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Prologue
Enzo


“First thing on the agenda…?” I ask as I wrap the bandage around Sera’s hand. She winces, but she tries to hide it from me. I know her too well, though. There’ll be a small scar on her palm, for sure, but the more permanent mark is the one she left on that parchment when she signed her name in blood. Right next to mine.

Because that’s how it’s always been. Me and her. Since I was brought into this world, I knew my place. I knew what I had to do before the words were even uttered to me. From the moment I locked eyes with her defiant brown ones, I silently devoted my life to Sera in more ways than one. It’s how I’ve become her second-in-command.

Usually, a leader selects someone trustworthy and impartial to the family that can vouch for her. But clever Serafina found a loophole. We’re not related. We have no conflict. The Elders couldn’t object, especially against someone like her. She’s always been stubborn; a force to be reckoned with, but sometimes she needs a little push.

That’s what I'm here for.

I stare a little longer than I should at my best friend. Her dark hair flows effortlessly over her shoulders, her lips pursed in thought as she glances around the terrace of her grandfather’s house. Everyone stands in groups, talking amongst themselves, light hearted laughter filling the air.

“Tell me,” she replies, her gaze still lingering on the family leaders.

I survey the terrace, noticing the Verdis have already left. Good. I’m still holding back my anger at their outbursts earlier. That family holds no precious place here, not after what they did to Sera. I still don’t know why her father let them remain in the organization after how they treated their future leader, but it wasn’t my place to question at the time.

Now, however, it’s part of my job. Advise and consult; and also question the choices Sera makes. We both know the Verdis are vermin, and now that Sera has taken the mantle from her father, it’s high time to rain hell on them.

I finish tying the bandage with a knot before turning to observe the same scene as Sera. “Is it too soon to deliver a kill order?”

“On who?” she frowns, turning to me.

Rolling my eyes, I tug out a cigarette and bring it to my lips, lighting it instantly. “You know who.”

She fights a scoff that I sense is barely contained beneath the surface. “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,” I tease, nudging her with my shoulder.

That’s the bonus of our relationship. We can have a serious conversation hidden beneath our humor.

“If you say so,” she grumbles back. She chews on her lip, a nervous habit I recognize so well. She’s lost in thought, reeling through her emotions over today. I have no doubt she was nervous, but I didn’t get the chance to give her the pep-talk she deserved. I was too busy ensuring the complex was safe before the meeting.

“La Cosa Nostra needs someone like you.” I drag on my cigarette, letting the smoke hit my lungs before expelling it into the air. “Or should we be calling it La Cosa Nuova?”

Today marked the day of a new era. A moment in time that might just spark a new kind of leadership in years to come. La Cosa Nuova; the new thing. I kinda like the sound of that, though nobody would ever agree to the renaming of a centuries’ old organization.

I guess I can let that slip since this is the first time a woman has ever been inaugurated into the family. The old times are behind us, the new ways are the future, and I have no doubt Serafina Bianchi will be the one to lead the fight. And she’s going to have a big fight ahead of her.

Between the Verdis and the other families who turned their nose up at her today, Sera’s going to have to spend a lot of time convincing them she’s capable of leading us. I know what she can do, though. We’ve grown up around each other. We know one another inside out and if there’s one thing I know about Sera, it’s that she is determined. I can’t help but admire her in the crisp white suit only she would dare to wear. It adds to her tenacity, her stubbornness and her rebellion. It’s subtle, but I notice.

I always notice her.

A chuckle slips from her lips, making her look both sophisticated and cute as fuck. I’m not even ashamed to admit that to myself, but Sera can never know. She’s my leader now. There needs to be a level of respect between us. Even so, I lean into her and drop a kiss on the side of her head. “Relax, you’re going to be great,” I reassure, meaning every word.

No sooner have I pulled away before commotion sounds from the other side of the terrace; raised voices and scuffling sounds of gravel before a gunshot rings out.

I snap my head towards the sound.

The champagne glasses that were perfectly positioned on the table behind us obliterate, shards bouncing in all directions as gunfire ensues. My immediate reaction is to shove Sera behind me for protection.

Protect her at all costs.

“Get down!” I order her, pushing to the ground as I pull out my gun. My pulse pounds in my ears as I steady my breath and focus on my surroundings.

Men appear from the corner of the terrace, guns raised and aimed in all directions. I fire out automatically, my heart racing as I take down two of the closest men. But the bullets keep coming. The entire yard is filled with the racket and ricochet of glass and metal.

A couple of men drop to the floor; the enemy and us.

Don Fontana bounds towards me; a trustworthy man whom I actually admire. He barely reaches us when the sound of a bullet soars so quickly through the air that nobody has time to react. He drops to the ground with a thud, staring empty-eyed at Sera.

Merda.

Shit is getting real.

I fire my gun again, hitting another guy. There’s not many of them, but I already know this isn’t going to end well. This isn’t a fight, it’s a damn attack. And I know who’s responsible.

I see Sera freeze up as she stares at Fontana’s body and my instincts hit me at full force. “Sera! Get inside!”

She jolts at my voice, pushing herself upright on my command, but her legs give out and she stumbles forward. Before she hits the deck, I swing around and grab her by the waist, blocking her body with mine as I walk her backwards towards the patio doors, firing out in quick succession.

Locking eyes with one guard who is heading towards us, I realize he’s not on our side. He’s brandishing his gun, pointing it right at me, and I know who the fucker is.

“It’s the Verdis,” I growl as I fire at his approaching figure. He doesn’t stop when my bullet hits him square in the shoulder, so I shoot again, catching the asshole in the middle of the forehead. As soon as his body drops to the ground with a satisfying thud, I spin around just in time to catch Sera from dropping into the glass sprayed along the kitchen floor.

She whips around, her deep brown eyes magnetized to mine. They’re filled with so much fear that I feel it in my gut. Fear isn’t something I’m used to feeling, but with Sera suddenly looking so vulnerable, I’m terrified for her safety. I can’t allow anything to happen to her.

So I take her hand, giving it a soft squeeze. “You need to hide!” I order, hating the tone I take with her, but urgency calls for it. “I’ll come find you.”

It’s a false promise. I know I’m not coming back. I know that this is it for me.

Usually, I’d be honest about this shit. There are no secrets between Sera and I—save one— but I have to lend her my strength right now. She will get through this.

Sera’s frozen in place, staring up at me. She doesn’t have to say the words, but I can tell by the look in her eyes that she knows.

I’ve fucking failed her.

“I can’t, Sera.” I shake my head, narrowing my eyes on her. This is it.

“You can!” she screams, yanking my hand. She tries to pull me through the doorway, but I’m anchored in place. “I’m not going anywhere without you!”

