the relief she feels when she tosses her pantsuit to the ground—though none of us seem to mind her business attire. She wears those suits like armor to shield her from the world. She doesn’t need that armor when she’s with us, though.
“What about Gio?” Levi asks, taking another bite of his pizza slice.
“First of all, you have to know that what I’m about to say doesn’t change anything.”
My heart rate picks up when she says those words, Levi’s own coming back to haunt me.
“I… I like him. I think…I think I always did, but with what happened the other week…” She takes another choppy inhale. “We kissed. And—“
“And you want to add him into this equation?” Levi questions, gesturing between the three of us.
A blush forms on Sera’s cheeks, her eyes downcast as she nods. I don’t know what she has to be so embarrassed about, though. If anything, it should be me and Levi since we practically made out in front of her while our dicks rubbed against one another’s. It’s no secret that she cares for her bodyguard. She’s been by his side ever since he was shot. We tried to tell her to let him rest, but there’s no stopping her when she sets her mind to something.
I glance at Levi, trying to work out what’s going on in his head before I answer. The silence gives nothing away, but he’s never been a great poker player and I can already see the smile tugging at his lips.
“If it’s something you want to explore, I don’t have a problem with it.”
Yeah, I surprise myself too as soon as the words tumble out.
Levi stares at me, his beautiful mouth agape.
I guess I shocked him, too.
“You can’t seriously be surprised by this?” I laugh at him. “She hasn’t left his side for two weeks!”
“Yeah…” Levi stutters. “I just thought you really cared.”
“I do!” Sera snaps. “But it’s like you two. You both make me feel different things. Luca, you make me feel like I don’t need to be in control all the time. Levi, you make me feel so fucking adored that I don’t think I’ll ever know what it’s like not to be.”
“And Gio?” I ask. It’s more intrigue than jealousy at this point, but I won’t deny that adding another person to this already fucked up situation is going to complicate shit.
Sera grabs my hand, giving it a gentle squeeze. “He makes me feel like my thoughts are more than enough.”
I frown at her answer. In all honesty, I really don’t understand what that means, but to Sera, it means the fucking world… and with the way she smiles as she says it, I know there’s no argument here.
“I’m starting to think this pizza and a movie night wasn’t just for our benefit,” Levi smirks.
“Yeah,” Sera clears her throat. “Well, I haven’t forgotten about last week, either.”
Levi frowns, glancing sideways at me. His attempt to act innocent stings a little. It shouldn’t, but there’s a sharp edge to the way he silently denies all recollection.
“Don’t you dare.” She pins Levi with a stare that I know he’s fighting to avoid.
“What?”
It’s my turn to throw a punch at Levi’s shoulder. He’s taking this ignorance to a whole new level and it’s starting to piss me off. I don’t mind him trying to protect Sera’s feelings, but does he know that he’s doing it at the expense of my own?
“Levi,” Sera huffs, rolling her eyes. “You guys made out in front of me, you were sucking his dick. Three weeks ago you hated each other—”
“Hate is a bit strong,” I mumble.
“You guys had your guns pointed at one another in my courtyard, and now you guys are actually making out!” Sera stifles a laugh, covering her mouth with her hand. “When did it change?”
My heart starts to pick up its pace. I’m searching for the right words, words that Sera won’t hate, but somehow, I can’t find them. I guess I shouldn’t feel so ashamed since she was there while Levi was on his knees, but it still conjures up a feeling of unease that this dynamic we have could all go sideways in a split second.
“After Gio was shot.”
Sera’s eyes widen on me.
“It happened once!” Levi finally speaks up.
“Twice,” I correct.
“Twice?”
We both nod at Sera. A part of me is glad that it’s out in the open. I don’t like the idea of keeping anything from her, not since she’s always been open with us about each other. But a part of me still wants it hidden away. I’m not gay. I don’t like guys.
“After our argument, and then again down at the marina,” I supply, noticing the look of confusion on her face.
“Well, I didn’t see that coming,” she mutters.
My eyes move to my lap. I tangle my hands, stretching, relaxing, squeezing, over and over again. “Trust me. I don’t think anyone did.”
As if she senses my worries, Sera leans forward and tangles her fingers with mine. “Why didn’t you tell me?”
I don’t even know where to start when it comes to answering that. Sera has been open with us about everything, and here we are, hiding what happened like we’re ashamed. The truth is, I’m not ashamed at all. But I’m not going to sit in silence and deny that it doesn’t scare the shit out of me. Admitting what happened means admitting I like Levi. It means admitting to my own vulnerability. I’m Luca Fontana, Enforcer to the Bianchi family. I don’t have room for vulnerability, but Levi has somehow squeezed through the very tiny cracks of my being, breaking down the wall I never knew existed. It cements the kiss, the feelings stirring underneath the surface. I don’t know if I’m ready for that. 
“I feel like saying it out loud means admitting we betrayed you.”
Sera drops to her knees in front of me, cupping my cheeks. She brushes the tip of her nose against mine, and that one simple touch dissolves all the worry I’ve been feeling. “I don’t feel betrayed,” she reassures. “I promise.”
My eyes snap to meet hers, but the trepidation in her features melts away the fear constricting my chest.
“Can I be honest with you both?” She averts her gaze to Levi, who leans forward.
Our knees brush against each other, my heartbeat skipping slightly. We’ve been closer than this before, but something about the tension simmering between all three of us right now has me on edge.
“I think it’s kind of hot.” She bites down on her bottom lip, tempting me to lean forward and tug it out. I don’t, though. My hand grips hers so fiercely that it’s the only strength I can muster through this strange conversation.
“Oh it was,” Levi teases, surprising me when he rests his hand on my thigh.
“Hmm…” Sera leans back, looking at both of us. “You guys don’t need to hide anything from me, okay? What we have here, it works, and I’d like to think that if we want more, then we can be open about that.”
“But another woman is out of the question?” Levi taunts, grabbing Sera by the waist and yanking her down on our laps.
She laughs and writhes as Levi digs his fingers into her ribs, the musical sound making me smile. It’s not just Sera’s laugh, but Levi’s too. It’s all so carefree and effortless that I have a hard time tuning it out. I used to be such a hard-ass, a moody son-of-a-bitch with a complex, but in the space of just a few months, I’ve found more of my real self in them than in my entire existence.
“Yes, Marchese. If you bring another woman into the mix, I’ll take the bitch down myself.”
“Threats from the leader, Marchese,” I chuckle, grabbing her feet and pinning her down onto the couch. “We should really follow orders.”
“Orders, yes,” Levi agrees, shifting so that his body is alongside Sera’s. “Threats… hmm… I don’t know.”
Sera is breathless beneath Levi, her eyes alight with desire as she bites down on her lip. “Don’t worry, Dolcezza.” I crawl over her body, positioning myself between her thighs. “I won’t be bringing another woman into this. No other woman could hold a candle to you.”
Her breath stutters as I lean down and kiss her. For once, I let her take control, just for a moment before I dive my tongue into her mouth, exploring it so intricately that even Levi gasps.
“Fuck, why is it so damn hot to watch?” he rasps.
Sera sits up, leaning back on her elbows. Her cheeks are rosy, her lips swollen from our kiss, but glistening with the remnants of it. “It’s hot to watch you both as well,” she smiles.
Levi turns to me, a brow raised in what I perceive to be expectation—or maybe it’s hope.
There’s no room for hesitation or second-guessing, though. Levi leans forward, capturing my own mouth with bruising force.
It should feel weird to relinquish control to someone like Levi, but it doesn’t actually feel that strange at all. It feels normal; natural even. He kisses me like a man starved, his hands capturing the back of my head to hold me in place. He devours me. I’m so lost in the magnitude of the kiss that it isn’t until we break away, breathless and stunned, that I realize Sera has slipped away from us.
“Where are you going?” Levi calls after her at the door to the den. “I thought we were going to watch a movie?”
Sera shrugs. “I think you guys should talk. I need to tell Gio the good news.”
“What good news?” Levi shouts, but Sera just closes the door on him. “What good news?” he asks me.
I lean back on the couch, trying to steady my erratic heart rate. “I think she means that we’re okay with her and Gio.”
“Right,” Levi sighs. “Are you really okay with it?”
I shrug. There isn’t any other way to be. Sera has already laid down the ground rules that it’s all or nothing when it comes to Levi and I. I sense she’s now incorporating Giovanni into the equation, which means sharing her is going to be a hell of a lot harder. But if what just happened between Levi and I means anything, I think I’m okay with sharing.
“Sera’s right, isn’t she?” He turns his head to face me. The faint scar above his brow moves when he frowns. I’ve never considered a guy to be beautiful. Sure, I’ve appreciated how good looking Raf is, but I never once thought I would be in this position with Levi Marchese. But he is beautiful. Levi has that boyish quality that makes you want to keep smiling, no matter how mad you are at him. And that’s something I’m not quite ready to let go of.
“Fontana?”
“Yeah?” I answer, snapping out of my thoughts.
“What were you thinking about?” he smiles, shifting his body closer to mine.
I clear my throat. It suddenly feels hot and stuffy, like this shirt needs to come off. 
Levi’s, too. 
The proximity of his body has me tugging at my collar. I’m not even wearing a tie but I’m starting to sweat from the intensity of his stare and the kiss we just shared.
Levi’s hand cups my cheek, turning me to face him again.
I lick my lips, my throat tightening as I try to swallow past the lump of air. He’s so close that I could kiss him all over, and I want to. Some part of me is now attuned to Levi, magnetized to his being. I’m addicted to the way he kisses, and I’m slightly worried that I want more than that.
“You need to stop thinking so much,” Levi laughs, closing the remaining distance between us.
“Oh yeah?”
“Yeah,” he smiles, his lips just a breath away from mine. “Whatever this is, let’s just go with it.”
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Serafina


Vulnerability is clearly something Luca isn’t comfortable with. It’s obvious that he sees it as a weakness, but I think it’s a strength. I hate that he felt like he had to hide his attraction to Levi from me as if I wouldn’t approve. His admission has only brought us closer together. The look in his eyes tonight was everything, and I can’t stop thinking about it as I make my way to the pool house. 
Maybe I should feel some sense of betrayal like Luca suggested, but the truth is, I don’t. I want them both, and we’ve spent so much time together lately that something must have clicked between the two of them. If anything, after our conversation, I feel that much luckier to have guys like Luca and Levi in my life, who are willing to be open with me about what they’re feeling. And maybe they need each other just as much as I need them.
Whatever feelings they have for one another have obviously been kept under wraps and swept under the rug. But Levi and Luca need to talk, because tiptoeing around their feelings can only end badly. So I gave them a little push, and I hope it helps them solidify their relationship. Luca is obviously struggling with it the most. While Levi bounces around playing ignorant, Luca seems more attached to his masculinity. Little does he know that masculinity plays no part in this unusual relationship of ours. I just need him to see that, and hopefully, Levi will be the one to show him.
I reach the door to the pool house, hearing the shower running when I arrive. Clutching a pizza box in my hands, I nudge the door open and peek inside. The lights are on, a dull glow filling the small space Giovanni has inhabited.
“Gio?” I call out, but the slapping of water against tile drowns out my voice.
Carefully, I pad toward the bathroom, dropping the pizza box on the little table by the window. Nobody wants soggy pizza.
Steam billows from the crack in the bathroom door. I push it open slowly, my breath faltering as I gradually take in Giovanni’s sturdy form through the glass partition. His shoulders are large and broad, practically swallowing his neck. His back is thick with muscle, hard ridges and smooth planes that I want to run my hands over. I can only imagine what the front of him looks like. I’ve already had the opportunity to drink in his abs and thick chest, but that’s not what’s on my mind now.
Levi and Luca have riled me up, and seeing Giovanni like this only stirs those urges, whirling them into a pit of desire and uncontrollable lust.
My gaze travels further south, but just as I bite back the urge to groan, Giovanni spins around.
“You get a good look, Principessa?”
I raise a brow, my lips slowly turning up into a smile as I glance down at the package he’s been concealing. “Someone’s happy to see me,” I comment.
In a split second, Giovanni lunges forward, catching me by the arm and tugging me into the doorless shower. The water soaks through my oversized shirt, the material clinging to me. But what steals my attention is Giovanni.
He’s close, so breathtakingly close, that I’m frozen. His hot breath skates over my face, the fresh scent of mint blending with the citrus soap trailing down his bicep. For a second, I lose all cognitive thoughts. I’m drunk on Giovanni’s proximity, hooked on it until all I can think about is our bodies moving together.
Giovanni’s plump, wet lips lift at one corner. He raises a brow and looks down, his dark hair flopping in front of his face. In this moment, he just looks like a regular guy. Innocent and bashful, mysterious and profound.
“I’m always happy to see you, Principessa.”
Before I have the chance to reply, his lips are on mine. I thread my hands through the wet strands of his hair, letting him guide my mouth with his own as the torrent of warm water from the shower drenches us. I feel every well-earned muscle ripple as he pins me against the tiles. This guy isn’t just an adonis, he’s a goddamn higher-being.
He nips at my lips before diving his tongue past them, where he takes complete control. The two times we’ve kissed before have nothing on this one. He worships me, kissing me thoroughly, and I do my best to give it back to him with equal intensity. He plays my mouth like a kissing prodigy, knowing exactly what I like, where I like it and how to have me gasping for breath. I don’t have to second guess the spark between us because my pussy is throbbing from this contact alone.
All too soon, Giovanni pulls away, leaving both of us breathing heavily. “I thought you were going to speak to the guys?” he pants softly, leaning down to nip my ear.
I stifle a moan, but the urge to grind my hips against his cock takes over. “I did,” I whisper back, gripping his shoulders and arching my back, aching to get just a sliver of friction to relieve me.
Giovanni grabs the backs of my thighs, wrapping my legs around his waist but still pinning me to the wall with his large body.
From this angle, I can feel all the hard ridges of his abs and pecs, and the press of his cock to my covered entrance has me tingling with anticipation.
“And?” he growls in my ear, making my pussy clench around nothing.
I lean forward, brushing my lips against his. “They have other things to talk about besides us.”
Giovanni quirks a brow, intrigue written all over his face. I don’t answer his silent question- it’s not for me to say what is happening between the guys in the den. When they’re ready, they’ll tell us. For now, I want to focus on this moment and explore this connection.
“I brought pizza,” I chirp, smiling at him sweetly.
“Hmm…” Giovanni grumbles, rubbing himself against me. “I’m not hungry for pizza.”
I know exactly what he’s hungry for, and after getting riled up by Levi and Luca, I’m more than ready for Giovanni.
I cup the back of his neck, using his strength to get level with him. “I know what you’re hungry for,” I tease, letting my weight drag over his shaft.
He groans back, his restraint clearly wavering as he grips me tighter. I know there are so many steps we’ve missed getting to this point. But if the last few months are anything to go off, I’d say that more than makes up for jumping a few steps.
I slide down Giovanni’s body, letting him guide me to my feet. My fingertips run down his arms, feeling his bulging biceps tense underneath my touch. I trace the ridges of his abs, the dressing still covering his bullet wound. A pinch of guilt twists at something inside of me, a hint of sadness coming to the forefront.
Giovanni grabs my hand, lifting it to his lips to kiss each finger. “I don’t regret a thing, Principessa.”
I nod, acknowledging just how deep his loyalty runs. I don’t think I’ll ever get used to the idea of someone willing to take a bullet for me. Even though it’s expected, there are reservations sitting in the back of my mind that nobody should have to do that, least of all for me.