“No! Sera!” I lunge forward and grip her shoulders, shaking her so hard that I swear I hear her bones rattle. The sad realization in her eyes breaks something inside of me, forcing me to tug her against my chest and hold on for as long as possible. “I vowed to protect you, and that’s what I’m doing.”

Gunfire sounds behind me, but I push it away to savor this moment. This one brief moment I know I’ll never get again.

“Please, Enzo. Come with me.” The words are barely audible against my chest, over the gunfire rumbling around us, but I hear how distraught she is. She knows as well as I do that I have to protect her. She needs to leave.

I fight the sting in my eyes as I kiss her forehead. It’s an action I’ve done a million times, but this one means more than the others. This time, I force everything I feel for my best friend into the kiss, wishing things between us could be different. This isn’t how her life was supposed to turn out. She was meant to lead, to succeed with me beside her. I’d give anything for hindsight right now, or time travel.

If I could go back in time, I’d destroy the fucker who tried to destroy Sera. I’d make Luciano’s death a long and painful one, and I wouldn’t care if the family shunned me for it. He would deserve it all.

My body suddenly jolts as white hot pain sears through me. I wince as the body-ripping agony radiates from my stomach outwards, soaring to my extremities. I try to hide my pain, though I know Sera sees it.

For just a moment, time seems to slow down as I stagger away from Sera, clutching my stomach. I’m hit with a flashback of memories I don’t want to visit right now. But they say that’s what happens, right? They say just before you die, you reel through your life from start to finish. That’s what happens to me, and it’s both painful and euphoric.

But then I'm slammed back to reality and my vision starts to blur. The room starts to tilt and though I try to stop it, my body follows gravity until I meet the cold, hard floor. The frigid tiles are soothing beneath my burning torso, like a blanket I can’t kick off. My body numbs. I try to move my legs, but they don’t feel like they’re a part of me anymore. Not even my toes can move.

“Enzo!” Sera cries. “Enzo!”

Slowly, she slips into focus, and I manage to slide my gaze up to her beautiful features. She’s always been gorgeous; with long dark hair and captivating brown eyes, she stole my heart from day one. But those brown orbs are now torn up with anger and sorrow, a sickening blend of guilt that I feel just as strongly.

I reach up—even though my arms don’t feel like my own—and like I’m watching from above, I cup her delicate cheek in my palm. “Sei tutto per me,” I think I manage to say, though I don’t really recognize my own voice as it cracks. Agony throbs through my whole body, my focus waning with each shallow breath.

“No!” she wails. “You don’t get to say that to me!”

She’s right. I don’t have any right to tell her how I feel, not now. Not after everything we’ve been through. I’ve had years to admit my feelings, but she’s the one thing I’ve always been scared of losing.

My chest tightens as my breaths start to grow sharper, my lungs burning with the need for more oxygen, but it’s not panicked—no. It’s a calmness, a tranquil wave of breaths that slows down gradually. Nothing hurts anymore. My body is numb, and I’m finally at peace as the image of Sera becomes nothing more than a silhouette growing further and further away. I don’t even try to reach out. I don’t even fight it. I allow whatever light is leading me away from this life, away from Sera’s sad eyes and warm embrace until there’s nothing left but a hollow emptiness.
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Luca


Safe . That’s what I feel with Levi as he holds me to his chest. It’s a level of certainty; of unequivocal loyalty that I’ve never really felt before. Ever since Sera was taken four days ago, he’s been there for me—even when I’ve been an intolerable asshole. But who can blame me? We’re without a leader, without our fierce, beautiful Sera. I feel lost. Even though I have Levi, nothing feels right without her. I feel incomplete.

The house is unbearably quiet too, empty in a way that nobody can attempt to replace. It’s that unsettling silence that’s been keeping me awake most nights this week. That and the thought of our girl somewhere, alone, hurt, or worse.

It’s almost four in the morning. The rain seems to have stopped now, but I’ve yet to fall asleep. After our moment by the pool earlier, I thought I’d be able to finally let my mind rest.

It’s not happening.

While Levi’s chest rises and falls steadily, I’m still buried deep in my thoughts. Fear over Sera’s safety. Anger over Giovanni’s ability to protect our leader. Just some of the many things that have been keeping me up at night.

I roll onto my side, staring into the vast darkness of Sera’s office. It still smells of her; the perfume she always wears along with the shampoo she lathers in her hair. But what was once so intoxicatingly perfect is now tarnished by her absence. Marred with hollow grievance.

“Sleep,” Levi growls in my ear. “Your storm is keeping me awake.”

Rolling my eyes, I go to push up from the couch, but Levi bands his arm around my waist and tugs me in closer to his warm chest so that I can feel his heart beating against my back. It’s rhythmic, calming, the only constant right now. His breaths are certain, deep and relaxing.

“I can’t sleep,” I grumble my admission.

“Tell me what I can do,” he sighs. His words are sincere, desperate with the weight of trying to comfort me. I don’t know how he does it, though. How he can keep his shit together right now while I’m falling apart. He was the closest to Sera out of all of us, yet he’s the strongest.

‘Bring Sera back,’ is what I want to say, but I know that’s asking for the impossible.

Raf is still frantically searching through security footage. He’s exhausted every avenue when it comes to finding any information that might point us in the direction of Sera’s location or the Verdi’s compound.

Marco and Matteo have been staying with us. Though I want to believe it’s for logistical reasons, I sense they also feel lost without their leader. In a way, we all feel like we’ve failed Sera, yet we’re all holding out hope that we find her.

The Vultures can’t even dig up dirt on the streets. Zeke, no matter how many times he apologizes, just can’t get a hint of a lead. He can’t even get a hold of the Verdis. It’s like they’ve dropped off the face of the earth. In any other situation I’d be glad about that, but they’re the fucking reason Sera’s missing in the first place. They’re the ones who took her and every minute she’s absent only brings me more worry.

There’s nothing any of us can do, and that fucks with me the most. We’re all sitting ducks just waiting for the inevitable, the moment we’re told that our leader has been killed.

My fists clench as more of my morbid thoughts fill my mind. All I can think about is her; about her last thoughts, her last words. Did she scream? Did she cry? Did she put up a fight?

Of course she did. I know Serafina. I know my leader. I know she’d fight tooth and nail to survive because she’s a survivor. She’s an angel wrapped up in devil’s clothing and I know she’d fight until the end.

So why isn’t she here?

“Luca—”

“I have to do something!” I swipe the blanket off my body, moving to stand up when Levi grabs my wrist to stop me. I spin around, the shadows of the room veiling the majority of Levi’s features, but I can still make out the pleading look in his gorgeous, dark eyes.