I look up at Giovanni through my wet eyelashes, droplets of water running down my face. I take in every dark and enigmatic feature of his that I’ve yet to explore. I’ve only begun to scratch the surface on what makes my bodyguard the way he is. His loss, elusive and vague as his explanation was, clearly haunts him. He holds those broken parts like shards of glass he longs to repair. And I want every shattered, sharp edge of him. I want to be the one to help him mend them, help him move forward. I don’t know how to do that, but after Giovanni took a bullet for me, the least I can do is try.
Dropping to my knees, I run my hands down his thighs. Giovanni cups my chin, lifting it so my eyes meet his. “A queen should never get on her knees,” he rasps, thumbing my bottom lip.
“I thought I was principessa?” I retort playfully.
“For me, yes. To La Cosa Nostra, you’re their leader.”
I shake my head. “I don’t want to think about that right now,” I say, running my palms over his tight stomach. “I want this.”
I lean forward, kissing Giovanni’s right thigh. “I want you.” I kiss his left thigh. “I want to fall apart with you.”
He nods down at me, a silent confirmation that we both want this.
And with that, I grip his thick shaft, running my tongue down his length. The soft skin slides against my tongue, my lips and mouth devouring his cock until he’s groaning for more.
His hand slaps the tiles behind me, his right leg shaking slightly. I commend the guy for holding back so much; it can’t be easy. But I’m not here to hold back. I want all of Giovanni, not just the bodyguard who’s hell bent on protecting me, but the guy that walked into my office a few days ago and kissed me like his life depended on it.
I take his cock in my mouth, my tongue running the underside of it as I pump him with my hand.
“Fuck, Principessa,” he groans above me.
I look up at him beneath hooded eyelids, my vision blurring from the desire coursing through me. The way he looks down at me, eyes full of his restrained desire, spurs me on. I take him deeper, pumping harder than before.
His fists clench against the wall, his eyes closing like it’s taking everything in him not to give into the pleasure.
I release him with a pop, earning another satisfactory moan from Giovanni. With my hands gripping his thighs, I look up at him. He shakes his head at me, forcing me to scowl harder. “Lose yourself.”
His green gaze hardens and his jaw feathers. It’s like he’s at war with himself, trying to decide what he wants more. I can categorically say that if he doesn’t want his dick sucked, then we won’t work.
“Is that what you want?” he asks, voice low. “You want me to fuck this pretty little mouth?”
His words twist a delightful knot in my stomach. Those dirty words take effect and all I want is for him to take control, take what he wants.
“Yes,” I rasp.
He tilts his head, running his thumb along my bottom lip again. “Open up.”
With those two words, I comply.
He tears my hands away from him, gripping my wrists in one hand while he cups the back of my head. Guiding my mouth towards the purple head of his dick, I open wide. He’s slow at first, almost tentative with the way he slides it into my mouth. But once my tongue twists around the head, he snaps his hips forward, his cock sinking further into my mouth. With each heavy drive of his hips, he lets out grunt after delicious grunt, making me moan in response.
My knees rub against the hard floor, but it doesn’t detract from the ache between my thighs. I take Giovanni in my mouth, letting him control this. In and out, he pumps harder, deeper. His grip on my wrists tighten, a bruising force that I know will ache tomorrow, but I don’t care. I’m so lost in this moment, where the fine line between us has been erased, that I can only think of one thing; Giovanni.
I relax my throat, his cock spearing it so hard that my eyes start to sting. His thrusts deepen, like he’s determined to reach the pit of my stomach. He probably could, and I’d let him. He holds me in place, his dick now blocking my airway until my vision starts to cloud. My lungs burn, fighting for oxygen, but I don’t want it to end. The sadistic part of me enjoys relinquishing control like this.
Suddenly, Giovanni pulls away, strings of saliva connecting me to the angry head of his cock.
I heave a loud inhale, the fresh oxygen blazing through my chest as I cough and sputter. He still has me pinned upright, his cock merely inches from my face, and all I can do is smile.
“Spit or swallow?” he asks, his tone gravelly.
I shrug, too afraid to think about talking, especially with the way he just tried to destroy my vocal chords. But Giovanni is looking at me for a real answer.
“What would you prefer?” My voice strains through the words.
Giovanni leans down, licking the seam of my lips. “I think I want you to swallow every last fucking drop.”
Before I can reply, he’s standing and shoving his cock back into my mouth, his thrusts already picking up a determined pace. It’s beautiful and seamless the way he moves; still gripping my wrists, still chasing his climax.
I look up at him. I want to see the way he falls apart. I want to watch him come undone while I do as I’m told. I want Giovanni to see that I’m on my knees for him because I want to be.
His thrusts start to slow, but he’s still determined with the way he punches his hips. It’s hard and deep, but slow enough for me to breathe through until he spears into me once more, holding my head so tightly that it isn’t until I feel the warmth spilling down my throat that I realize I’ve stopped breathing.
His green gaze is hard, commanding and yet filled with desire as his chest moves with each heavy breath. “Swallow, Principessa.” 
And if that isn’t an order I want to submit to, I don’t know what is.
My throat constricts as I swallow his release, the thick cum sliding down seamlessly. When I’m done, he pulls away from me, dropping to his knees. There’s sadness in his eyes, a level of guilt there that I can’t quite comprehend.
Is it me?
Did we go too far too soon?
“Gio—“
He slams his mouth onto mine, his hands already moving to peel my wet t-shirt away from my body.
“It’s your turn to lose yourself,” he growls against my lips.
If only he knew, I already have.
He picks me up from the tiled floor effortlessly, wrapping my legs around his waist and carrying me into his bedroom. My stomach twists with excitement as he drops me onto the soft mattress, my shorts soaking the covers beneath me.
I look up at Giovanni, crawling on top of me with a hunger in his eyes that I’ve never seen before. It sparks every inch of my body, littering me with goosebumps.
His mouth closes over mine, soft yet demanding. It’s deep, hungry and has me moaning for more. But all too soon, Giovanni pulls away, leaving me breathless and desperate. He moves down my body, kissing every inch of my skin. He tugs my nipples between his teeth, eliciting half a groan, half a moan.
My pussy clenches as he continues the onslaught, not stopping until he’s on the ground on his knees, pulling my shorts down my legs. “I’ve had to listen to those guys devour this pussy, now it’s my turn.”
Shock chokes the air in my lungs as Giovanni suctions his mouth to my pussy without warning. There’s no teasing, no build up of pleasure; I don’t need it. Just having Giovanni coming down my throat has already set me off. I’m drenched, but in the best possible way—and it’s not just from the shower.
Giovanni nips at the fleshy part of my thighs. It’s deliciously harsh, abrupt yet satisfying. And when he returns his attention to my clit, pumping a thick digit inside of me, I scream out. My hips roll as he moves his tongue over my clit, lapping me up like a starved man. “Gio!”
The knot of pleasure is already building between my legs. It’s only a matter of seconds before I come undone and Giovanni wastes no time in milking it from me. He pumps harder, deeper and faster. He adds a second finger, then a third, stretching me gloriously until my body explodes with pleasure.
Like a tidal wave, my climax crashes down, sending me over the edge.
Giovanni pins my thighs to the bed, dragging his tongue from my clit to my ass, over and over. It’s too much. It’s too sensitive. My fists wrap in the sheets, my wet hair sticking to my face as I thrash. 
“Please,” I beg. “I can’t!”
But apparently I can.
I’m so dazed, still riding the wave of my orgasm that it takes me a second to register what Giovanni is doing.
His thick body hovers above mine, a delicious smile creeping upon those swollen lips. “I need to be inside you,” he grunts, and with one single thrust, he spears into me.
I cry out again, the pleasure rippling through my body, joining the aftermath of my recent orgasm. My fingernails dig into his biceps, clutching on for dear life as Giovanni rolls his hips. Each thrust sends me closer to the edge again and again.
I clench my eyes shut, the overwhelming sensitivity making my body shudder. Giovanni plays my body like an instrument, building the tempo further and further, the crescendo of our release on the precipice until all he has to do is drive once more into me, hard and determined.
“Fuck!” he groans out.
Heat fills me from within, forcing me to whimper his name as my release wracks my body in tiny explosions. My toes curl as my arms tighten around Giovanni, but he doesn’t let go. He rides us both out of our climax, until my body is numb and my throat is sore.
Our chests heave together, creating their own music to accompany our breaths like a melody. And when I finally open my eyes, I find the most stunning green ones gazing back at me. It takes my breath away all over again, and I’m instantly taken back to the first day we met. I’m lost in the moment, so captivated by my bodyguard that I don’t realize he’s saying anything until he kisses my lips.
“You make me feel things, Principessa.” His voice is gravelly, worn from our exertions.
I raise my hand to stroke his temple, catching a bead of sweat on my thumb. He looks so relaxed, at peace with whatever has been warring inside of him for so long. Maybe it’s the loss of his daughter, or maybe it’s something deeper.
We might not be close to opening up about our deepest, darkest secrets, but there’s a possibility we could be more. That’s the thought I cling onto the hardest, hoping we can be more, because I’m not ready to let this go just yet.
We’ve only just begun to scratch the surface of how we feel for one another. There’s so much we need to talk about, so much to explore, that time is the one thing we need. But that’s the one thing this life of mine can never promise.
Time.
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Levi


“Fuck,” Luca groans as I kiss his bare chest. 
I don’t remember when our shirts came off. In fact, I don’t really care. Luca’s body needs to be appreciated like this—with my lips trailing over his golden skin, with my own body caging his. We’ve spent so long wrapped up in one another that the movie we originally put on has started playing all over again and our bodies are glistening with sweat.
We still haven’t spoken about exactly what this is between us, and a part of me doesn’t really want to. I’m not much for words. I feel like actions speak louder and clearer, and as I devour every inch of Luca’s chest, those actions are getting the message across perfectly.
I want Luca, and he wants me. It shouldn’t feel as right as it does; being brought up in a male dominant environment, there’s no room for this kind of vulnerability. But I don’t see it as a weakness, and I hope Luca doesn’t either. What is happening between us feels natural, normal; like this is where we should have been all along. I still adore Serafina, but it’s a different kind of attraction I feel for Luca. I’m starting to understand how Sera feels. She said that Luca brings out a part of her that I can’t, and I’m starting to truly comprehend the appeal and allure of him.
With Sera, I’m the one who makes her feel like the only woman in the world. But Luca, he’s more open with his vulnerability, his doubts. His brooding personality and flaring anger only make him that more attractive. I can see why Serafina is so drawn to him, because like her, I’m magnetized to the way he can be so uncertain, yet so strong.
He grinds up, his rock hard cock barely contained in his slacks. “What the hell are we doing?” he rasps, clearly fighting the growing tension between us.
“I told you,” I say, breaking my lips away from his chest. “Just go with it.”
He grumbles something unintelligible, something about talking shit over. Our gazes connect like two magnets that keep getting pulled together without thought. He licks his lips and my eyes track the movement.
“Do you want to stop?” I push up on my palms, my body hovering over his in a press-up position, his skin searing hot beneath mine. 
His blue eyes flicker and soften, giving way to the doubt lingering in them. “No,” he replies with conviction. “I just… I’ve never done this before… with a guy.”
“Neither have I,” I whisper back, one hand sliding to his belted slacks. “I don’t know what I’m doing either. The only thing I do know is I want this.” I cup the rigidness of his dick through his pants, feeling the length harden even more. “And we both know you do, too.”
Fisting the back of my hair, he slams his lips onto mine with commanding force, his tongue sliding against mine. It’s as if he is forcing all of his vulnerability and doubts into the kiss, pouring them out in silent confession.
I take everything he offers; the doubts and insecurities, the anger and uncertainty, the darkness and sadness. I return the kiss with equal fervor, my desire replacing all of those dark feelings until it almost becomes too much.
I reach between us, using my free hand to undo his belt before sliding his pants off.
Luca rushes to do the same, his hands desperately tugging at my belt and zipper, helping me kick out of my slacks until I’m standing in front of him in just my boxers. His fingers dip into the waistband, hesitating for a moment.
“We can go as slow as you want,” I remind him, beckoning him to lift his gaze to mine. It feels like the roles have suddenly reversed and I’m the one taking control. Luca is usually so well put together, logical and structured, but right now, he’s the one that needs taking care of.
“I want this,” he reassures me, sliding my boxers down my legs.
My cock springs free, ready for whatever Luca is willing to give me. The seconds pass painfully slowly before Luca grabs hold of my shaft, his fingers flexing around me as he starts pumping it firmly in his palm.
Fuck. It feels so damn good. It’s so different to how Sera manipulates my pleasure, but that’s not a bad thing. I’m slowly realizing that we’re all allowed to feel happiness in different ways, and while this is all so new and we’re still exploring things, Luca brings out a different kind of happiness in me.
Slowly, Luca strokes me, base to tip, over and over. I throw my head back, the overwhelming sensation of euphoria building up in the pit of my stomach. He works me harder, picking up speed until my balls start to tingle. I’m caught between wanting to hit that height of climax and wanting it to last as long as it can. It feels that good.
Deciding on the latter, I shove Luca back against the couch to straddle his body, his abs rippling as he breathes heavily. I slide my hand into his boxers, pulling his cock out. Fuck, I forgot how big he was.
“Levi,” he moans as I stare down at our cocks touching, hypnotized by the contrast in sizes. Where his is long, mine is thicker, but I can’t say the thought doesn’t cross my mind that if this goes further, how the fuck is that thing going to fit anywhere?
His hand joins mine, pumping my cock in his own while I start to work him.
“You like that, big boy?”
“Hmm…” Luca tosses his head back against the cushion, his bottom lip tucked beneath his teeth. I guess he likes the name too. It’s too tempting not to take his mouth with mine and show him just how much I like this, too.
So, I crash my lips onto his, grinding our bodies together. I feel our pre-cum leak out, sliding down our shafts and blending as one. It’s fucking hot and such a damn turn on that I think I could just get off at that sensation alone.
Luca groans into my mouth, his arms wrapping around my body. The heat between us burns up, everywhere he touches I feel like I could combust. There’s a connection already sparking between us, an understanding that we don’t really need to talk about because our bodies and minds seem to be in sync. I know we should discuss this at some point, but right now, I just want to feel Luca’s body against mine, feel him lose himself to me entirely.
I grind against his cock as I stroke it. The friction it creates makes everything so fucking sensitive that I start to shake. It isn’t long before I feel my release simmering beneath the surface. I move harder, taking both of our dicks in one hand and pumping them together, the velvety skin of our cocks joining.
“Shit, Levi. I’m gonna…”
“Come for me, big boy,” I breathe out, feeling my body react to his.
Luca groans out as hot ribbons of cum spurt out and paint his abs. His body shudders, but he grips my hips harder, forcing me over the edge in a matter of seconds. My own cum blends with his, and the sight alone has my cock throbbing for more.
I rest my forehead on Luca’s, our eyes meeting.
“That wasn’t slow,” he smiles, his eyes alight with something unfamiliar.
“No, but it was fucking hot.”




OceanofPDF.com

[image: image-placeholder]
Luca


The smell of Levi’s aftershave wafts through my nose; ginger and cardamom with a hint of something oaky. It’s all masculine, all  him. After the hot as fuck handjob—or whatever you want to call it—we finally watched Avengers: Assemble. I should have known that Levi was a big kid at heart, but I’m not disappointed or put off by it. It was nice to chill out in front of the TV in just our boxers. And when the movie finished, we just moved up to one of the spare rooms together; the one he has been staying in.
I roll over onto my back, the weight of Levi’s arm caging me in close. It's warm and comforting, soothing the erratic thoughts that bounce from one corner of my mind to the other. The ones telling me I’m diving too deep into something I know nothing about.