“There’s nothing you can do,” he whispers. He stands up to press his bare chest against mine. “There’s nothing either of us can do.”

“No!” I push Levi away. I refuse to accept his words. “There has to be something. Something we missed! It’s been four days, Levi!”

He clutches my face between his palms, defiance flaming in his eyes. “I know!” His eyes dart back and forth between mine. “Fuck! Luca, I know! But it’s the middle of the night, and you’re no good to her, to me, or anyone else if you don’t sleep.”

“How am I supposed to sleep when she could be—”

Levi shoves me backwards, my body staggering as I fight for balance. “Don’t you dare fucking say it!”

“What?” Wide eyed, I get my balance back and square up to him. “I’m only saying what we’re all—”

Suddenly my head shoots sideways, pain radiating across my jaw and cheek. I stumble, catching myself against the wall and trying to see past the stars, but Levi throws a hard punch that I swear knocks a tooth loose.

“Fuck you!” Levi screams, shaking his hand.

“Fuck you!” I lunge for him, tackling him to the couch and pinning him beneath my weight with my knees on either side of his hips. My fist connects with his face, a new, darker shadow forming on his already bruised eye. I throw another fist at the other side. He doesn’t even fight me, and I know the asshole always has a fight in him. “Fight me!”

“No!”

“Fucking. Fight. Me!” I punctuate each word with a punch to his face. It’s nowhere near as hard as my first, but I can tell by the way Levi winces that it still hurts. Blood coats his bottom lip, a split forming in the middle.

I lean down and grip his throat, my rage so hot and violent that I can’t think straight. “Please.”

Levi’s dark eyes lock with mine, his brown strands framing his face. They’re curlier from the rain, forming loose ringlets that only show off his boyish charm. In an instant, all the pent up anger and doubt dissipates.

I slam my lips onto his urgently. Our tongues and bodies collide, grinding desperately as I seek some kind of solace in his embrace.

“Fuck!” he rasps against my lips. Levi grips my hips, our cocks hardening between us. Our movements are rushed, chaotic yet in sync. This is what I need. I need our connection. I need the stability of Levi to keep me focused. I need to be close to the one person who is feeling as untethered as I am right now; the one person I can rely on to help me through my storm of emotions.

My hands slide over his body, reaching between us to fist his throbbing cock. I kiss his neck, his lips, his chest. His hot skin is my remedy, his kiss is the clarity I seek. I pump his shaft just the way he likes it; slow and firm, running my thumb over the tip and spreading his pre-cum over the head.

Without warning, I’m shoved to the floor. My ass hits it with a harsh thud, pain radiating up my spine. “What the—”

“What is your problem, Fontana!?” Levi props himself up on the couch, running his hands through his thick hair.

Realization weighs me down like a goddamn blanket, smothering me, suffocating me. I stare at the floor, knowing I just tried to use Levi to drown out my thoughts, to ease the pain I’m suffering. It’s unfair of me and totally out of character because I respect him a hell of a lot more than that. I can’t even answer his question because deep down, I don’t have a fucking clue how to. Just like every fucked up situation, I seem to make things worse. First my father, then Sera, now Levi.

It’s mentally exhausting battling my own thoughts, trying to figure out how to temper my anger, but the truth is, I don’t know if I can. “I can’t fucking do this.”

“Me neither,” Levi mumbles. He grabs a blanket and wraps it around his waist. “Sort your shit out yourself, Fontana, because I’m not your punching bag.” Standing up, he gives me one last glare through the shadows before storming out of the den.

“Levi!” I call after him, but his footsteps pound away as he heads upstairs, leaving me with my turbulent thoughts once again.

I card my fingers through the mess on my head. Cazzo. He’s right. I need to sort my shit out. I thought after earlier by the pool that I could cling onto the hope Levi was offering me, but it’s so hard to grasp uncertainty. How can you hope for something when doubt is overwhelming you?

“Fuck this.” I push myself up off the floor, grabbing the second blanket before following behind Levi. I’ve already lost Sera, there’s no way I can bear to lose Levi, too. Next to Sera, he’s the best thing that’s fucking happened to me, and yeah, that might make me a sappy fuck, but it’s true. I remember what Sera said about all of us. We all bring out something in each other, and Levi is the one who makes me feel like I don’t need to protect all the time. Sometimes it’s okay for me to need that protection myself. It’s what Levi has always done for me.

Voices rumble above my head as I approach the living room. My brows furrow as I follow the sound because the only other people here are the twins and it doesn’t sound like them, it sounds like… Levi?

The shadows cover up everything as I mount the staircase, but there are two distinct voices coming from outside Sera’s room.

Blood pounds in my ears, but I can’t tell if it’s with intrigue or apprehension.

“Levi?” My voice barely comes out as a whisper. My heart races as I squint to get a look at who else might be up at this time.

“The fuck?” Levi’s strained voice sounds out. “Is this some kind of sick joke?”

“Put the gun down, Marchese. Let me fucking explain.”

“Did you do this?”

“No!”

I advance closer. I recognize the voice, but I’m certain I’m hearing things. It’s too distinct, too gruff, too deep. I’m hearing the voice of a ghost.

I freeze in my tracks, blinking twice to make sure I’m not hallucinating as a labyrinth of emotions fight to break free.

Because it is a fucking ghost.

Enzo LaRosa.

My jaw goes slack, a whispered, “What the fuck?” escaping my lips as I stare at him wide-eyed, my brain struggling to process what I’m seeing.

Enzo’s dead. It can’t be him.

Did I actually fall asleep? Am I dreaming right now?

My knees weaken, the floorboards creaking beneath my weight as I slap a hand up against the wall to anchor myself. Two heads snap sideways to face me. Two pairs of brown eyes, so similar, so familiar, lock with mine as I stand there, still frozen in a state of suspended shock.

“Enzo?” The name scrapes along my tongue. The unfairness of everything that has happened rushes through me. It’s like the moment steals my soul, my entire being.

“Luca,” Levi breathes, rushing towards me, but I’m lost in the sea of confusion, of acceptance. My eyes refuse to focus on him. I’m locked in a staring contest with a ghost, still struggling to comprehend how the hell he’s here right now.

Levi’s hands land on either side of my face, turning my head and forcing me to look at him. “It’s Sera! She’s alive.”

I blink at him for a moment, his words settling over me. Then it’s like I come back into my body, shoving him away as I roar out for our leader.

Footsteps pound further down the hall as Levi’s tries to hold me in place. Marco and Matteo come out of their rooms ahead of us, while Levi tries to talk me down. But it’s pointless. I can’t make out what he’s saying over the sound of blood rushing to my ears, my heart pounding chaotically as I fight against him.

“What’s going… on?” Marco pauses his footsteps, his gun cocked at the back of Enzo’s head. I have no doubt the guy would pull the trigger given the chance, but Marco isn’t one to take someone down without looking the fucker in the face first.

“You all need to calm the fuck down.” Enzo raises his hands in the air like he’s surrendering to all of us.

“How the fuck do you expect us to be calm right now?!” I fire back incredulously.

“LaRosa?” Matteo steps forward, forcing his brother to drop his aim.

“Yes!" Enzo blows out a slow breath.

We’re all wearing the same look on our faces. Even in the low light traveling from Sera’s room, the shadows aren’t dark enough to conceal our shock and confusion.

I shake my head. “No. You were shot, you’re…”

“Not dead,” he finishes for me, folding his thick forearms over his chest and leveling me with a stern stare.

“Where’s Sera?” I interject, shrugging out of Levi’s grip. “Is she here? I need to see her!”

“Sera needs to rest,” Enzo says flatly, blocking her door with his broad form. “She’s been through hell.”

It’s then that I notice the blood. It coats his hands, his neck.

“I want to see Sera!” I growl out, squaring up to the fucker who was supposed to have perished in the same incident as my father. Nothing makes sense right now, but she’s here. Sera is here and I need to see her.

“Back the fuck up, Fontana, and I’ll explain everything,” Enzo says evenly, advancing closer. He presses a hand to my chest, gently forcing distance between us. “And maybe get fucking dressed.”
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Levi


Ipractically inhale the coffee Marco passes to me as we all stare at one another across the living room. It’s five in the morning, and nobody has said a word since we sat down. I don’t think there are any words for what we’ve just discovered. There’s so much to process right now that the silence is deafening and I’m still trying to fathom how my cousin just came back from the dead.

He had a funeral; Sera mourned for him. His family grieved the loss, and all this time he was alive. How do you even start to comprehend those events?

Enzo leans back on the couch, casually draping one arm over the back of the cushions. Even after three months, he still plays the stoic asshole, acting like he’s in charge. He hasn’t changed. He still wears his dark hair like mine, groomed but messy, though his is straighter than mine. He doesn’t look like he’s been living in squalor or hiding in dive bars. He’s got his signature leather jacket on—though it’s harboring a small bullet hole—his dark shirt exposing the tattoos on his chest and neck.

“I know you all have questions,” Enzo starts, linking his hands together as he leans forward on the couch, resting his elbows on his knees.

“That’s a fucking understatement,” Luca grumbles beside me. He’s still pissed about Enzo not allowing him to see Sera. We all want to see her, to check up on her. But Enzo’s right; Sera needs rest. We have no idea what state she’s in, but if the past four days were even half as rough on her as they were on us, she’s going to need all the rest in the world.

“How?” Marco asks first, his no-nonsense attitude piercing the silence. “How are you here?”

“Last time we checked, you were six feet under,” Matteo chimes in after his brother, sipping his own coffee.

“It’s a long story—”

“We have time,” Luca snaps, his knee bouncing agitatedly.

With a huff, Enzo darts his dark gaze to each of us. “Alright,” he sighs, scrubbing a hand over his face. “I did die. That much is true. But by some twisted miracle, I came back. The bullet did some serious damage, to the point I was in a coma for two weeks. I woke up eventually but by then it was too late. Everyone thought I was dead—”

“And you didn’t think to contact us? Sera? Your fucking family?” Luca growls.

I rest a hand on his leg in silent placation, Enzo’s gaze tracking the gesture. He might be my cousin, but Luca’s right. His sudden reappearance doesn’t sit right with me, nor does the fact that he’s the one who managed to track Sera down and bring her back.

“The Verdis weren’t going to stop coming after Sera. Luciano was a piece of shit who wouldn’t stop until he got what he wanted. We thought I could protect Sera this way.”

“By faking your death?” Matteo questions.

“How did that work out for you?” Luca snarks, gripping my hand tightly.

“Who’s we?” Marco asks.

Enzo frowns, seemingly avoiding our questions altogether. “Look, I get it. You’re all pissed at me.”

“Pissed!?” Luca jumps up from the couch, lunging for my cousin.

All hell breaks loose as Matteo grabs Luca by the waist, but his rage is too volatile, too strong to fight. He grips Enzo’s jacket, shaking so hard I can feel his anger rolling off him in waves. “You fucking died! You fucking left her! She grieved over your selfish ass while you put her in fucking danger! For what?!”

I listen to each word Luca says, even the ones he’s not saying. It’s the subtle injustice hidden beneath his words that I hear the loudest. His father died that day, too; protecting Sera. The unfairness of it all can be felt as Luca towers over my cousin. Enzo came back, Luca’s father didn’t, and now Enzo is going to be a constant reminder of that.

“Are you forgetting who brought her back?” he replies coldly, narrowing his eyes on Luca. He isn’t even scared of the anger that could unfurl from my man. He should be, though. Luca’s fury is an anomaly, an unpredictable tempest, his rage is a storm; destructive but filled with so much passion. He acts with his emotions first without considering the consequences. It’s what makes him so dangerous, yet so damn attractive. “Do you know who was looking out for you that night at the compound, when you decided to go against Sera’s orders?”

Cazzo. That was Enzo?

Matteo tugs Luca back, who releases Enzo with a harsh shrug. “Maybe we should let him explain,” Matteo suggests. “We’re all jumping to conclusions here and—”

A knock on the front door interrupts the chaos, drawing us all into silence once more.

“Expecting any more surprises?” Marco retorts, standing up slowly.

“I called Mancini,” Enzo answers. “And the doctor.”

My mouth gapes at the new information. The puzzle pieces just keep fucking dropping and none of them are creating an actual picture.

“Raf?” Matteo frowns while his twin heads to the door. I’m wondering the same thing as voices and footsteps sound in the hallway. How the hell did Enzo explain this shit to Raf? Or has he known all along?

It’s a second before Raf enters the room behind Marco, wearing a dubious look on his face that I can’t quite decipher. It isn’t until he gives a subtle nod towards Enzo that it finally clicks and Luca shoots up from the couch. “You fucking knew this whole time!?”

“I can explain!” he says cautiously, raising his hands in the air like that might diffuse the situation.

It doesn’t.

Raf is next on Luca’s hit list, and he closes the distance so damn quickly that none of us can react in time. Luca pins Raf against the wall, gripping his throat. “You told us you couldn’t find her!” he roars, rearing his fist back.