The only thing I do know for certain is that Levi is into this as much as I am. We don’t need words to explain what it is. It’s clear that we’re both new to this, exploring as slow—or fast—as we want. There’s no pressure, no ultimatums or complicated decisions. I could happily continue sharing myself with Sera and Levi and I’m starting to understand the dynamic; how Sera sees things. It didn’t make sense to me at first, but somewhere between admitting my feelings for Sera and my weakness for Levi, I’ve discovered that happiness isn’t dictated by one person.
“Stop thinking,” Levi groans beside me.
I glance over at him. His left eye is open, his right scrunched shut as the light from the window shoots rays over him. His Mediterranean skin glows, the dark edges of his features and light tips of his brown curls accentuated by the Californian morning sun.
“How do you know?” I scowl playfully.
“Your breathing shallows,” he states, and all of sudden I feel like a spotlight is shining on me to reveal all of my tells.
I raise a speculative brow at him. “You noticed that, yet you still can’t beat me at poker?”
Levi growls, the sound rumbling through my chest and before I know it, he’s on top of me, caging me in with his hard body.
“Maybe I can’t beat you at poker,” he smirks. “But I can beat you at other things.” He reaches between us, his hand gripping my already firm cock. I’d like to chalk it up to morning wood, but that isn’t all this is. The guy is a fucking masterpiece—even with the tiny scar above his brow.
“Levi,” I warn with a shaky breath, but he doesn’t listen. He slides down my body, disappearing beneath the sheets until I feel his hot breath skating over my shaft.
Anticipation ripples through me and the next thing I know, Levi takes me in his mouth, his tongue swirling around the head of my cock. I stifle a groan, knowing he’ll get off on my surrender. It seems in this particular dynamic, he’s not quite the doting type. With Sera, Levi devotes all of his attention to her like she’s something precious—and she is. But with me, Levi takes the control away. There’s no need for it when it comes to Levi because it’s me that is holding back. He doesn’t demand anything I don’t want, though. I appreciate that about him, mostly because he wants the same thing. I like that I can be a different kind of vulnerable around him and he doesn’t point it out—well, apart from him picking up on my breathing when my attention diverts elsewhere.
“Stop it!” Levi scolds before he licks down my shaft, his fist joining in.
“Stop what?” I gasp, overwhelmed by the way he takes me deeper into his mouth.
He releases me with a pop, licking the tip swiftly, making me shudder. “Overthinking.”
“Shut up and suck my cock.”
A low chuckle sounds from beneath the sheets, quickly stunted by my dick being swallowed.
I fist the sheets as Levi pumps me into his mouth, my hips moving of their own accord, desperate for more. My hand reaches down to run my fingers through his hair because I have to touch him. Levi is quickly becoming an addiction and I’m too eager to give in.
He continues stroking me, mixing it up with his tongue and lips until it blinds me with so much pleasure that it takes my breath away. The blaze of my release quickly travels up my spine. It’s imminent, only intensifying when Levi cups my balls and rolls them in his palm.
“Fuck, Levi!” I warn, but it’s too late. My cum hits the back of his throat, and I can tell it startles him for a moment. The shock quickly dissipates, though. I can tell because he hungrily sucks me dry, milking me of every last drop until I shudder from the sensitivity.
Slowly, Levi reappears, wrapping the sheets around his head while wearing a sheepish pink tint on his cheeks. I don’t know if he’s blushing or just warm, but he looks so fucking sexy that I can’t help but to tug him up and plant my lips on his.
“If that’s how you’re going to get your revenge every time I beat you at poker, I’ll gladly accept the consequences.”
Levi rolls his eyes, flashing his boyish smile at me.
“Keep doing that, and I’ll give you something to roll your eyes at.”
He chuckles at me, rolling away from me on the bed. “Promises, promises, Fontana.”
I grab his hand, tugging him closer. “I always keep my promises,” I growl, crawling on top of his body.
The thickness of his cock strains against his boxers as I pin him beneath me. I’ve never done anything like this before, but I’ve had enough blow jobs to know what to do, and I’ve seen how he falls apart for Sera. It doesn’t take a genius to know what he likes, but it’s still daunting.
“You don’t have to reciprocate,” Levi whispers as I slide down his body. My lips trail over his chest, his abs, until I hit the waistband of his boxers.
“You got to taste me, now I want to taste you.” Without any hesitation, I tuck my fingers into his boxers and free his raging hard on. It stands at attention, thick and angry, pre-cum already beading at the tip.
I lick my lips, feeling my own cock harden again at the sight. It still baffles me how attracted to Levi I am. I’m a man’s man, through and through, but for him, I’m a different kind of man. I’m attracted to every crazy part of Levi, even the softness.
I grip his shaft in my hand, grazing my thumb over the tip.
Levi throws his head back into the pillows, a throaty groan slipping past his lips.
My tongue darts out, eager to taste him, but before I wrap my mouth around him, my phone starts ringing.
“You’re fucking kidding me,” Levi grumbles. 
“Leave it,” I order, but he’s already reaching for the bedside table and passing me my phone. Before I can even protest, he’s rolling away from me and tucking himself back into his boxers.
I glance down at the screen. “It’s Raf,” I state.
“Take it,” Levi says, leaning down to peck me on the cheek. “I’ll start the coffee.”
Irritation embeds itself as I answer the call. I wish I could say watching Levi walk away in just his boxers eases the frustration, but it really doesn’t. Levi and I have come so far in such a short amount of time that any time spent together feels significant for me. It solidifies my feelings, and I want to explore what Levi and I have without boundaries or restrictions. But the doubts are starting to creep in that it may not happen as smoothly as I want it to.
“What?” I growl down the line, unable to contain my agitation
“Charming,” Raf laughs. “What’s up your ass?”
Not Levi. That’s for sure.
“What do you want?” I snap, pushing up off the bed to grab my folded slacks from the chair in the corner.
“I got word that the docks have been cleared.”
“Really? What about the investigation?” I wedge the phone between my ear and shoulder as I struggle to get my legs into my pants.
Raf silences for a moment, but I can hear the tapping of his fingers on the keyboard. It’s not often he doesn’t have an answer for me, but he always pulls through in the end. “I’m still looking into it. All I know is that everything that was there has been sealed for evidence. I’ve put in a word with the Governor, so nothing will get linked back to Donna Bianchi. Anything discovered is purely coincidental. For now, you can go check if everything is in order. The FBI have left it a mess, so you might want to get a clean-up crew in.”
It’s always chaos when the feds are involved. People seem to think that they have structure and consideration for others' property. The reality of the situation is that they just rummage around until they can’t find any other clues, then leave chaos in their wake. 
“On it,” I say, grabbing my shirt from its hanger. I guess somewhere amidst the lustful chaos last night, Levi still found time to fold and hang my clothes. I definitely owe him a blow job for that.
“I’ll keep an eye on things from here, but just be careful. I don’t know if the Verdis are aware.” There’s not a lot Raf can do from his damn bunker, watching screens all day, but I’ll take the offer of his surveillance any day. At least he can alert us if we’re being followed. We’re not in the clear at all, not until the Verdis are burned to the ground. I’m paraphrasing Sera of course, but I’d be lying if I said I didn’t want to scrape the melting skin from Don Verdi’s body for what he did.
“I’ll call the twins for backup,” I reply. “And I’ll tell Sera to stay here until we know it’s safe.”
“Good idea.”
After swapping a few more ideas and confirmations on our plan, I head downstairs to find Sera. I know she went to see Giovanni last night—a thought that should piss me off, yet I know I’d be a hypocrite if I said anything about it. Sera has been nothing but honest with us. She’s made no attempt to play us against one another, or compare us. She’s into us all for different reasons, and I can’t say that I’m much different in that respect.
I can’t seem to fight the smile at that thought as I head towards the pool house. I knock twice before I hear Sera’s voice. It’s sweet and soft, pulling me in almost immediately.
As soon as I step into the bedroom, my eyes land on her. I don’t think I’ll ever get used to the softness of her features after she’s just woken up. She’s like a goddamn angel with a heart of fire. She could burn and soothe you all with the same touch, and I’d gladly suffer the pain if it meant I got to look at her once more.
“Hey,” she rasps, a sleepy smile on her lips. She reaches out to me with her hand outstretched and I can’t help but smile back.
“So, this where you’ve been hiding?” I perch on the edge of the bed, running my fingers over her cheeks. It’s like deja vu, being in this room again, stroking her soft cheek while ignoring the jealousy swimming beneath the surface. There’s no room for jealousy here anymore. We’re all sharing now, and that means pushing aside any thoughts or feelings about who gets to spend time with who. This dynamic has to work on all levels.
“I’d hardly call this hiding,” Sera remarks, turning her head to kiss my palm. “Are you mad?”
I lean down, running my nose along hers. “I’m jealous,” I admit, even though I just received the most mind blowing head from her second in command. “But I’m also slightly turned on by the fact you’re naked underneath those sheets.”
Her cheeks flush a light pink as she blinks back at me. That innocent way she flutters those eyelashes doesn’t get past me, though. I know the thoughts flicking through that beautiful mind of hers.
“What did you do last night?” she asks, wiggling her brows.
“A gentleman never tells, Bellissima.”
I whip my head around to the doorway, where Levi stands in the same attire as me; open shirt and loose slacks. His brown curls look damp and ruffled, and what I wouldn’t give to run my fingers through them.
“Hmm…” Sera groans, flopping onto her side. She narrows her eyes at me and Levi, and I can already tell what questions she has. She won’t embarrass us here, but I know neither of us are safe. Sera will corner one of us to give her the details. “Was it hot?” she whispers to me, earning her a smile from me.
“I’ll leave that thought to your imagination, Dolcezza.”
She groans out in frustration and Levi chuckles at her.
“I actually came to tell you that Raf says the docks are open again.”
Her reaction is lightning fast as she whips back the covers, exposing her gorgeous body to the sunlight streaming in through windows. “Give me fifteen minutes and I’ll—“
I grab her hand and shake my head. “We still don’t know how safe things are.”
A frown furrows her features, but she nods dutifully, hesitation thickening the tension.
“I’m going to go with Levi and the twins to check it out,” I supply.
“Okay,” Sera mumbles. “I need to go to Haze and check on things anyway.”
I nod in response, still wary that it’s not safe for her. “Call Zeke and let him know. He can send extra men to keep watch.”
“She’ll be safe with me.”
The whole room seems to grind to a halt as we all stare at the man exiting the bathroom in just a towel. His body is ripped, thick with cords of muscle rippling as he walks towards us. He crawls onto the bed, planting a kiss on Sera’s temple before glancing back at me.
“He speaks?” Levi gapes at Giovanni, shaking his head in disbelief.
Sera smirks, looking back at the big, burly bodyguard slick from his shower. “Oh, he does more than that.”
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“Oh, he does more than that.” 
Levi barks a laugh, shaking his head at me. “Only you, Bellissima, could make the silent bodyguard talk.”
I shrug in response, a flush of pride blossoming as I think about his words. Yeah, I did get the big guy to talk. Maybe not under the circumstances I wanted, but I’m still blushing over the fact that his vow of silence was broken from me sneaking into his room in the middle of the night.
I know that’s not the entire reason, and I haven’t told Luca or Levi about mine and Giovanni’s conversations, but surely my visits were the catalyst. Whatever the reason, I’m glad Giovanni opened up to me.
“Come on, big boy,” Levi says to Luca, throwing a thumb over his shoulder. “We’ve got work to do before we come back to our girl.”
Our girl. I feel the warmth radiate through my cheeks, spreading my mouth into a wide smile. Levi has always been known to speak without inhibition. It’s what makes him the perfect second in command. He tells me how it is and I respect the hell out of him for that. The same goes for Luca, though as I’m looking at him right now, I can see he’s still trying to come to terms with things.
“Go on,” I tell Levi. “I need to speak to Luca.”
I push out of bed and grab my t-shirt from the hanger. With the weather right now, it’s dry as a bone—something I’m grateful for, especially after last night's endeavors. Peeling it over my head, I turn to face Luca.
Levi is already heading back into the house and Giovanni has disappeared into the bathroom. It’s just Luca and I now, his body sinking down to rest on the edge of the bed. He’s wearing an inquisitive look on his face, which makes a change from the unsure one he had just minutes ago. It’s strange to know all of his expressions now, when he used to be the guy that made me feel guilty with one look. Like I said before, the past is the past, and we’re all looking to the future. 
“You good?” I ask him, stepping towards the bed. I move between his thighs, allowing his hands to roam up my bare legs to cup my ass.
He smiles up at me with his soft blue eyes crinkling at the corners. “Never better, Dolcezza,” he grins, his arms wrapping around my waist like he’s missed me. 
I tilt my head, inspecting his features for clues. I know he won’t give me any details about what happened last night, but I want to be sure I haven’t pushed him into something he wasn’t certain about. “And things with Levi?”
“You don’t have anything to worry about. We are figuring things out.”
I don’t know why, but those words flip my stomach. Hope worms its way through my system, because as happy as I am with my three men, I also want them to be happy too. If that means that Luca and Levi have found something too, I’m okay with that. More than okay.
Leaning down, I peck Luca’s soft lips. “You know you can talk to me.”
“I know,” he smiles again, this time sweetly, more adoringly. It’s almost like I’m looking at Levi with the way his blue eyes light up. “Are you okay with everything?”
I snake my arms around his neck, straddling his thighs. “I don’t think I ever thought I would be this happy. But here you all are, proving me wrong.”
Luca captures my mouth with his. His kiss is soft, and just like our first time, he’s tentative with the way he moves against me. But then it’s like a switch is flipped and he winds his hands into my hair, his tongue delving into my mouth. The way he reacts to me, even through the relationship he and Levi are forming, chases away any doubts I could have over his feelings. Like me, he’s torn, too. And that level of understanding is something you can’t help but appreciate.
“It’s all up to you, Dolcezza. Don’t forget that.”
I brush a hand through his soft hair, reveling the way the strands slip through my fingers. “You’re a changed man,” I giggle, rubbing my nose against his.
“No, Bianchi. I’m a happy one.”
My heart clenches at those words. I know we wouldn’t be in this situation if it weren’t for me, but I’m also not naïve enough to think this is all my doing. At some point we would have all crossed this line. We would have all given into temptation and lust, it was just that we needed the push to get us there.
As much as I hate to say it, maybe Enzo’s death has come with a silver lining. One in the form of three men that are starting to make me feel things I don’t think I ever have before.
Once upon a time, I thought I was in love. I was poisoned and blinded by toxic devotion to a man who thought power came from picking on the weak. I know now that isn’t the case. I’m falling for each of these men. Different depths, different layers, different ideas of love, and I don’t want to lose that.
Amidst the pain, we’ve all found one another.
“Go on,” I usher Luca. “Find out what’s happening down at the docks. I’ll stay with Gio.”
I don’t leave room for argument as I push off of Luca’s lap. His hands still linger on my body as he stands, but I feel like it’s reluctance over breaking our proximity more than anything else.
I feel it. He feels it. There’s a connection to all of these men that deepens the more time I spend with them. It’s a bond I wouldn’t have found if we hadn’t been caught up in something more vengeful.
“See you soon,” he growls, kissing my lips briefly.
I watch him leave before I head into the bathroom. Giovanni is buttoning his shirt, his dark hair still damp from the shower. It’s probably the fifth shower he’s taken in the span of twelve hours, because every time we headed in to get cleaned up, we just started the sexual cycle all over again. Giovanni is insatiable, and I feel like as long as I’m in the company of these three incredible men, I’m never going to rest.
I can’t really complain. Between Giovanni, Levi and Luca, I’m a damn lucky woman. I couldn’t imagine having it any other way. It’s not just their good looks, but their personalities. Their attention and attentiveness. Their loyalty and adoration is faultless and I know without these men behind me, I wouldn’t be the leader I am right now.