Matteo grabs Luca’s arm just in time, yanking him backwards before he can get a hit in. I step forward, tugging him against my chest.

“Let’s just hear him out,” I say gently in his ear, easing him backwards. “You don’t want to wake Sera up.”

Luca shrugs out of my grip, his narrowed gaze remaining on Raf. “Fine. But if I don’t like the answer, I get to shoot him.”

“Luca,” I warn. The last thing Sera needs right now is all this bullshit. We don’t know what the hell has happened, or where Giovanni is. We have no answers and Luca’s storm is about to roll in and destroy any chance of us getting the ones we need. “Come on.” I bring him back to the couch with me, pulling him in against my chest.

He’s defiant, but complies nonetheless, his rage-filled gaze locking with mine. There’s so much anger and pain in his eyes that my heart aches for him. I know how difficult these past few days have been for him. I’ve felt his wrath, and it’s about time everyone else did too.

Raf takes a seat beside Enzo on the couch, both of them wearing matching expressions of guilt and remorse. I’d like to say I feel bad for them having to keep secrets from us, but I’m leaning in the same direction as Luca, and right now, I don’t have it in me to forgive so easily.

While Marco takes the doctor upstairs, the rest of us sit staring at the two assholes that betrayed us and their leader. It’s not just that. It’s the fact we trusted Mancini, we brought him into this group, accepted his help even when Bianchi questioned his motives. Turns out the asshole had ulterior ones all this time.

“So, who’s going first?” Luca grunts.

“Don’t come for Mancini. This is on me.” Enzo blocks any interaction with Raf to defend him.

“You’re damn right it is!” Luca snaps at Enzo. “You walk in here like you own the goddamn place, barking orders at us. All the while you’ve been fuck knows where, making us believe you were dead.”

“He’s been with me,” Raf interjects sternly.

My blood pulses loudly in my ears, my mouth slackening. “He’s been with you this whole time? You knew he was alive?” I don’t suppress the agitation in my tone. “Three months, Raf. You knew he was alive for three months! You saw what Enzo’s death did to Sera and you still kept that from her!”

Raf cards his fingers through his hair, dipping his chin to gaze at the floor. “It was the only way to keep Sera safe,” he tries to explain. “Enzo and I, we had a plan. A way to take down the Verdis and keep her safe.”

“But you didn’t keep her safe, did you?And your plan to take down the Verdis? How did that pan out because from where I’m sitting, you fucked up big time!” Luca roars. “We kept her safe!” He’s still glaring at Raf, his breaths harsh and deep. I can’t even imagine what’s going through Luca’s head right now because those two were supposedly friends, good friends. Betrayal always hits the hardest when it comes from someone close. I know that feeling all too well, because it hits every time I look at my cousin. None of this makes sense. Logically, I can see why Enzo did it. But does that make it right? Of course it doesn’t. Enzo could’ve saved us all so much pain if he just kept us in the loop.

“We?” Enzo scoffs. “If you’re talking about that pathetic excuse for a bodyguard, you need to rethink your next words carefully.”

“Where is Gio?” Matteo asks. “Is he alive?”

“Barely,” Enzo smirks, glancing at Raf. “He’s currently in the trunk of the car. You know that fucker was working with the Verdis, right?”

The sickening silence that follows his words pierces right through my chest. My breath hitches and I can’t seem to grasp what my cousin is saying over the pounding of my heartbeat. “No,” I manage to say through my disbelief.

“Fuck,” Matteo mutters. “How did we miss that?”

“Because he never fucking spoke!” Luca barks. “Did you know this whole time?!”

“We had an idea,” Enzo answers.

“And Sera?” Luca focuses his attention on Raf. “Did you know where Sera was?”

“No,” Raf answers with conviction. “I only got a trace yesterday on the compound Sera was taken to. Enzo was already in the vicinity.”

“You should have told us,” I say angrily.

“And what would you have done?” Enzo questions me, raising a brow. “I only got there just in time.”

“Just in time?” Luca frowns. “What does that mean?”

“When I got there, she was… Luciano was…” Enzo’s voice grows rough as he shakes his head.

“What happened?” Matteo asks, “…to Luciano?”

“I did what I had to,” Enzo answers sharply. “I’m not proud of keeping this from you, but I won’t apologize for it.”

“Then don’t expect forgiveness any time soon, Enz. You won’t get it here,” I grumble, standing up from the couch. “Whatever your reasoning was, you shouldn’t have made those decisions on your own.”

“Where are you going?” Enzo asks, his brows furrowing.

“I’m going to be there for my leader,” I reply, looking down at my cousin. “Something you should have done from day one.”

I glance over my shoulder at Luca, silently asking him to follow. With an inaudible grunt, he stands and follows me. We remain silent as we head upstairs, his hand in mine, giving me the comfort I need. It’s strange how the roles between us have suddenly switched up, but in a way, it’s something we both need right now.

Pushing open Sera’s bedroom door, my eyes land on her. She’s curled up on her side, smothered by her bed covers. Her hair splays behind her on the pillow, like a dark shadow escaping her. She’s perfectly still, dreamlike, yet so fucking real. My chest pinches the longer I look at her, but as much as I want to reach for her, I’m frozen on the spot.

“How is she?” Luca asks the doctor quietly, rounding the bed. He perches on her right side, running his knuckles over the dressing on her cheek.

She doesn’t stir, though.

“She has a large laceration on her back, a smaller one on her cheek, two broken ribs and a dislocated shoulder,” the doctor explains. “I’ve done what I can to make sure she’s comfortable, but she needs as much rest as possible.”

“What can we do?” Luca asks.

The doctor glances at all of us in turn, sighing quietly. “There isn’t much you can do. Keep the wound on her back clean and dry. Her ribs will heal on their own, and the dislocated shoulder is back in place, but it’ll be tender for a couple days.” He drops a bottle of pills on the bedside table. “She can take these for the pain.”

A sudden feeling of heaviness weighs down in the pit of my stomach, my thoughts running wild as I think about what she might have gone through. None of us will really know until she wakes up, but I’m not sure I want to know at all. Her face is busted up, purple bruises marring her beautiful skin, her lip cut and her wrists bandaged.

Whatever she went through, I’ll make damn sure it never happens again.

Marco guides the doctor out, leaving Luca and I staring at our beautifully broken leader. There are no words to describe how I feel because it’s a chaotic blend of relief, happiness, grief and shock.

“She’s really here,” Luca whispers in disbelief, lacing his hand with hers. He’s been taking her disappearance the hardest, so it’s no wonder he’s still in shock.

“Yeah,” I reply softly.

“So is Enzo.” He looks up at me, and I finally see the worry that’s been driving his anger. I step around the bed and lean down to cup his cheek.

“I know what you’re thinking. This doesn’t change a thing, got it?”

He nods, but it’s weak and uncertain. “He’s her true second-in-command,” he says softly. “This changes everything.”

“No,” I reply sternly, leaning closer to brush my lips against his. “It doesn’t. I know Sera. I know how she feels about us and I won’t let my cousin change that.” I slant my lips against his, searing my silent promise into a desperate kiss. Because I’ll be damned if I let Enzo get between us.
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Serafina


Have you ever had that feeling where you’re floating through nothing, completely weightless, in a dreamlike state? 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 what death feels like, warm and fuzzy, not at all daunting or terrifying. Though I know I’m not dead, I can’t deny that the 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 the more I succumb to the comforting touch. 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 streaming in through my curtains. My dreams seem to dissolve away as I come to. I take 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 and sexy as sin. 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 and back. But the comforting closeness of the men lying on either side of me makes me forget about that for a moment.

“What are you both doing here?” I whisper, voice dry and raspy.

“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 to join in.”

“You were supposed 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 flirtatiously, 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 though as my shoulder gives way. I drop back onto the mattress with a loud groan, unable to ignore the way my arm and shoulder ache.

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, right after Luciano attempted to take my last shred of dignity. “When did I get back here? I feel like I’ve been asleep for… days.”

Luca totally avoids the first part of my question, settling to answer with only a few words. “Only two days.”

Levi combs his fingers through my tangled 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 I think more about what happened, how I got here, who got me here. I don’t remember anything past the gun shot; it still echoes in the back of my mind. The last thing I vividly remember was me fighting Luciano and then he just… stopped.

“What happened?” I ask, swallowing dryly.

Levi must notice my hesitation because he sits up almost immediately to pass me a glass of water from the bedside table. “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 and painkillers. 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 takes the tablets from Levi, placing them into my hand as he guides the glass to my dry, cracked lips.

“What happened to Luciano?” I ask, gulping back the painkillers.

“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’s tight boxers hugging his peachy ass. God, I’ve missed that ass.

“Take a picture, Bellissima. You need rest before doing anything strenuous,” 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 soften his features, making my heart swell. I’ve missed that smile.

“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 and the piercing scream that escaped me. I have to know what happened to him.

Looking up at Levi, I see him and Luca sharing a look, a silent conversation passing between them. I notice they’re both wearing the same expressions, in fact they’re wearing matching black eyes and split lips.

“What is it?” I rasp, fearing cracking in my voice.

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. But I don’t get the chance to fight them for more information.

Luca hands the glass of water back to Levi before wrapping his arms around me,

“What happened to your face?" I ask Levi as he steps into his sweatpants.

He leans down, pressing a kiss to my lips. “Your dad happened, Bellissima.”

I fight the gasp threatening to escape. My father would have killed a lesser man for what happened to me, yet Levi’s still alive. My stomach twists with guilt that Levi had to take a beating for something he couldn’t have prevented. If anyone is to blame, it’s Giovanni. But I keep that detail to myself.

“Come on, Dolcezza. You need to rest.” Luca slowly guides me back under the covers. He holds me close to him, gentle and comforting until his breaths even out, signaling his sleeping state. 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 its way into my mind.

I lay there for what feels like hours. By the time the sun is high in the sky, my bladder is full and my stomach is rumbling so badly that I’m past the point of hunger. Still, I push past the pain that radiates through my body, desperate to relieve myself.

Attempting to go to the toilet is harder than I thought. Between the pain in my ribs, the constant sting shooting up my spine and the tightness of my shoulder, I’m not sure I can manage it. I’m too damn stubborn to ask for help, though, so I try to ignore the pain.

After cleaning up, I pad back to bed, quietly surveying how soundly Luca sleeps. He’s on his back, the covers barely covering his toned chest and abs. I stand for a moment, staring long enough to commit the image to memory because it’s a sight worthy of remembering. The way the covers drop around his waist, exposing his mouth-watering v-line. His taut abs contracting with every breath. He’s so peaceful, a complete contrast to the bruises marking his beautiful face. I can only imagine how he got those, and I’m certain it had something to do with me since Levi is wearing matching black eyes.

“You’re supposed to be resting,” Luca murmurs softly.

Damn him. Those tablets must be working because I should have noticed he wasn’t really sleeping. He’s far too stubborn to fall asleep before me, and that thought only makes my heart ache. I slip under the covers and tuck myself in against Luca’s embrace, stealing some of his warmth as he presses his lips to my forehead.

“I was about to wet the bed,” I admit in a whisper.

A small chuckle bounces beneath my head as Luca combs his fingers through my hair. Between his touch and that delicious sound, I find myself a lot more relaxed, a peaceful state washing over me.

“I’ve missed you, Dolcezza.”

Fuck. It feels like an iron fist is squeezing my heart because I’ve missed him too. Luca is never one to really voice his emotions but those few words make my eyes sting. I fight back the tears as I think about what these guys must have gone through to get me back because it couldn’t have been easy. There’s no way Luciano would have let his guard down. I know for certain because when he wants something, nothing will stop him.

I snuggle harder into Luca’s chest, ignoring the sharpness in my own. “I knew you would find me eventually.”

Someone clears their throat behind me, but I’m too comfortable to turn. Instead, I wait for Luca to invite Levi back into our bubble, back where it’s safe. As soon as his arms wrap around me, I feel the peacefulness, the tranquility; it’s like a wave of calm overwhelming me. It feels right. It feels safe.
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“You know we have to tell her.”

“And say what exactly? She needs to rest, not deal with more bullshit.”

“She’s going to want answers.”

“I know, which is why we have to wait until she’s better.”

I grumble inaudibly through the hushed voices, blinking back my exhaustion until all I can see is the heavy glow of my bedside lamp.

“This is all so fucked up,” I hear Levi sigh.

“Yeah,” Luca huffs. “But this isn’t a bandaid you can rip off. She’s already been through so much.”

“You know I can hear you both,” I groan out.

Levi pokes his head around the door to my bedroom, his boyish smile making my heart melt just a little. I forgot how much that smile brought me joy. He always managed to light up the room with it, and tonight is no different.

“How are you feeling?” Luca asks, pushing past Levi to perch on the bed. They’re both dressed now, no longer parading around in just their boxers but in jogging pants and tees. Shame.

“How long was I asleep?” I yawn, my hand landing on my cheek when I feel the tightness of a bandage stuck to it.

“In total?” Levi chuckles. “Three days. I brought you some food earlier, but you and Fontana were passed out cold.”