There’s still a long way to go and my father’s words haven’t strayed far from my mind. I need to set an example and prove that I can do the job just as much as the men around me. My father’s brutal way of handing the truth to me still stings, but to some degree, I understand what he was getting at.
I need to prove I am capable of leading this family, La Cosa Nostra, into a new era.
“I’m sorry, Principessa.” Giovanni spins around, locking his green-eyed gaze with me. “As much as I’d like to relive the last twelve hours, we need to get out of this pool house before we become hermits.”
I pad forward, sliding my hands up his chest. “I agree,” I say with a smile. “Haze it is.”
Giovanni grips my hips, pressing me to his hard body. “Haze it is.”
[image: image-placeholder]The prospect of knowing that the docks are finally open means a lot of things. One, we can finally get back to business without the Feds looming over us, and two, we can push forward with our plans to sabotage the Verdis. We’ve started with the warehouses, but that’s not where this ends. I made a promise to myself that they would meet their maker. For months, we have been chipping away at their defenses, using my power and reasoning to get all the back-up we can. 
The Vultures have pledged their loyalty to me since saving their leader’s daughter. I might have Greco by the neck on whatever dirty dealings he is doing, but that doesn’t mean I fully trust him. We still need to figure out who is feeding my father information. If that’s Greco’s men, we will soon find out. Luca and Levi dismissed them, which means if any more information is leaked outside of my house, we’ll know about it.
I sit back in my desk chair, content that everything is as it should be. The clubs are doing well, my staff are content and safe, and I’m happy. For what feels like the first time in forever, I actually feel relaxed enough to admire the view from my window.
If I close my eyes, I can hear the faint sound of the ocean. Memories of Enzo and me as kids come flooding back. But for once, my thoughts of him aren’t tainted by anger. It’s a slow road to recovery, and our vengeance on the family that took my best friend away will come. I’ve realized that biding my time is what makes a good leader, and the more I think about it, the more I know that the Verdis won’t see me coming.
I’m playing the slow game now. I just have to hope that we can beat them before Luciano and his family come for me again.
My phone rings on the desk, breaking me from my thoughts. I pick it up, answering, “Levi?”
“Ciao, Bellissima,” he purrs. “I just wanted to tell you everything is getting taken care of. The Torres family already started to clean up and inventory, so we’ll be home soon.”
Home. A smile lifts my lips, his words making my heart beat faster. “Good,” I reply. “I’m done here at Haze.”
“See you soon, Dolcezza!” I hear Luca shout over the speaker.
Rolling my eyes, I hang up the phone. Giovanni is already standing at the entrance to my office when I step out and he doesn’t need me to tell him what to do. He seems to always be on my wavelength, always in sync with me. It’s what makes him a great bodyguard—and an even better lover.
Giovanni opens the door to the SUV for me, but I skip past him, opening the passenger door to take up residence in the seat. He chuckles to himself as he walks around the car, sliding in beside me. “You never cease to surprise me,” he comments, lacing his fingers with mine.
“Would you have me any other way?” I ask playfully, tilting my head.
“Of course not.”
Giovanni peels us away from the sidewalk almost immediately. His cautious driving lulls me into a calmness as I watch the buildings swish by us. It doesn’t feel like long before my eyes close and my exhaustion takes over. My body relaxes into the seat, and as I feel each bend of the road and soft swerve of the car, I know we’ll be home soon.
“CAZZO!”
Screeching tires wake me up, my whole body jolting forward and snapping back as my seatbelt kicks in. My chest constricts, my lungs burning as the tightness around me refuses to relent. I’m still hazy with sleep, but when the sun shines through the window and helps me focus, it’s no longer my lungs refusing to work, but my entire body.
“Run, Sera!” Giovanni barks, but my hands are too shaky to do anything.
The bodies in front of us are marching closer, more determined. Giovanni is already stepping out of the car, gun poised as he warns the tiny army off. “Gio!”
I push open my door, but bullets start to fly at me. One catches my wrist, the burn of speed searing my skin and reminding me I’m not as fucking untouchable as I think. I don’t have my gun, I don’t have any protection but this damn SUV.
“Sera! Run!” Giovanni shouts again, but the gunfire blocks out the sound of his voice.
Ignoring his order, I dive into the footwell, hearing the ping of metal, the smash of glass. There’s nowhere to escape, and as much as Giovanni barks at me to run, I can’t. The only safety I have is this car. And it might be strong, but I know it won’t hold up against bullets for long.
I slide my palms to my ears, blocking out the sounds of metal on metal. I suffocate myself in my knees, clenching my eyes shut and willing for this to be just a nightmare.
But I know it’s not, and I know who is outside this damn box on wheels, trying to get to me. I cry out for Giovanni, finally opening my eyes. But he’s gone.
The bullets have stopped and a sickening thud in my chest has my heart sinking as I pull myself up onto the seat slowly. “Gio?” I whisper.
Suddenly, the door behind me swings open and I’m yanked backwards onto the hard ground. The concrete digs into my side, winding me temporarily. I try to breathe through the pain but it’s too much. Black spots dance in front of my eyes as I crawl on all fours, but I can barely get away before I feel the impact in my ribs.
I roll sideways. It almost feels like I’m floating, but I’m pretty sure that’s the adrenaline coursing through my body to save me from the pain. I heave my body upright. I’m determined to use this damn chemical to get me through this, or at least fight.
My body apparently has other plans, and before I know it, I’m on my back, staring at the blue sky.
It’s all blue… until it’s black.
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“I told you to stop calling me that!” I snap, reaching for Enzo’s leg, but he’s just out of reach. He’s always one step ahead of me, even as kids he would taunt me but I could never catch him. He’s just too quick and smart.
Still, I push harder, even though my arms ache and my chest constricts.
Enzo laughs over his shoulder, dark eyes glancing down at me before he heaves himself up onto a branch. He reaches out, grabbing my hand to hoist me up onto the thick branch with him. I want to push further, I want to reach the very top–something I haven’t ever done–but Enzo is the person to keep me grounded. Not only in the physical sense, but he’s there to give me a reality check when I need it.
“You’re too easy to wind up,” he chuckles lightly, letting my hand go once I’ve settled onto the branch.
I narrow my eyes on him and I half contemplate nudging him just to scare the shit out of him. We’re high up in the trees, the valley below us sweeping, the branches around us swaying. I like it up here. It’s the only place I feel free.
At fifteen, it’s only a matter of time before I’m thrust into the life of La Cosa Nostra. My father has made these plans ever since I was born, when it was confirmed my mother couldn’t carry any more children. I’m the one and only heir to the Bianchi name now, and my father is hellbent on ensuring our position remains at the top.
This was the life I was promised; a burden to me and nobody else. I should feel grateful that my place in this world isn’t to be married off to another family, but to lead. However, I can’t find it in myself to seek that level of relief just yet. I don’t know which is worse, my life constantly at risk because it’s in the limelight, or forever being a bargaining chip?
It doesn’t matter what I want, regardless of my family’s standing. This life has been ingrained in me. I know what is expected of me, and I’ve vowed not to let my father down. Still, I’m nervous about what the future holds for me. I’ll be the first female leader of La Cosa Nostra, and I know not everyone is going to see eye to eye with me.
“You scared?” Enzo asks, breaking me from my thoughts.
“Of what?”
Enzo runs a hand through his black hair, the ends shimmering in the midday sun. “Of what this world can do to us?”
I frown at his words. Sometimes Enzo does that. He talks in riddles, sometimes for enjoyment because I don’t understand half of the questionable thoughts swimming in his mind. We might have known each other since we were babies, but every day I see more of a change in the boy I grew up with. He’s no longer the scrawny guy with an attitude bigger than his weedy muscles. He’s growing up—fast. He’s already been hitting the gym a lot more, spreading his time between me, his workouts, and his duty to his family. It makes me sad that any day we could lose this. I’m not ready for that. Enzo has been my best friend for as long as I can remember. Our mothers are best friends, too.
Casting my eyes down, I watch the ground beneath my feet wobble. My legs sway with the thick branch we’re on, weaving us in the wind. It would only take one wrong move for me to fall and plummet to my death. And just like that my life would be snatched from this world. Maybe that’s what Enzo means?
I shake my head, lifting my gaze back to my best friend. “Why would I be scared? I have you, right?”
Enzo grabs my hand, offering me a wide smile that makes my stomach churn excitedly. He’s always had a beautiful smile, but he rarely does it anymore. The few moments he does are always reserved for me, and I don’t know what I’d do without that smile.
“You’ll always have me, Sera.”
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Levi


“See you soon,  Dolcezza!” Luca shouts down the phone.
I roll my eyes as he starts the car. It roars to life, the rumble of the engine vibrating my body, my ass well and truly fucking relaxed.
I didn’t expect today to run so smoothly, but it did. The Torres family, the guys Sera put in charge of the docks, had already started the clean up when we got there. There wasn’t a lot to take stock of since the feds took most of it into evidence. But we’ve been assured by Raf that none of it will come back to Sera.
None of this means we’re in the clear, though. We haven’t forgotten what our goal was in all of this, we just need to keep our wits about us.
We peel through the gates to the docks, heading away from the coast and towards Sera’s home. With the amount of time we all spend there, it’s swiftly becoming my home, too. Though I know home for me is anywhere our girl is. Our girl. Bellissima.
“Hey!” I snap my head towards Luca. “Why don’t I get a nickname?”
He raises a brow at me, like my question is of any surprise to him. I’m in half a mind to take back what I said. We’re fucking men! We don’t need nicknames, do we?
“You want a nickname?” Luca grins, no longer fazed by my question. I guess that settles the doubt in my mind, but I’m slowly unraveling with embarrassment.
“Maybe,” I shrug, averting my gaze back to the window. 
“Hey,” Luca says softly, his hand sliding onto my thigh. “If you want a nickname, you can have one.”
“What would you call me?”
There’s a pregnant pause, one that fills me with uncertainty. Luca’s jaw feathers slightly as he returns his focus to the road. Either he’s got to think real hard about this, or he’s just placating me. It’s not even that fucking important.
Luca sighs as he smoothly winds us around a bend. “There are too many to choose from.”
I tilt my head in thought. Surely, he can pick one that resonates with me? After all, I’ve literally named him after the size of his cock. The least he can do is reciprocate the gesture. But then another thought crosses my mind.“How about I narrow the list down for you then?”
“Sure,” he laughs, checking the rear-view mirror habitually. 
I meet his gaze, a smirk lifting his lips that makes me grin like a madman. He’s always had an effortless smile. One that teases me into submission because I’ve realized how weak I am for it. Maybe it’s because it’s a rare sight, that it makes that much more special.
“Handsome?”
Luca shakes his head, eyes firmly on the road. I can already tell that he isn’t going to make this easy for me. Still, my determination perseveres. 
“Hot stuff?”
He rolls his eyes at me, but I can see the humor start to take form in them as he snakes the car around another bend. The trees whip past us faster, the Maserati purring as we hit a hill.
“Sexy?”
He clears his throat, adjusting himself on the seat. If that isn’t a tell that I’ve hit a nerve in some way then I guess I don’t know him as well as I thought.
“Oh, I know! Big boy! No, wait. That’s yours.”
“Did it ever occur to you that one name might not be enough?” he interjects playfully.
His words take me by surprise, but then again, anything Luca does always shocks me. I’m in awe at how controlled his damn emotions are all of the time. Okay, most of the time, since his outburst with Sera wasn’t exactly controlled. But that was when we were all on edge. Giovanni had just been shot and emotions were running high. He could have said anything and it would have been an insult.
I pause for a second, contemplating his words. A frown creases my forehead as I try to figure out what he’s not saying. “I don’t know if I should be grateful or offended.”
All of a sudden, Luca swerves the car, pulling us to the side of the vacant road. We slam to a halt, and Luca shuts the engine off. He pins me with a glare, but there’s a deviant look in his eyes, filled with lust and desire that I know is for me and me alone. 
“How about silent?” Before I know what’s happening, Luca slams his lips onto mine. He winds his hand around my neck like a snake, pulling me toward him. The air in the car is electrically charged, pricking my skin with tiny bolts. He pours everything into our kiss, winding his tongue with mine. I feel every part of Luca as he kisses me deeply. So much so that I don’t have room for argument when it comes to his feelings for me.
I know how fast things have moved between us. But somewhere, amidst the chaos and confusion, we’ve found where we belong. We’ve found ourselves.
Luca pulls away, breathless and full of wonder. “Is this really about a nickname or about something else?”
“Both,” I smile weakly, stroking Luca’s face. The scruff along his jawline is back. It’s been back for a while, but he’s been keeping tidy, and I kind of like it. I run my fingers through the blond tufts, my eyes following the action. “I want Sera to be happy, but—“
“So let her be.”
I shake my thoughts. Luca is right, Sera is happy. My thoughts might be on other things, like the fact I find it strange that after three months of silence, Giovanni finally chooses now to speak. Or the worry that we are still no closer to finding out who was helping us that night at the warehouse. There are still so many anomalies that we need to address, and we’re no closer to the answers. 
“I didn’t trust him when I first met him,” Luca interrupts my thoughts, like he knows what I was thinking.
I look up at him, eyes wide and brow furrowed. If Luca didn’t trust him, he must have had a good reason. Luca has always been the most observant one. The guy assesses every situation with one eye on his target and the other on the exits. If he didn’t trust the bodyguard, why did he agree to leave Sera with him today? What changed?
“But,” he sighs, rubbing his brow. “Gio is just as loyal to her as we are. He’s done nothing but protect her. He took a damn bullet for her.”
“Yeah, I know.” I suddenly feel guilty for the thoughts racing around in my head.
“Look, whatever connection they have, isn’t going to compare to yours.” Luca grabs my hand, lacing our fingers together. It’s the most sincere and comforting gesture I’ve ever received from him, and it only makes me like him more. “Or ours.”
I grin back at him. I love the fact that even through my chaotic brain, he manages to comfort me.
He gives my hand a squeeze before returning his attention to the road, peeling us over the asphalt. We make quick time heading back to Sera’s, the sunlight behind us, yet high in the sky. I look out at the blue haze, then back at Luca. His side profile is beautiful, effortlessly good to look at. I could sit and stare at him forever and not get bored. I realize how sad that sounds, but it’s true.
“What?” I frown, noticing the way he narrows his gaze ahead. I follow his eyes, and suddenly my blood runs cold. “Is that?”
“Yeah.” Luca screeches to a halt, the dirt flicking back as he throws the car onto the side of the road.
My body lurches forward, but before I can stop him, Luca is already out of the car, marching towards a car wreck up ahead.
“Luca!” I yell after him, pushing out of the vehicle. I spring forward, each step more determined than the last until I’m shoulder to shoulder with Luca. My pulse booms loudly in my ears as I look at the wreckage; the bullet casings, the glass, the blood.
Luca draws his weapon, aiming it Sera’s SUV as he carefully steps forward. “Sera?” his voice wobbles.
“What the fuck happened?” I look around us, but all I feel is the emptiness and destruction. The space that is forcing its way through my chest is cracking it open. I push through the anger and pain, the doubt and fear as I check the car over. I have to keep a level head, before I break.
But there’s nothing here to find. Nobody left to save. I pull my phone out, pulling up Sera’s number and hitting dial. But it just rings… and rings…
I glance down at the ground, seeing a phone screen light up.
Levi calling.
“She’s gone,” I hear Luca whisper. “She’s fucking gone!” He smashes his foot against the door, the metal groaning under his weight. “Figlio—!” His rage fully takes over as he goes from calm to calamity in a matter of seconds. He kicks the door over and over, the hinges creaking and bending until I hear the metal door crash to the ground.
“Luca! Stop!” I rush to him, yanking him backwards. “Stop!”