“Mmhmm... food.” My stomach grumbles, earning an incredulous look from both Levi and Luca.

“We’ll go make you something.” Luca goes to stand, but I grab his wrist to stop him, silently pleading for him not to go.

I’m not quite ready to be left alone just yet. Though I know they’ll only be downstairs, I don’t want to be on my own. I can still feel the bone-breaking coldness of that cell. I can still feel the frigid air whipping over every inch of my body. And now that I’m back, every moment with my men counts.

My men.

“Can you tell me where Gio is? Is he…?” I drop my gaze, feeling the burn of my tears as they sting my eyes. I can’t find the strength to say the words. Part of me doesn’t want to know even though I have an idea. The state I last saw him in leaves me little hope and while he doesn’t deserve my tears, it still hurts.

Luca catches a tear that escapes slowly down my cheek, swiping it away with the pad of his thumb before he gently cups my chin and lifts my gaze back to his.

“He’s alive,” Levi says with a nod. Though his words don’t quite fill me with the certainty I was hoping for.

“I want to see him,” I rasp, choking on a sob. The thought of what he did still leaves a bitter taste on my tongue. I know he had no choice; he had someone he loved taken from him and used as leverage. It just hurts that he didn’t trust any of us after what we’ve all been through together. My heart breaks for the man who was meant to protect me, his betrayal slicing right through the muscle that is trying to keep me alive.

Levi shakes his head silently, leaving no room for argument.

Luca cups my face in his warm palm. His blue eyes mirror my own pain, but I can’t figure out why. “That’s not a good idea, Sera.”

The look in his dark gaze tells me he knows what Giovanni did. But does he understand why? Judging by the way he’s looking at me, I’d say he doesn’t, because Luca isn’t heartless. Family always comes first, and if he knew the reasoning behind Giovanni’s actions, he would know why I need to see him.

The lump in my throat increases three sizes and try as I might, I can’t swallow past it. “I know what he did was…”

“Unforgivable,” Levi answers for me from his position by the door.

I nod defeatedly. “But he did it for his daughter.”

Luca frowns, dropping his hand from my cheek. “His daughter?”

“Luciano took her. Used her as leverage to get what he wanted. To get to me.”

“Fuck,” Levi sighs deeply, rubbing his hand over his face. I can see the exhaustion warring with his morals. We both know what happens to those who betray family, and while I know Giovanni won’t be the exception, I made him a promise.

“He had no choice. I need to see him.”

“Fine,” Levi huffs, sliding into bed beside me. “But not right now.”

Luca follows, sliding in on the other side, both men caging me in with their secure warmth.

A small smile graces my lips. I can’t think of anywhere I’d rather be than with these two. I don’t want to think about what I went through. I don’t want to talk about it and Levi and Luca haven’t asked a single question about it. All that seems to matter is that I’m here.

My brows furrow as I linger on that last thought. “How did you find me?”

Levi sighs, draping his arm around my shoulder and tucking me into his side. “Well… let’s just say we found the mole.”

I lift my head, unsure of what he’s implying. I thought Giovanni was the mole.

“And the person who helped us at the warehouse,” Luca adds.

We’re no longer talking about Giovanni anymore. Whoever this mole is, it’s someone entirely different.

“Who was it?” I ask, turning my attention to Luca.

He raises a brow at Levi over my shoulder, his lip slightly tucked beneath his teeth. His eyes flicker with resignation, indecision washing over his features that only makes me more anxious. “You’re not going to like the answer.”
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“Wakey wakey!” A voice sings through the darkness. The sound of boots scuffing drags me through a haze, to a non-familiar place. My body feels like it’s floating, drifting in an endless abyss. But when I blink through the pain and agony rippling through my body and extremities, I notice I’m not in the same place I last remember being.

Light exposes the room I’m in; solid brick walls, the rattling of pipes. It’s cold and damp, but unlike the last place I was held captive, this one doesn’t feel like the end. I’m still hanging from a ceiling, my wrists bound by a much harsher metal than before. I glance up, unable to fight the groan as I see the barbed wire wrapped around my wrists, gouging into the layers of flesh. It’s a piercing reminder that I’m dangling over my fate.

“So glad you could join us, Giovanni.”

Ignoring the blood trickling down my bare arms, I focus on the person advancing towards me, a smile splitting the man’s mouth into a sadistic grin. Though I don’t know who this guy is, I have an idea. He’s covered in tattoos, a serpent like design snaking up his neck and ending beneath his ear. He has a diamond tattooed above his left eye, a sinister reminder of his upbringing.

My gaze slowly traverses the room I’m caged in, where the shadows cling to the walls, and the only sound that can be heard is coming from the man in front of me. “We haven’t been formally introduced. I’m Enzo.”

A shiver runs over me, my body shuddering as I glance at the blade in his hand, then to the men leaning back against the wall. I don’t know how much Sera knows about her best friend, but I know enough. Enzo wasn’t just her second-in-command. No, he belonged to a family that used torture as a greeting card. And I’m pretty sure our first official meeting is going to be unforgettable.

Marco and Matteo. I can taste their disgust from here, their gazes piercing mine. If I could hear their thoughts, I’m almost certain I’d hear the promise of my demise; all the ways they’d plan to torture and destroy me for what I did to their leader.

But there’s only one problem; you can’t break something that’s already broken.

Broken.

My thoughts instantly go to her. I can still hear every pained sob break through her as Luciano exposed my secret. I know how much it hurt her, because it hurt me too. There’s no going back from what I did, I just hate that I never got to tell her myself.

“Where… is… Sera?” I grunt out each word through sharp breaths, guilt poisoning my veins. “Verdi?”

The last thing I remember was the pain I felt when Luciano drove his knife into my stomach. The last thing I heard was her screams as everything went blank. Now, I’m struggling to comprehend how I’m now hanging in front of a ghost; trading one captor for another. Is this hell? Is this how the afterlife begins?

“I don’t think you get to ask the questions here.” Enzo starts to circle my hanging body, his footsteps echoing behind me. Suddenly, my head is yanked back, my scalp burning as each strand is tugged tighter and tighter in his hand. “In fact, Sera is not your concern anymore. Not after what you did.”

I swallow past the scratchiness in my throat as he releases his grip, my eyes landing on the twins who make no attempt to step in. I can’t even blame them for their decision. I put their leader in danger, I put them all in danger.

Is she even alive?

“Do you know what happens to traitors?” Enzo whispers in my ear.

The way he speaks of Sera tells me she might be alive, but there’s no way of knowing for certain, not until I see it with my eyes—which is highly unlikely in my current situation.