“Don’t!” he snaps, shoving me. “She’s fucking gone!” If I thought my own heart was breaking over what we’ve just discovered, Luca sounds like his own is shattering.
He drops to the ground, running his hands through his disheveled hair. “What do we do?”
Fuck. I’ve never heard the guy sound so broken before. It hammers away at the weak wall I’m frantically trying to put up to gain some sense of control over this situation, but it’s no good. I push back the anger, leaning down and grabbing Luca’s face. “We need to get back and tell Raf.”
[image: image-placeholder]“What do you mean you can’t fucking find them?!” Luca roars, throwing his coffee mug across the room. It smashes into thousands of pieces, tiny bits of porcelain splintering under his rage. It doesn’t matter what we say to him, he’s like a bomb about to explode. He’s one second away from self-destruction, only seeing the blame he can place on himself and others. 
Tensions are obviously high since we found the wreckage. Even higher since Raf downloaded the dash cam footage from the vehicle. My blood ran cold when I saw Luciano approaching, but after that, we couldn’t see a thing. Not until Sera’s body came back into view, being carried by one of the Verdi’s. They tossed her into their trunk like she was nothing more than a fucking rag doll, and I don’t even need to think about what’s going to happen to her.
We’re all feeling lost in some way without Sera. There’s no evidence to lead us to Sera. No sign of Giovanni, meaning the Verdi’s probably have him too.
“Your fucking job is to make sure nobody follows us, and you can’t even do that!” Luca screams.
“Hey!” I press my hand to Luca’s chest. “This wasn’t Raf’s fault. Calm down!”
Luca jabs a finger into my shoulder, pressing forward with his body. I try to step back, but every retreat is met with his advance until my back hits the wall. 
“Don’t. Tell. Me. To. Calm down!” He emphasizes each word with a stab of his finger.
I grab it and push it away, pressing my forehead to his in challenge. “I’m on your fucking side, Fontana.”
“Then fucking act like it!” He fist slams through the wall beside my head, drywall cracking as dust and broken paint litters the floor.
“Guys!” Raf shouts over us.
“What!” Luca and I both bark in unison.
“This isn’t going to solve anything. I’m trying to locate her, but you guys need to help.” Raf starts tapping away frantically on his keyboard. It’s silent, except for that damn clicking noise, leaving us all to stew in our own furious thoughts because yeah, we should have seen this coming.
Even though we’ve got The Vultures running surveillance constantly and Sera’s soldiers increasing defenses around the house, we still fell short when it came to her safety. And that was my job. It should have been my job to protect her, to make sure nothing happened to her. Sure, Giovanni is her bodyguard, but he’s just one man. Serafina should have had an entire army behind her, and I let her down.
“What do you need?” I ask solemnly.
“We need the twins back, and we need Zeke to run his men further afield. Someone has to know something.” He resumes tapping away on his keyboard. “Someone has to have heard something, rumors, anything!”
I pull out my phone, shooting a text to the twins. In a matter of seconds, I get a response telling me they’ll be over in an hour. I sink down onto the couch, my fear warring with my determination to stay strong. But it’s too powerful. The guilt wracks through my body like poison, a promise that if anything happens to Sera, I’m as good as dead. I don’t just mean in the physical sense, but mentally, I don’t know if I’m strong enough to live in this world without Bianchi.
Combing a hand through my hair, I observe Raf at work. I’ll never forgive myself for this. I’ll never forgive myself if I really lose her. “Please find her, Raf.”
He gives me a curt nod before absorbing himself completely in his work. Every click of his mouse, every tap of his keyboard fills the silence with even more dread. I’ve never liked the silence much, hating it even more now as we wait on answers that might never come.
Hours go by where we all sit in silence or pace the living room. The coffee cup still lays broken on the floor, a reflection of how we’re all starting to feel. The clock on the wall ticks by, alerting me to how long we’ve spent in this room, all quiet and anxious.
Raf hasn’t come up for air from his laptop. He’s doing a damn good job of focusing on his task, so much so that he doesn’t even bat an eyelid when Luca goes from silent and stoic to pacing frantically. We all know that Luca’s no good to us like this. He’s supposed to be the calm and collected one, but he won’t stop until we have some kind of answers. He’s placing all of his blame on Raf, and it isn’t fair.
At some point, the twins join us from wherever they’ve been. I think it was to scope out their next target on behalf of Sera, but I couldn’t focus past Luca’s frustration to really listen to them. We’re waiting on tenterhooks for Raf to give us something, anything.
But it never comes.
“Let’s get some rest,” I say, standing up slowly.
All eyes lift to me as I take the lead on the situation. It’s midnight, somebody has to, and it’s fallen to me to keep this crew in line.
“We can start our search again tomorrow. Get The Vultures involved, ask questions.”
The twins nod, but Luca is glaring at me like I just pissed in his cereal.
“Luca—“
“Don’t bother!” he snaps, pushing up from the couch. I know he’s taking this the hardest. I don’t know how I’ve found the strength to keep a clear head, because inside all I want to do is scream. We lost our fucking leader, and we have no trace of her.
Luca marches out of the room. I know I should leave him alone, but he’s just as much my responsibility as Sera is and I can’t afford to lose someone else.
Heaving a sigh, I follow him out into the courtyard. It’s pitch-black, save for the lamps lining the circular driveway. I get a sudden wave of deja-vu as I march after Luca, his long strides hard to keep up with. “Luca!”
“Leave me alone, Marchese.”
Ouch. If it weren’t for the torrent of emotions that we’re all battling, I’d have taken that shit a lot harder.
“Hold up!” I say, grabbing his arm and spinning him around.
He doesn’t fight me like I thought he might. Instead, he locks eyes with me, and that’s when I see it; the real heartbreak. It’s unlike anything before. It sends a chill down my spine because I know how hard he took his father’s death, and if he’s anything like me, he won’t survive something happening to Sera.
I wish I could tell him that it’s going to be okay. I wish I could tell him that we’ll find Sera. But doing so would all be empty promises formed on lies. The truth is, none of us know anything. We’re all in the fucking dark.
“I can’t do this,” he whispers, voice filled with desolation.
I take his hand in mine, stepping in to close the distance that separates us. “I know,” I say softly. “But we can’t break now. You can’t break now, because I need you.”
“Sera needs us.”
“We both need you,” I correct. “Don’t leave like this, please.” I clutch his face between my palms, feeling the tears roll down his cheeks. “Stay with me.”
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Serafina


Hazy darkness fills every corner of my mind. Inky fuzziness blocks my ears, a distant ringing coming through every time I try to pull myself out of my subconscious. But the gravity towards abyss seems to be much stronger and after a while of fighting, I give up and let my mind transport me to better times. 
Each dream is filled with Enzo. But those dreams turn into nightmares as my memory reminds me of all the lost moments Enzo and I could have shared. There was so much I should have said to him, so much we should have done together. He was always there for me in the darkest moments of my life; my mother’s death, my relationship with Luciano, my inauguration. It’s too late to go back, though. I can’t change the past, I can only look to the future and avenge what’s left of my best friend’s memory.
But that doesn’t stop those painful feelings from swallowing me up and suffocating me with anger and guilt. All my life I’ve known what my position means. To some, it’s a new era, liberation for all women. But to most, this isn’t how La Cosa Nostra is handled. The latter makes me sink deeper into my thoughts.
I’m vaguely lucid. The sensation of my body swaying still keeps me in the recess of my mind, but the pounding in my head draws me in and out. It allows me to recall recent events; the gun fire, the men, Giovanni screaming at me to run. I never saw him once I was yanked out of the vehicle, but I can hazard a guess as to what happened to him. He couldn’t have survived the bullets, I barely did. He won’t have been saved because there was nobody to save him. We were alone, outnumbered. 
My shoulders pinch where my body sags, my weight sending pain through my arms and shoulders. Then shock comes as water splashes over my face, slipping into my lungs as my mouth parts. It’s cold, sharp, and not fresh at all. It’s like shards of glass cutting into my airways. I gasp and sputter, searching for purchase to stop the weightless sensation dragging my body. But it’s no use, my tiptoes barely scrape against the ground.
Blinking through the pain and hazy memories, I try to look around me, but it’s too dark.
Another splash of water sounds, but I don’t feel the frigid assault of it, I only hear another person’s groan fill the room.
I dart my head to the side, but I can’t see past my arms, only the vast darkness that blankets me. I try to swing my body around, but the metal cuffs cut deeper into my wrists. I scream out, anger filling my cries and stuttering my breath.
“Stay calm, Principessa.”
“Gio?” My throat gives way to a sob as soon as I hear his raspy voice. It’s dry like mine, gravelly from dehydration. I can’t describe the elation or relief I feel because there are no words to truly encapsulate the depth of my emotion. The only thing I can recognize is the fact I’m not alone. “You’re okay!”
Silence.
“How long have we been here?” I croak.
“Too long,” is all Giovanni says back.
I shudder at the thought that this is it for us. It doesn’t matter who I am in here, whoever came for us doesn’t plan on letting us leave.
“We need a plan,” I rasp, my lips dry from hours of sleep.
“This is all my fault,” Giovanni mumbles. His words are full of defeat, but I refuse to let them deflate me. I swing my body out, hoping the chains above me might give, but it’s fruitless. All I’m left with is more aches and bruises. I groan, letting my weight sag as the metal cuts deeper into my flesh. The cool air lashes at the grazes I can feel on my skin, doing nothing to soothe it.
I swing my body around until I’m facing Giovanni. I blink through the darkness, faintly making out his silhouette. “How can you say that, Gio? You didn’t know this was going to happen.”
“I should have done more, Sera. I should have—” He doesn’t get to finish his sentence because the door ahead of us swings open and a blast of light beams through the space before a light overhead turns on. 
I squint through the brightness, finally glimpsing Giovanni and his blood-soaked shirt. He’s slumped, just like me, though I can practically feel his desolation. It hits me like a wave, making me nauseous and dizzy. I turn my head to focus on the blurry figure lingering ahead of us. They approach slowly, almost cautiously, like we’re prey. In all honesty, I feel like prey right now, but it doesn’t take a genius to work out who my predator is.
Rage sparks through my blood. I wriggle and swing, trying to break free from my binds. It’s no use, though, my wrists are bound tight, my entire body hanging from a chain pinned in the low ceiling. Pain radiates so sharply that numbness extends to my extremities, making me dizzy. I groan through the pins and needles in my hands, my eyes struggling to focus on anything because it’s all still blurry.
“Topolina.”
I shudder at the nickname, little mouse. That single dread-filled word spoken in his voice makes me want to hurl. I clench my eyes shut, willing for this to be all part of the same nightmare. It’s wishful thinking, though. I know it as soon as his hand slides down my back.
“Get your fucking hands off me!” I scream, kicking my legs out. I narrowly miss him. If I had a little more give in these chains, I’d be choking him out with my legs or knocking him out with a swing kick. Clearly, Luciano has considered that, because my body only gently moves, even from my exertion.
Luciano tuts at me, shaking his head and stepping in front of me to pinch my cheeks together. “I considered killing you, you know. Leaving you for dead on the side of the Valley road would have been a lot easier. But I’ll be honest, the idea of having you here with me is much more exciting, don’t you think?”
I spit a glob of saliva out, landing it perfectly on his face. “Do you think I’m going to believe your sentiment?” I laugh sadistically. I push my head through my arms, getting as close as I can to Luciano. I won’t give him the satisfaction of my fear. That’s reserved for someone who deserves it, someone like Giovanni who has done nothing but take bullet after bullet for me. “You can’t kill me, you don’t have the fucking balls.”
Luciano sneers back, his anger thinning his lips. I know I’ve struck a nerve when my head shoots sideways and pain radiates through my cheek. He grabs my face with one hand, pressing his forehead to mine. “I don’t have to kill you, Bianchi. I just have to give you enough pain. You always liked the pain, didn’t you? Though I have to admit, you have more fight in you this time around. I’m going to have even more fun breaking you now.”
I suppress a shudder at his proximity. Luckily, he shoves me back harshly, putting some distance between us. The weight of my body and the restriction of my chains doesn’t allow me to move far enough though, which means it’s on Luciano to step away. 
The cuffs punch my wrists as I writhe against them. The urge to scream out is almost unavoidable, so I bite down on my lip, willing my fear to withdraw even just a sliver so I can keep my cool.
“You can hurt me all you like, Luciano,” I grit out. “You’ll get nothing.”
“Is that so?” Luciano steps towards Giovanni, a sly smirk on his face. “Maybe she’ll change her mind once we tell her the truth, what do you think, Gio?”
I turn my head toward Giovanni, my brows furrowing.
“I did what you asked,” he growls. “Now give me my daughter back!” Giovanni thrashes against the chains, but his body isn’t strong enough to get him loose.
Luciano cackles at his efforts. “You can have her back when this is finished.”
My eyes widen and shock has me frozen. It all hits me like a sledgehammer to the gut as realization sinks in that these two know each other.
“What is he talking about?” I snap, trying to catch a glimpse of Giovanni. “Gio?”
Luciano swings me back around to face him, gazing at me with evil intent. “You trust too easily, Topolina.”
My brain seems to move a million miles a second, but I’m having a hard time keeping up. My thoughts are blurred with questions. I’m so fraught with confusion that I can’t seem to find any fucking words. But Luciano was always good at mind games, and I should have known that this was inevitable; him attempting to break me one last time.
“Gio?” Though I try to be strong, his name parts my lips on a whimper. I’ve lost count of how many times I’ve called out to him, and it stings that he won’t answer me.
Luciano laughs sadistically before turning on his heel and heading into a corner of the room, toward a table full of rusty tools. Luciano plucks up each one, examining it quietly. That action alone tells me he’s had this all planned out, and the shame I feel that I’m once again at the Verdi’s mercy kills a piece of me, little by little.
The pause gives me the chance to look around— as much as I can in my restricted state. We’re in some kind of basement where mold festers in the cracks of the walls. It smells damp and reeks of death.
Luciano grins up at me, his blue eyes filled with a sadistic flare. In his hand, he holds a knife, sharp and clean.
If there’s one thing I know about tools like these, it’s that it doesn’t matter if they’re rusty or not. They all hurt the same. There’s a reason rusty tools are used over clean ones, though, and that’s because you don’t have to go as deep. You can still score flesh and cause excruciating pain, the added bonus being the infection you die from afterward. Sharp tools are used to cause quicker pain. You don’t carefully slice and dice, but slash to your heart’s content. And I think that’s what scares me the most. Bleeding out isn’t a pleasant way to die. If I’m going out, I want it to be quick. Though I’ve known Luciano long enough to ignore my naïvety now. He’s not going to make this quick at all.
“Darling, Serafina.” Luciano draws the blade down my cheek. It’s cold and sharp, like every molecule in this room. The slice of flesh burns through my face as the air around us hits the open wound. I can feel the warmth of my blood trickle down my face as Luciano drags the metal down my neck and over my top. The straps of my camisole snap away with a flick of his wrist, the material pooling at my waist. 
“The things I want to do to you,” he says whilst suppressing a groan. “It’s like old times, no?”
I suppress the urge to shudder with disgust. I can’t allow it to bother me because that’s the kind of sick satisfaction Luciano gets. He preys on the weak because he knows he can’t gain a sense of power any other way. The lunatic thrives off of power trips. But I won’t give him what he wants. He can paint this room with my blood, but I still won’t beg.
Luciano runs the knife over my bare breast, pressing the sharp edge against my skin.
I bite down on my lip as I feel more blood drip down my chest. Luciano smears it with one hand, painting my body in crimson. Then Luciano moves to my back, slowing dragging the knife through my flesh. I clench my eyes shut and try to block out the searing pain, but I’m not built for torture, and a nauseating moan escapes me along with a sob.
Luciano leans forward, licking the blood from me between my shoulder blades. “Your pain tastes delicious, sweetheart.”
“Vaffanculo,” I growl, tears welling in my eyes. I squeeze my eyelids harder, praying the tears don’t fall. There’s no way in hell I’m allowing Luciano to win this early in the game.
“Oh, don’t worry,” Luciano whispers in my ear. “We’re getting to that. I might even let your bodyguard watch.”
“Leave her alone,” he snaps weakly. I’ve never heard such pain and sadness come from him, not even when he told me about his daughter. It not only captures my attention, but Luciano’s too. 
My eyes blink open, shock wracking through me at the sound of Giovanni’s voice.
Luciano pauses, pulling back as he chuckles in amusement. “You don’t have a say anymore, Gio. In fact, you’re of no real use to me,” he laughs.
My heart twists in agony at his words, but even so, a wave of relief washes over me when Luciano withdraws further, the warmth of his body leaving my backside.
Luciano moves to stand in front of me, his sharp blue eyes cutting straight through me and I have to look away for fear of breaking like he wants me to.
“You don’t have to do this,” Giovanni pleads. I feel his sadness in those words, like he’s already aware that this was inevitable.
“Don’t tell me you care what happens to her now, Gio. You’re the reason she’s here.” Luciano tuts mockingly, shaking his head as he stalks toward Giovanni, brandishing the knife. “It was so easy to manipulate you. All it took was the right incentive.”
His words grip my heart, making it unbearably hard to breathe. With each breath, I find myself spiraling. I don’t need to know what Luciano means, I’m more than capable—even in my state—to piece everything together.
Giovanni’s daughter.
The mole.
It’s all starting to make sense.
“Is that true?” I ask Giovanni. “You’ve been working with him this whole time?” 
Giovanni doesn’t say a single thing. I don’t think there is anything he can say, really. I already know the answer by the way his head droops between his arms.
Defeat and disappointment claw at me from the inside, ripping apart everything I thought I knew. Giovanni was supposed to protect me. He was supposed to keep me safe. I drop my own head through my arms, letting the silence war with the torrent of questions in my head.
I can’t trust anyone.
“So fickle with your loyalties,” Luciano mocks. “Maybe I should just slit your throat now and be done with it.” 
“No!” I scream, thrashing against my binds as Luciano closes the distance between Giovanni and himself.
He suddenly freezes, slowly turning back to face me, a flicker of amusement lighting his cold blue eyes. I see the moment that realization washes over him, his lips spreading into a gleeful smile as his head swivels between me and Giovanni. Pointing the knife toward him threateningly, Luciano snarls like the devil himself has possessed him. “Damn, I always knew she was a slut, but sleeping with the man who was betraying her all this time?” He wheels around on me, unfiltered accusation lacing his tone. “Are the rumors true, then? You and Fontana? You and Marchese?”
I try to school my expression, but something in it must give me away, because Luciano’s face screws up in disgust.
“Well thank god I didn’t stick my dick in you. You’re damaged goods.” A flare of wickedness ignites in his eyes. “I can think of other ways to make you suffer, though.”
He spins back on Giovanni and my gut twists as he raises the knife, drawing it up to his throat.
It’s a split second move, one I don’t see coming until a roar rips through the room, the vibrations from Giovanni’s deep tone rattling through me, twisting my gut.
Blood smatters the floor below my feet. My teeth grind as I try to block out the sickening sound, but it just keeps on coming.
“NO!” I scream out. I shouldn’t feel defensive of him, not after the revelation of what he’s done, but I can’t help it. I still care about my stoic bodyguard. I can’t just turn those feelings off.
Luciano’s relentless onslaught continues as he drives the knife into Giovanni’s stomach, over and over, my tears rolling as I curse myself for caring so much. Any other leader would ignore the pain of their soldiers, but I can’t. Giovanni is a part of me.
“Stop it!” I cry out, my body shaking. “Stop it!”
“You’re defending him?” Luciano barks an angry laugh as blood pours over his hands. “He fucking sold you out. He doesn’t care about anyone but himself!”
“That’s… not…” Giovanni croaks out, but his words are cut off when Luciano drives the knife back into his stomach.
I scream and scream, but Luciano doesn’t stop. There’s too much blood, too much pain.
My vision blurs, and I succumb to the sinister darkness, greeting it like a long lost friend.
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Luca


I’ve felt pain before. I’ve felt loss like no other; my mother, my father. I didn’t think anything could compare to that feeling. Not until five days ago. 
My whole world came crashing down the moment I saw Sera’s abandoned SUV. I’ve tried to compartmentalize, tried to remain level-headed, but when someone you care about is taken from you, and you’re on borrowed time to find them, there’s really only one reaction.
I run my hands through my hair for the millionth time, watching the ripples in the pool as the rain falls. The raindrops bounce around me; on the patio, on the furniture, on my skin. It’s the first time in months that we’ve had any rain and it’s just another punch in the gut of how fucked up this situation is. Not even the weather can contain its sadness over what has happened.
We had no choice but to tell Sera’s father. Well, it was Levi that told him, and he’s been sporting a black eye ever since. It could have been worse, though. Don Bianchi had every right to end our lives for what we allowed to happen to his daughter. We were supposed to protect her. The only reason he’s holding back from killing us now is because we made a damn promise that we would get his daughter back, and I’ll gladly take the punishment if we can’t deliver on that promise. I know I’m not the only one blaming myself for what happened. We’re all harboring some form of guilt, wishing we were there or close enough to prevent this from happening.
It’s almost four in the morning, and sleep hasn’t come to me. I don’t care that I’m just in my sweatpants, drenched from the rain as I stare into the distance and try to coax some idea of where Sera could be. I’m past the point of tiredness, even though I feel like I’m running on fumes. Five days of constantly feeling like a loose screw tends to send you down a dark path.
I’ve been there once before, when my father died. I reasoned my guilt with my anger and pushed my blame onto Sera. I lost myself in liquor and women to cover that fact I was hurting. But now… now I don’t have anyone to blame but myself. Now, I can’t even contemplate disorientating myself because how can you when you already feel so desolate?
I’ve had to sit and listen to Raf drone on about GPS and VPNs. I don’t have a clue what he’s talking about, which only confirms just how far out of the loop I am. 
The twins have searched all known places with the help of The Vultures, and they’ve returned with nothing. We’re all slowly breaking, and as each day passes, we’re growing more and more desperate.
We don’t know what Luciano has planned for Sera, and truthfully, I don’t even want to think about it. All I do know is that she isn’t dead. He would have made a show about it by now because once a leader dies, the Elders request an emergency meeting with all the families to nominate a replacement. That hasn’t happened yet, and it’s the only silver lining I’m clinging onto.
“Luca,” Levi’s voice calls out through the torrential rain, just as broken and lost as I am.
I don’t look back though, I just focus on cascading water dousing the already full pool. 
His arms wrap around my neck, pulling my soaked back against his chest, his legs framing either side of mine. “You need to get some sleep,” he whispers sweetly.
That’s the thing about Levi. I thought I was the stronger one of us, but it seems my doubts and insecurities run deeper when I’m around him. I chalk it up to the strange dynamic we’ve been thrown into, but I know it’s much more than that. I’m afraid; afraid of losing him as well.
“I can’t,” I grunt back. “I can’t sleep knowing she’s out there, hurting.” I swallow past the lump in my throat. I’m grateful for the rain that falls, blending with the hot tears rolling down my cheeks. I’m also grateful that my back is facing Levi, so he can’t see how broken I am. 
Levi has already seen me cry. But knowing it hurts him just as much as Sera’s disappearance does, means I try to conceal it to avoid the guilt suffocating me.
“We’re going to get her back,” he replies with conviction, holding me tighter. The warmth of his skin soothes the chill from the rain, but it doesn’t warm the death-like grip on my chest. “But you need to rest. And when she’s back, we can get our revenge.”
“This goes way past revenge now,” I murmur. “I’m going to tear the Verdis apart. I’m going to make them regret ever touching her in the first place. This isn’t just for my father, but for her, too.”
Levi grips my chin, tilting my face sideways as he leans over my shoulder. “And I’ll be there with you, holding them down.” He presses a soft, rain drenched kiss to my lips. “But we can’t hurt people while we’re hurting. We can’t save Sera if we don’t rest.”
I hate that Levi is right. We’re no good to anyone exhausted and fragile, but sleep isn’t my friend at the moment. And the pain digging deeper in my chest at the absence of our leader keeps me wide awake.
Pressing my forehead to his, I revel in his touch. We’ve been so distant this past week, and I know it hasn’t helped matters. I’ve pushed him away, but like a goddamn boomerang, the idiot just keeps coming back. It should bother me that he won’t leave me alone, but the truth is I’m glad. I don’t want to think about losing him, too, and that only cements those thoughts eating away at me. The thoughts I try to ignore, but they only shout louder. My feelings for Sera are in equal measure to the way I feel about Levi. I’m falling for the asshole and there isn’t a single thing I can do about it.
“Why do you have to make sense?” I whisper, smiling weakly.
“Because one of us has to,” he shrugs. “I know you’re lost, I am too. But I need you, Luca. I need you by my side because I can’t lead this crew to Sera without you.”
My stomach twists into knots, realizing how selfish I have been. I’ve burdened myself with my own guilt, while everyone else has been pushing through to find our leader. I’m not the only one hurting, but I’ve done fuck all to help the situation.
Shame pulls at the knots, sadness threading its way through. “I’m sorry.”
“Me too,” he says softly. “We’ve all lost her, but we have each other to get through this, right?”
I nod, smiling to myself when I realize the one thing I should have said all along. “Il mío sole. That’s what you are to me.”
“Sunshine, huh?” he raises a brow.
I raise my hand to the heavens opened up above us. “Sunshine in this storm.”
He smiles at that, like my words have brought the faintest trace of happiness to our morbid reality. 
The space between us is suspended in silence, a moment where it is just us, looking into each other's eyes. I see all the lightness start to return in his eyes, I feel it as I close the distance. And then I crash my lips to his, letting the rain wash away the newly formed tears from my face.
He cups my face, pulling me in harder like he can’t get enough of this simple exchange. Our tongues tangle, our passion burning through the kiss, our feelings pouring into it. The rain pummels louder around us, and even though our clothes are soaked through, there’s nowhere else I would rather be than right here. I know I can’t get through this pain without Levi, and I think he feels the same.
Eventually, Levi pulls away, the fire in his eyes burning bright as he strokes my cheek with his thumbs. He is staring so adoringly into my eyes that somehow, all my fear and doubts are swept away in that moment, the intensity of our kiss reminding me of what we have. Of what I’m so fucking afraid to lose.
“Come on, pretty boy,” he says, pushing up to his feet. He holds a hand out to me and I look up at him suspiciously.
“Pretty boy?”
Levi rolls his eyes, heaving me up so that I’m chest to chest with him. “On the days when the skies are gray, you’re what I want to look at. When the skies are blue, I’ll still be looking at you.”
My chest constricts with something unfamiliar. It’s not a pain, but a lightness, a featherweight brush of something liberating.
“Now come on, we should dry off.”
I comply, following him back inside where the warmth of the house makes me shiver from the temperature change. We rid ourselves of our clothes, wrapping up in blankets before wrapping ourselves in each other’s arms on the couch in the den.
The place still smells of Sera, and Levi must know that this is where I feel most at ease. It’s the only thing reminding me that she is still with us. The only thing keeping me somewhat sane in this chaos.
I shift in Levi’s arms, not even perturbed that the couch can barely fit us horizontally, and rest my head on his chest. I still feel the weight of Sera’s absence. I don’t think that will stop until she’s here with us, but until that day comes, I know I still have Levi, and he has me.
With the hope of my thoughts, I let the week’s worth of unforgiving exhaustion take me under, pulling me into the dark where guilt and fear can’t get to me.
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Giovanni


The pain comes in waves, my consciousness warring with the dark. I wish I could stay there in the abyss, where the pain can’t reach me, but like clockwork, I’m woken up by the cold assault of water splashing over my face. 
Luciano repeats the ritual, cutting and slicing, stabbing and slashing. Every time I hear Sera’s screams for Luciano to relent, I lose a little more of myself. This is her pain. While mine is physical, she has to battle it mentally and emotionally, and I personally know which one is worse.
Cuts and bruises heal, but the emotional torment never goes away. When all of this is over, she’ll have to live with this, while I’ll be somewhere the crows can pick at, never to find my family again.
Sera’s sobs have become nothing more than croaks in this frigid room when Luciano reappears. Her pain is evident, but he won’t relent until she abdicates her position. That’s what he wants out of this. He knows he can’t kill her because there would have to be a body to find and answers to questions from the Elders. 
What’s worse is how the sick fucker gets off on this shit, so killing her doesn’t seem to be an option anyway. At least I know she can get out of this. If only she would give Luciano what he wants.
I don’t know how long we’ve been down here. There are no windows or clocks to tell the time. The only constant is the torture and relief when Luciano sends his soldiers to patch me up, only for it to start all over again once I’m safely confined in my own mind.
But it’s not safe at all. It’s where my demons find me. 
I wish I could stop this. I wish I had the power to protect Sera, but I don’t. I never had the power because it was taken from me the day Gabriella was stolen. And now, I don’t think I’ll ever get her back.
The silence is deafening in this room, the sad tension thick and suffocating. It’s dark and damp in here, the scent of blood and piss leaking from every crack and crevice in this place. What’s worse than that is the fact that Sera hasn’t spoken to me directly since the torture started, she’s only begged Luciano to stop.
“Sera?” I force out. My throat is dry from the pain, my voice cracked and broken like my body. “Sera, I need to ask you something.”
“I don’t owe you shit.” Her voice is void of all emotion. I know she hurts for me, but that’s as far as her forgiveness goes. There’s no coming back from what I did to her. There’s no coming back from any of it for me. I know how this ends and I’m at peace with that.
“Please,” I cough. “You’re going to get out of this. And when you do, I need you to find her.”
We lapse into silence for a moment. I wonder if Sera is contemplating whether she will still help me after all of this is done or if she is questioning whether she’ll even get out of this. 
“Who?” she eventually asks, and the relief I feel from that one word is incomparable.
I sigh, smiling weakly into the dark. “Gab—“
The door to the room swings open, a loud crash sounding as the door hits the wall and cuts me off. A morbid chill follows Luciano as he steps in, the overhead lights filling the space and highlighting his sadistic smile.
“Here’s my two love birds,” he smirks, approaching Sera first. He pinches her face between his thumb and fingers, making her lips pout so he can kiss them. “I’ve missed you, baby.”
Sera scowls at him, but that’s as much fight as she has left in her. She won’t give him the satisfaction of her disgust or despair, she’s long since stopped begging him. Her strength must come from a deeper place because she’s resolute in her reactions to him now and she won’t give him the one thing he wants; her title.
Luciano turns to me, tilting his head to assess me with a sick grin. “I have good news for you.”
I narrow my eyes on him. I’ve quickly learned what I should have months ago; that Luciano is not to be trusted. He never intended to let me out of this easily. He was never going to reunite me with my daughter. I was destined for this pain until the end, and I was the tool to make Sera suffer.
“Oh come on, Gio. Look a little more grateful. Today is your release day!”
I shake my head weakly. “Let Bianchi go,” I croak.
Luciano leans in, cupping his ear. “What was that?”
“Let… Bianchi… Go.”
He lets out a sigh, stepping back and glancing between us both. Serafina is still relatively unharmed, which means she can get out of this. She knows Luciano has my daughter and despite what happened between us, I hope she can find it in her to save my little girl.
“Oh Gio,” he tuts before whistling over his shoulder.
The oppressive sound of multiple footsteps sound before the clanking of chains. In a matter of seconds, my whole body collapses onto the floor. Luciano comes into my vision, so does the gun in his hand, shining under the harsh artificial lights.
“I used to look at her like you do, back when she was a little virgin with so much innocence. It was so fucking delicious to mold her to me. It was euphoric to know her screams and whimpers were—“
I growl out, his words fueling whatever energy I have left in my body to lunge forward. But he’s too quick for me. I fall forward, slumped in a bloody heap of agony as Luciano points his gun at my head.
“That was fucking stupid, Gio.”
“Please,” I whisper through heavy breaths. “She doesn’t deserve any of this.”
Luciano presses the cold barrel to my temple, preventing me from looking at Sera. The sharpness of the metal mixed with the cold damp concrete beneath my cheek is a morbid welcome, soothing the heat coursing through my aching body. 
“You don’t know what she deserves. She’s fucked up everything! It should have been my family leading, not her, and now she needs to go.”
“Don’t kill her,” I beg. I can’t lose Sera as well. I’d happily leave this world, but Sera has to be safe.
“Oh I’m not going to kill her,” Luciano answers flatly. He looks past me to share a silent conversation with his men. Then, without notice, I’m hoisted upwards. One arm is still attached to the chains, leaving me half reliant on my numb legs to keep me up. “You are.”
My eyes widen, but Luciano grips my hand, forcing the gun into it. This is the inevitable; the reason Luciano won’t kill Sera. The questions that will be asked will come back to him, but if I do it… “No!”
He grabs my arm, pointing the gun at Sera. “This will all be over, if you just pull the trigger. You can see your daughter again, once a bullet goes through Bianchi’s head.”
I shake my head, silently pleading with Sera while avoiding looking at the trail of dried crusted blood between her beautiful tits. All she has to do is revoke her title. It’d be that easy for her to get out of this unscathed. She can fight her way out of here, all she has to do is say the words. But her brown eyes are just as defiant as she is, her body stiffening as she prepares to welcome death.
“Do it,” she says firmly, nodding at me. “Because he’s not getting my title.”
My hand shakes as Luciano squeezes my fist around the gun. “See? She doesn’t care about you, or your daughter,” he snarls. “She doesn’t care about anyone but herself.”
Though his words piss me off, it’s not for the reason he wants them to. Because I know that’s all this woman feels. She cares deeply about everyone, even those who don’t deserve her compassion. Sera is the most caring person I know. She would burn the world to save the people she loves. She makes promises to those who don’t deserve them in order to avoid chaos. She’s willing to fight until the bitter end, because she knows it means that if I do this, I get my daughter back.
I slump against the chains, feeling them cut into my wrist. But I don’t care about the pain, or the bruises, or the blood. Nothing can compare to the pain I’ll feel if Sera dies at my hand. My head drops and the defeat lacing my words is so heavy, I have to close my eyes. “I can’t.”
“Gio!” she barks through gritted teeth. “Do it!”
“No!” I swing my arm around, aiming for Luciano- but yet again, he’s too quick.
He smacks the gun out of my hand, the weapon clattering to the ground. My heartbeat drums in my ears as I try to gain balance, but my legs are too weak and I collapse. Pain radiates through my shoulder as my legs give way. I know it’s dislocated when the agony takes my breath away and Luciano uses this to his advantage, stepping towards me, brandishing a larger knife than before. I don’t know where he was hiding that, but the size of it tells me it had to be nearby.
With one smooth lunge, he thrusts the blade into my abdomen, twisting it until his hand is covered in crimson and dark spots dance before my eyes. I cry out, but it all feels empty, like my voice has been stolen from me.
“Gio!” I hear Sera scream through the depths of darkness blanketing my vision. “Figlio di puttanas!”
I hear the chains containing her clink and crash under her weight as she throws herself, but we both know it’s no use. Her screams and cries are redundant here, her attempts to free herself will be fruitless and it’s all because of me.
I should have known this was how my story would end. There were plenty of times I could have changed this path, veered away from it if only I trusted enough. I should have trusted Sera sooner. I should have told her from the start instead of keeping my silence. I shouldn’t have lied or kept this from her.
But that’s the thing about regret—you can’t regret something that hasn’t happened, and nothing happens without regret.
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Serafina


"Faccia di merdas! Micios! ” I scream and scream, battling the exhaustion pumping through my veins until my cries become nothing more than wisps of air. I kick out my legs, thrash against my restraints as the tears fall, but it doesn’t matter.
Nothing matters anymore.
The door to this shitty room slams shut, but I’m not alone. I feel his breath envelop me. I sense his sinister presence before I see it.
I hold my breath, expecting the same knife that just killed Giovanni to plunge into my own flesh, but it doesn’t come. I open my eyes, staring straight at the man who tried and failed to protect me in so many ways. His blood paints the ground below. His body fills the room with the reminder of my inevitable fate.
All of the sudden, I plummet to the ground, my knees cracking on impact. There’s nothing to soften the fall, no energy in my legs or arms to stop myself as my face smacks off the concrete with a sickening thud. I groan out through the pain radiating from my face, through the thick waves of nausea plummeting into my stomach.
But as soon as I feel the cold concrete beneath me, I relax into it. It’s a brief reprieve from hanging by my wrists. I’m already aware of the lacerations breaking my skin and the fact one shoulder doesn’t feel quite right.
A shoe digs into my side, flipping me onto my back. “Let’s come to an agreement,” Luciano taunts, crouching in front of me. “I’m a respectable man. You’re a…” He doesn’t finish his sentence—probably reluctant to give me any kind of compliment.
Luciano’s blue gaze pins me in place. I’ve seen that look before. It’s the same one he used to give me when chaos was out of his control. It’s the look of a man still searching for power. 
“Rescind your position, and I’ll let you live.”
As much as I want to believe him, it’s all lies. Every goddamn second spent in this place has been filled with them. From Giovanni’s betrayal to Luciano’s torture methods. Neither of them can be trusted. It’s just me. Though the longer I’m here, the more I feel like I can’t even trust myself.
“Fuck… you,” I croak weakly.
“You always were stupid, cagna,” Luciano sneers. 
I look up at him, feeling every level of hatred and disgust for the man I once believed I loved. But that wasn’t love at all. It was toxic, poisonous. Luciano wouldn’t know how to love, not like Levi, not like Luca. Not like Giovanni. He just snakes his way into your life and before you know it, he’s taking you down like a viper. Topolina
That last thought mixed with guilt pushes me upright. Luciano might still tower over me, but I refuse to let him win.
“You always were a prick,” I grin sadistically.
Luciano’s hand slices through the air, the back of it whipping so hard that when it connects with my cheek, my arms give out beneath me. My head snaps sideways as Luciano backhands my face. I roll across the floor, slumping in a naked mess on my front. My chest heaves as I manage a cough, blood smattering the damp concrete, but my defiance wins out as I turn back to grin at him. 
“Is that all you’ve got?” I taunt.
“Oh, you want pain?” He crouches over me, gripping my throat and hoisting me up. He slams my back against the wall, winding me for a split second. “I gave you so many chances, so many opportunities to walk away from this. Now, I’m just going to have to do it myself.”
Fear wraps around me, accompanying Luciano’s vise grip on my neck as he points my face in the direction of Giovanni’s slumped form, still hanging from his one cuff. 
“You did this, Topolina. You killed him. Now his daughter has nobody. Nobody but me.”
Another tear falls, my heart breaking and gut wrenching. I’m torn between my anger and sorrow. I’m angry that Giovanni didn’t come to me and tell me what was happening. I’m angry that he felt he could do this all on his own. I’m sad that even after everything, he didn’t trust me with this. But what hurts the most is knowing his poor girl is still out there, now without a father.
I bite back a sob and narrow my eyes. I refuse to let Gabriella grow up alone. Even if this wasn’t my doing, I knew what Giovanni was going to ask me earlier. I need to get out of here. I need to find her. I don’t owe Giovanni shit for what he did to me, but this has gone past the point of blame. I won’t let another innocent girl fall into the hands of Luciano and his sick ways.
“You’re right,” I grin through a bloody mouth. “I did this.”
I use all my energy to push away from the wall. It’s minute, but just enough to shock Luciano, enough to swing my body and lift my knee to his groin.
“Figa stupida!” Luciano’s fist connects with my ribs, stealing my breath. I coil over, but Luciano has me pinned against the wall again, stepping between my legs.
My throat scratches as I try to swallow my fear. I refuse to beg or give in, though. I might not have been taught to withstand torture, but I refuse to give Luciano the power over me. He may have broken me on the inside, but he’ll never know. I’ll die before he ever knows how broken I am.
“All you have to do is say those words!” Luciano bellows. “And then all of this will go away!”
Another lie.
“Never!”
“Fine!” Luciano snaps, shoving another fist into my side. The agony rains down as I drop to the floor. He kicks at my slumped form over and over. Never breaking his rhythm, his momentum never falters.
My insides burn up, my throat feeling like it’s tearing from the inside out. I refuse to go out this way, though. I’m determined to get myself out of here, even if it kills me. Nobody is coming to save me, not even the man who swore to protect me. There’s no sign of Luca or Levi. As far as I am aware, nobody knows where I am. At least I can rest easy with that thought because I know they’re safe. I don’t think I could bear to lose either of those men, even if it was to rescue me.
Every kick in my stomach sends waves of nausea through me, but I push forward, fighting through aching limbs and a blood filled mouth. I look past his form, to the light filling the doorway. I try to crawl forward, desperation pumping through me.
“I don’t think so,” Luciano cackles.
I scream out as agony rips through my hand and I collapse. I look at where Luciano’s shoe flattens my palm, my fingers outstretched, crunched beneath his weight. Blood dribbles from my mouth and down my chin, but I don’t have the energy to spit out, so I just let it fall from my parted lips, watching the crimson strands slink to the ground.
“I knew I’d enjoy your fight.” 
Grabbing my hair, he yanks my head up to rub my bottom lip with his thumb. It’s a gesture that I would normally enjoy from anyone else, but being this weak has definitely put a shit spin on things. 
“I always admired this body, Serafina,” he grins, grabbing my tits harshly. “And now I have you all to myself. Are you going to be a good little mouse and scream for me?”
I cry out, the cold air against my hard nipples makes it all hurt. But that’s what Luciano wants. My cries, my screams. He revels in my pain because it’s the only power he’ll ever get.
I shiver as the cold air wraps around my naked body. I’m aware of my state, covered in dirt and blood, but it doesn’t seem to deter Luciano. He shoves me backwards, crawling on top of me, until his weight pushes into me. It feels like every single bone is about to crack, and it rips agony right through me like I’m being split in two.
Through blurry vision and empty screams, I see Luciano shift slightly. My heartbeat pounds in my ears, my breaths coming out in staggered heaves. I’m more than familiar with how Luciano likes to take control of situations, but despite the turn of events, I know I won’t survive this.
Then I hear the zipper.
I kick out, but between his body and the concrete, there’s not much give for me to escape. It doesn’t stop me though. I slam my head forward, butting heads with him.
It fucking hurts like a mother fucker, but I don’t care. It momentarily stuns him, giving me enough time to crawl out from underneath Luciano’s groaning form and stumble clumsily to my feet. The room feels like it’s spinning, my nausea returning as I gulp in air.
Oh no.
The ground meets my body once more, offering me the coldest embrace.
“You’re going to pay for that,” Luciano hisses as he grabs on and yanks me backwards, pinning me to the ground with his body again. “I was going to make this sweet for you.” His hands fumble between our bodies. “But now, I don’t really care!”
He parts my thighs with his own, his hand gripping my throat. All my energy has been exerted and I’m back to running on fumes. Suddenly, the prospect of getting away seems like a dream.
I give into the helplessness and cry out. 
“Oh, you’re so pretty when you beg.” He runs his tongue over my face, the cut of his earlier incision stinging from the contact, but I force back the bile and tears.
It won’t stop him. I can already feel him pressing against my entrance, forcing himself as hard as he can. Though I know he’ll struggle. That knee to his balls must have done a number on him because even though the numbness, I can make out him struggling.
I’m all out of tears, all out of energy. The darkness that blossoms from the edges of my vision starts to close in.
This is it.
This is me accepting my fate.
Click.
“I think it’s going to be you begging, Verdi.”
Luciano freezes above me. I can’t see anything past the dark shadow looming over our bodies, but that voice.
I’d recognize it anywhere.
I blink back my confusion as the silhouette moves and the light gives way to the person behind the voice. My heart races, my pulse pounding so loudly in my ears that I can barely think straight.
No.
It’s a mirage. It has to be. It’s my imagination playing tricks on me. I’m so fucking drained and dehydrated, I must be hallucinating because there is no way I’m seeing what I think I am. Every part of me wants to reach out, to confirm that it is just my brain welcoming the man who I haven’t stopped thinking about since he left.
Through a forced smile and a broken heart, I look up at those dark eyes. My throat is raw, but I still manage to utter the one name that shatters me.
“Enzo?”
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Thank you


Thank you for reading  The Silence Lies – Part One in the Twisted Betrayal Duet. If you enjoyed this book, please consider leaving me a review. Reviews help my books reach new readers, meaning my books get seen by everybody. Obviously, if you didn't enjoy this book, I commend you for getting to the end. But leave me review anyway will you ;)
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Sei tutto per me – You're my everything
Dolcezza – Sweet thing
Bellissima – Beautiful
Tesora – Treasure
Principessa – I think we can guess what this one is ;)
Toppolina – Little mouse
Faccia di merda – Asshole
Cagna stupida – Stupid bitch
Figa – Cunt
Cazzo – Damn/Fuck
Fongoul – Fuck you
Vaffanculo – Fuck off
Merda – Shit
Taci – Quiet
Figlio di puttana(s) – Mother fucker(s)
Micio – Pussy
Puttana – Whore
Donna – (in reference to La Cosa Nostra) female version of 'Don'
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Serafina


Have you ever had that dream where you’re floating? 
The world around you seems to pass by, though you can’t really see anything because it’s just a blanket of darkness. But you’re at peace, gently following the invisible current. I’ve always wondered if this is was death feels like, warm and fuzzy, not at all daunting or terrifying. Though I know I’m not dead, I can’t dry that thought hasn’t crossed my mind recently.
I’m aware of the warmth wrapped around me, a firmness keeping me in place. It’s comforting, a distinct contrast to the room I’ve been held captive in for god-knows how many days.
I shiver as my body is shifted slightly. Whoever has a hold of me isn’t prepared to let go just yet. I kind of like it, though. I’m not afraid. I’m not hurting. It’s tender, almost loving.
That thin veil that has been keeping me in the darkness seems to disintegrate. My body, still warm, decides that whatever has kept me still for so long is wearing off and it’s time to wake up.
My eyelids flutter, my vision blurred by the faint light. My dreams seem to dissolve away as I come to, taking a deep breath, like it’s the first time in so long that I’ve felt this relaxed.
“Good morning, Bellissima.”
I shiver under the heat coiling up the back of my neck, smiling at the raspy voice full of sleep. It’s then that I realize, where I am. I’m safe.
The arm banded around my waist pulls tighter, making me hiss out from the pain radiating up my side. But the comforting closeness of these two men makes me forget about the pain.
“What are you both doing in here?” I whisper, voice dry and cracked.
“Well,” Levi leans in closer behind me, pressing his not so subtle hard-on against my ass. “This asshole wouldn’t leave your side, so I had no choice but join in.”
“You were meant to debrief everyone,” Luca mumbles into my hair.
I look up to see his eyes still firmly shut, but there’s a hint of a smile curling his delicious lips.
“The only people I want to debrief are you two,” Levi murmurs, snaking his arms around my waist, effectively pushing Luca’s away.
But Luca reaches around me. I don’t know what he does, but Levi lets out a yelp as Luca growls at him. “Not until she’s better.”
“She is not an invalid,” I rasp, pushing myself up. My energy wanes almost immediately and I drop back onto the mattress with a load groan.
Luca rolls onto his side, nuzzling into my neck. “You were saying, Dolcezza?”
“Fine,” I grumble, surrendering to the fact my body isn’t quite ready to move. Everything is still a bit hazy. The last thing I remember is my stupid brain conjuring up visions of my dead best friend. 
Levi runs his fingers through my hair, nuzzling into the other side of my face. “How are you feeling?”
“Aside from my entire body hurting? I’m okay.” My brows furrow as think more about what happened, how I got here, who got me here. I don’t remember anything past the gun fire. The last thing I vividly remember was me fighting Luciano, right after he….
“What happened?” I ask, swallowing dryly.
Levi notices, sitting up almost immediately to pass me a glass of water that he must have had prepared. “Don’t worry about that for now. Doctor’s orders are to stay in bed, and be treated like the queen you are.”
Luca helps me sit up so that I can take the water. Graciously, I sip it before realizing what Levi just said. I raise a brow at him suspiciously. “The doctor told you to treat me like a queen?”
I don’t even remember a doctor coming. The fog in the back of my mind is telling me something but I’m just too exhausted to make out what it’s trying to say. Something niggles, like a creature trying to break through the hazy confusion.
“Drink up, Dolcezza.” Luca guides the glass to my cry, cracked lips.
“What happened to Luciano?” I ask.
“We’ll tell you later,” Levi jumps out of the bed, almost spilling the water in my hand. “First I need coffee, and you need sustenance.”
I catch a glimpse of Levi, his tight boxers hugging his peachy ass. God, I’ve missed that ass.
“Take a picture, Bellissima. It’ll last longer,” Levi winks over his shoulder, that boyish grin making me blush. I feel like it’s been weeks since he graced me with that smile. The dimples in his cheeks softening his features.
“Please Levi,” I whisper. “What happened to him?”
“He’s taken care of,” he answers flatly.
I gulp nervously. “And Giovanni?” The last thing I remember is Luciano driving a knife into him. I have to know what happened to him.
Looking up at Levi, I see him and Luca sharing a look.
“What is it?”
Luca grips my hand, his thumb stroking over the back of it. “There’s a lot to unpack. But we want you to get your strength back before we discuss our next steps.”
“Next steps?” I croak. I’m so exhausted that my confusion only tires me out more.
Wrapping his arms around me, Luca hands the glass of water back to Levi. 
“First thing’s first, breakfast.”
“Rest first,” Luca corrects, slowly guiding me back under the covers. He holds me close to him, gentle and comforting. But no matter how hard I try, I just can’t get back to sleep. It’s like I’m past the point of exhaustion. There are so many questions I have, and nobody is willing to answer them. It does nothing for my erratic thoughts, and nothing for the fear slowly snaking it’s way into my mind.
I need answers.
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Axel


For the first time since I can remember, I am finally relaxed. All the tension surrounding me, surrounding Cassie and this case, it finally relents long enough for me to catch my breath. 
I have Cassie tucked under my arm, her head resting on my chest while her delicate snores escape. She’s like a breath of fresh air that I needed right when I felt I was suffocating. She’s taken me by surprise in more ways than one and now I know this will not be a one-off.
It’s still really late at night and I’m yet to fall asleep, but I’m reeling over the fact that Cassie is here. I’m staring down at her and all I can think about is the reason why. We both know how she got here, but I’m not so sure she realizes that I’m all too aware of her situation.
I’ve had Max following the fuckface for the past two weeks. I wouldn’t feel safe unless I knew the ins and outs of Cassie’s life, and her roommate was just another pawn to take off the chessboard once I found out what he was doing. Judging by the photos, it looks like it’s been going on longer than I realize.
I lay awake with my thoughts and at some point, I must have fallen asleep because when I wake, the space beside me is cold. Her tantalizing scent is all over my pillows, all over me, and it’s delicious. But I can’t help feeling the emptiness that she’s not beside me. I know she hasn’t left because her phone is still on the side and her clothes are still where I left them, tossed in a pile on the floor.
Peeling back the covers, I pull on some gym shorts and head downstairs. The sight that greets me is an indelible image that has my dick twitching instantly.
Cassie is bent over, searching through my cupboards, wearing only my shirt. I’m admiring her from the doorway. Her peachy ass is poking out from underneath, her beautiful golden hair is tousled and tied up in a messy ponytail.
“My shirt looks good on you.”
She jumps up at the sound of my voice, looking bashful and breathless.
“I was looking for the coffee,” she stutters.
“Top right,” I point in the direction of the cupboard and she steps over to it. I perch on the stool against the kitchen counter, watching her intensely as she makes us both coffee. When she hands me a cup, I notice she is deep in thought.
“What’s wrong?” I’m taking a sip of my drink as she leans against the counter, clutching her mug tightly.
“I wanted to talk to you,” she hesitates. Her lip is caught under her teeth, she’s biting back the anxiousness.
“What about?” I quirk a brow when I’m answered with silence. I’m almost certain it’s about what happened last night. We’ve not spoken much about it and I’ve been wondering when it was going to pop into the conversation.
“It’s about the trial next week.” Her voice breaks, and the tension from the other day reappears in full force.
I glance up at the clock. It’s early, and it’s a Saturday. “It’s eight in the morning. Do we have to talk about this now?” I sigh.
She tilts her head and there’s no way I can resist her. Her lip is pouted, and she’s batting her fucking eyelashes. “Humor me.”
“Fine,” I let up, reaching forward and tugging her to me. She falls right on my lap and there’s something so right about the way she fits there. It feels too comfortable. It’s the first time I’ve ever felt like this and I’m growing used to it far too quickly.
Cassie wraps her arms around my neck. A wide smile spreads across her face. “Do you trust me?” she asks with trepidation in her tone.
“Yes.” There’s no doubt that I do. Somewhere along this connection that we’ve formed over a short period, I’ve come to know the real Cassie. She’s so kindhearted and patient that there isn’t an untrustworthy bone in her body.
“Good.” Her finger trails down my bare chest, tracing the tattoos that stain my skin. Her touch is both relaxing and erotic, and I’ve already forgotten what she was saying.
“...Daniels is clearly out to get you. I don’t know why and I don’t need to know why, but I do need to know whether there is anything I should know about before next week. If you’re cross-examined, Daniels is going to try and get under your skin.”
“He’s already under my skin,” I reply through gritted teeth.
The guy might be the one arguing my innocence, but that’s not why I hate him. I sensed there was something wrong with the picture even before the first court appearance. Now, hearing the guy’s name just boils my blood.
“Well, he’s going to make sure he’s got you by the balls, and I need to make sure that doesn’t happen.” She taps her finger against my chest to make a point.
I observe her for a second, the way her eyes glisten with fiery determination. She cares, I can tell that much. Not just about the case, but about me. I sigh exasperatedly before answering her honestly.
“No, there is nothing you need to know about that night.”
“But if he does put you up on the stand, you need to stay calm. And I need you to trust me, okay?” She smiles up at me. Her plump lips are enticing me all over again. “Okay?” she reiterates, sliding her arm over my shoulder. I grip her waist and bring her closer to me until my lips are barely touching hers.
“Okay.”
I’m unable to contain the urge to have her again, to taste her. She’s already realized my proximity and my intentions as I lean into her.
“Do not let him get to you,” she warns, pulling away from my advances.
“This feels more like a pep-talk than a meeting.”
“Axel, we’re in your kitchen and you’ve just fucked me senseless all night. You can hardly call this a meeting.” She’s trying to scold me but it’s not working. She has a look of reminisce on her face and I know I’m the reason it’s there.
“That, I did,” I smirk. I definitely fucked her senseless and the fact that she admitted it so bluntly makes me feel smug and horny all over again.
I trail my hand up her back, cupping her neck and bringing her closer to me. Seeing her in just my shirt is manifesting something primal within me. I bring her to my lips, devouring her in a deep kiss. Her body melts into mine, her arms tightening around my neck to remove any space between us.
She moans into my mouth, and I take advantage, pushing my tongue through to taste hers. Damn, this woman tastes divine. My hand trails up her leg, squeezing the soft flesh. I love how good she feels against me; I relish in how she reacts to me. So responsive.
My hand reaches her ass, cupping and kneading it as my rock hard erection presses into her. Our mouths part and close. I’m swallowing her pleasured whimpers and trying to maintain control. Her sweet cries are all I really need to get off on. She’s perfect.
I move to her neck, smelling the sweetness of her skin. She still smells delicious, like velvet chocolate that I want to devour all over again. Her skin feels like silk under the touch, hot and soft. I trail my tongue up the column of her neck, and Cassie squirms with delight against my dick.
My hand wraps around her hair, tugging her head back until she is looking directly into my eyes. “You’re not wearing any underwear,” I growl as soon as I recognize the absence of her panties.
“You stole them from me last night, remember?” she quips.
Damn, she’s right.
“Smart mouth. I think this meeting is adjourned.” I smirk and then I’m on her mouth again, kissing her until her moans return.
I make quick work of the few buttons done up on the shirt, and she shudders when the cool air whips around her pert tits, exposing perfect taut nipples.
Dragging my hand up her stomach, I reach her tits and roll her delicious nipples between my fingers. Her back arches in response. I can already feel the heat and wetness pooling between her. So ready and wanting.
With my hands on her waist, I lift her onto the counter. A small squeak leaves her parted luscious lips as her bare ass slaps against the surface.
“Hungry?” I ask as I eye up the fruit behind her.
She nods hesitantly, biting that fucking lip again.
I pick out a strawberry and lift it to her lips. She bites down on half and lets the pink juice glisten on them. Pressing a kiss to her pillow-soft lips, I taste the sweetness. The subtle tang lingers on my tongue as she tangles it with hers.
Cassie throws her head back, breaking our kiss as I drag the strawberry down her neck, down between the valley of her perfect tits. The cool red stain it leaves makes her gasp, and she arches her back, begging for more. She’s gripping the edge of the counter, and I know I’m driving her crazy, just like she does to me.
I drag the juices over her nipples, circling a trail around it while her legs part involuntarily. I lock her in with my anchoring stare. I’m in awe of her as she sits in front of me, body glowing, and I let my eyes drop to her glistening pussy. She’s inviting me closer and I love it.
Her mouth lifts up at the corners while she leans back, exposing that glorious entrance. The shirt droops off her shoulders, revealing more of her silky skin. It drowns her slim figure, but it looks so good clinging to her frame.
Using my tongue, I follow the red path made by the fruit, lapping up every remnant of the sticky liquid. I feel her hands thread through my hair – a sign I’ve picked up on that she’s enjoying the sensation. My fingers meet her core, her slick juices coating my fingers.
“Axel,” she gasps as two fingers slide into her. They glide in seamlessly. Her body’s instant reaction to my touch is my own personal ecstasy.
“Is this what you want?” I growl as my lips meet the skin below her ear. She moans back a whimper that goes straight to my dick.
“Words, Cassie.”
“Yes!” she cries out while she grinds over my hand.
I grip her throat and bring her lips to mine, muffling her moans with my mouth as I pump my fingers in and out of her. She tilts her hips, riding my fingers. I’m barely breathing between the parting of our mouths. I groan in approval and kiss her with more urgency.
She’s chasing release on my fingers while my control over exploding in my shorts is waning. Her juices soak my hand. She tries to lean back but my grip on her neck keeps her in place. I can feel her pussy clench around my fingers, signaling that she is close.
Slowly, I retract my fingers. Her whimper of disappointment leaves me with a smugness I won’t forget.
“You’re not coming unless it’s all over my dick,” I growl and she instantly blushes. Fuck, I’ll never get enough of her innocence.
I reach for another strawberry, allowing Cassie to bite it in half again before straightening her leg out. I trail the berry juice up her calf to the apex of her thigh before eating the fruit. I suck my fingers, tasting her and the berry at the same time.
She tastes like heaven, sweet fucking heaven.
In one swift motion, I free my cock and have Cassie’s back pressed against the surface. She seems to enjoy being bossed around and I have no doubts she loves my dirty side. It only makes me want to push her further.
I pick up her leg and my tongue starts its trail from her calf. That sweet stickiness coating her leg now coats my tongue, tasting her carefully, intricately. I make it to her thigh and her hips tilt, seeking me to travel further.
Pulling away, I warn her, “You only come when I say you can. Understood? This pussy is mine.”
Her eyes light up for a moment as she looks at me. I arch a brow for her answer and I’m lining up the tip of my cock as she nods before I thrust into her. Her eyes widen and her mouth opens as I fill her completely while a whimpering cry leaves her throat.
“How the fuck are you so wet and still so tight?” I groan to myself.
I grab her by the throat again, firm but gentle enough that she can breathe. Her eyes lock with mine. Trust and unbridled desire swims in them. She knows I would never hurt her. She must know.
I’m pummelling into her relentlessly because she feels so fucking good, so fucking tight around me and I can’t control myself. Her legs wrap around my waist, squeezing me closer. I can already feel her walls tightening, telling me her release is imminent.
Unhooking her legs, I lift one up and rest it against my shoulder. Cassie immediately lets out a pained moan, but the fact that she is biting her lip with her eyes shut tight shows me she is enjoying it. I slam into her repeatedly. Hitting her walls every single time.
My mouth finds her ankle, nipping sensually along the flesh until I meet her calf and bite down. It’s hard enough to elicit a gasp and her hands fly up to grip the edge of the counter behind her. The mixture of pain and pleasure has her back arching and her pussy clenching harder, tighter.
“Who’s fucking you, Cassie?” I growl out the question and I swear it only makes her wetter.
Fuck, I don’t think I can last much longer.
“You, Axel,” she moans out.
“Who’s pussy is this?”
“Yours!”
I reach forward to knead her gorgeous tits, rolling her nipples between my fingers.
“Please,” she whimpers. Her walls tighten and her hips buck. She’s been wanting to come for a while and I’ve got to give it to her. She follows orders well.
“Please what?”
“I want to come,” she cries.
I slam back into her, pushing her leg further until her thigh is against her chest. I’m plunging into her deeper. The angle is perfect for me to hit that sensitive spot. I’m also close enough to kiss her and as soon as I crash my lips to hers, her moans fill the room.
“Come for me, baby,” I whisper as I swirl my hips round. I don’t need to ask twice. Her whole body shudders. She screams out her ecstasy as it takes over her entirely. I continue thrusting into her. I’m letting her ride out her orgasm, but I can already feel my balls tightening and I’m not sure I can take much more.
I pull out just as I feel her own waves of pleasure subside and I fist my dick, pumping it as my cum spurts out all over her chest, decorating her tits and stomach. My hips jerk and my body burns as my own orgasm rocks over me. The sensation has my knees going weak. I slam my hand onto the counter to steady myself as dizziness knocks me for a moment.
When we finally catch our breaths, I’m staring down at Cassie. She’s still in her own world, looking stunning with her hair splayed out around her. I can tell she’s still feeling the remnants of her orgasm. So I pull my shorts up and round the counter, pulling a cloth out and running it under the water. I wipe her down from the other side of the counter, and her hands trail up the front of my body.
“This is so wrong,” she giggles. The sound is euphoric, melodic and I find myself wanting to hear it more.
“How so?” I press a kiss to her lips. We’re facing each other upside down and the sensation is dizzying after what we’ve just done.
“You’re my client. We shouldn’t be doing this,” she answers once I pull away. Her green eyes are bright and set on me.
“Which is precisely why we should be doing this,” I retort, throwing the cloth behind me.
“You’re ridiculous.”
She is perfect.
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