The metallic shine of Enzo’s blade glistens before my eyes. His attempt to instill fear would work far more effectively if I actually had something to lose. But that’s just it; I don’t have anything anymore. I’d much rather he just end whatever I have left of my life now because no amount of torture could match what I’m already feeling.

Enzo shoves my head forward with his palm, forcing my body to sway under my weight. Pain soars through my wrists, my weight dragging the barbs through my flesh. The clink of my restraints filling the small room is like a melody to each step Enzo takes. This is his attempt to make me sweat, to make me pay for what I did. And if I could take it back, I’m not so sure I would. Who wouldn’t put their daughter first?

But I’m not about to plead or reason with the guy. I deserve everything I get.

“Do you know how hard it was to watch from the sidelines while you got close to her? Deceiving her? Pretending like you were there for her protection?”

Lifting my gaze, my brows furrow as I try to read his face. But his stoic features give nothing away. The resentment in his voice kills me almost as much as hearing him reiterate how much I’ve hurt Sera. It was never my intention. I never set out to get close enough to care about her the way I did. All I could think about was Gabriella. All I cared about was Gabriella. But my feelings for Sera came out of nowhere. I’ve never wanted to protect someone as much as that day when we were taken. Her screams still echo in my mind, her cries of pain, pleas for my mercy, they’re ingrained so deep that nothing will be able to remove them. All I can think about as I sway in silence, is the helplessness I felt when Luciano had his hands on her. I failed her, her family, in every sense of the word. What was once a job became something more meaningful. The broken shards of my heart were starting to heal a little. Being around Sera offered me a sense of hope, and fuck, I destroyed it in the blink of an eye.

With my eyes downcast, I watch as Enzo’s boots come into view. “I think you know by now that you’re not getting out of this,” he smirks, leveling me with a glare. “I considered hearing you out, but I don’t need to hear the reason why you betrayed her.” His fingers flick the bandage that covers my stab wound. “This was just a way to prolong the torture. Don’t think for one minute I’m going to go easy on you.”

And just to cement those words, Enzo drives his fist into my ribs, knocking the wind from my lungs and sending waves of agony across my already beaten body.

My head jolts backwards as I cough and splutter, my jaw clenching as I try to fight the urge to cry out. He’s so precise, so silent in the way he delivers punch after punch, cracking and bruising whatever he can, sending fresh pain rippling through me.

He swings a fist to my face, my head ripping sideways. Blood coats my tongue, the throbbing pain in my jaw only a tiny reminder of what is yet to come and I take every hit because compared to what Sera went through, this is nothing.

Enzo finally takes a step back, flicking his switchblade open and closed repeatedly.

“I had… no choice.” My words are broken up by my pained breaths, but my sincerity echoes through the room.

“You could have told us,” Marco growls in response, unfolding his arms as he steps away from the wall. “We could have helped you.”

His certainty is unwavering, but he’s deluded if he thinks he could have prevented this. The Verdis had a plan from day one, there was no way anyone could have stopped them.

“No,” I admit raspily. “You couldn’t.”

My words fall on deaf ears as Enzo takes another swing at my face, my body swaying violently. “Your job was to protect her!”

“I know,” I reply, my voice gravelly. Blood drips down my arms, down my chin and sliding down my bare chest. When I look down, the wound on my stomach is soaked through, a dark crimson color staining the material as dried blood is replaced with fresh blood.

I watch Enzo walk towards the twins. Matteo hands him a tool that I can’t quite see from my angle, but as soon as Enzo turns around, I know this is going to be a long night. I’d say I deserve it, but I wouldn’t be saying it out to feel sorry for myself because I do deserve it. I can’t shake the guilt and sadness from seeping in so the only solution is to let it bleed out.

“Enough talking.” Enzo pinches my cheeks, but I’m too weak to fight him. With the trauma and the amount of blood I know I’ve lost, there’s no chance of me fighting my way out of this. I have to accept my fate. Just like I’ve accepted what I’ve lost. There’s no chance of me getting my daughter back.

Shoving the pliers into my mouth, I bite back the scream as Enzo grips my molar, tugging and twisting. White hot pain courses through my jaw, the agony radiating through my head until it feels like my brain is about to explode. And then I hear the crack, the snap as my tooth breaks away.

“I’m interested to know how much pain you can handle before you pass out,” he sneers. “I want to know whether this was worth the choice you made.” He reaches in again, moving to the other side of my mouth. Gripping another tooth, he yanks again. It comes out easier than the last, but the amount of blood filling my mouth makes it difficult to breathe.

The tooth clinks to the floor delicately, a contradiction to everything about Enzo.

“It’s a good thing you won’t need these teeth,” Enzo states sadistically, slapping my cheek and letting the blood pooling in my mouth shoot out.

More blood slips between my lips, coating them and dribbling down my chin. My focus starts to blur as my energy weakens, tears streaming down my face. All the agony I want to feel dissipates. My hands go numb and the blanket of darkness that rims my vision slowly closes in on me.

Suddenly, my body jolts as water splashes over me, the liquid slapping the concrete below my feet.

“We’re not quite done,” Enzo reminds me, his tone low and sinister. “I counted four days that Sera was missing. Though your betrayal spanned a little longer, right?”

Marco and Matteo appear either side of him. Seeing the gleam in their eyes, filled with violent intent, only reiterates the depth of my actions. I don’t need reminding of what I’ve done, though. My shame is enough to bury me.

I sense that’s not where my body is going to end up though. I take back what I said about this not being the end.

“I’m not going to lie,” Enzo chuckles maniacally. “You surprise me.”

My brows furrow.

In the shadows, Enzo stands, picking at his nails with the tip of his blade. “I thought you’d be pleading for your life. Guess I was wrong.” The corner of Enzo’s lips tilts upward, his eyes crinkling at the corners.

Marco cracks his knuckles. I guess I can’t be surprised that he would be the one to deliver my next punishment. He’s as loyal as they come and all the calmness that sits on the surface of his exterior is like an iceberg. He might look at peace with the world above water, but there’s a lot more going on beneath the surface and with the way he clenches his fists, he’s about to reveal the lengths he’ll go to ensure I never make the same mistake twice.

One last glance at Enzo is enough to seal my fate, and I swallow any remaining guilt I have and accept this for what it is.

The consequences of my actions.

“Have at it, Ferrante,” I mutter.
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Levi


"No," Sera shakes her head in both shock and disbelief. “That’s not possible. He’s… he’s dead.”

Cupping her cheek, I turn her to face me. “He’s very much alive, Bellissima. He found you and brought you here.”

“No!” she snaps, yanking my hand away. She glares at me for a few seconds, probably hoping this is some joke. Honestly, I wish it was. It would make shit a whole lot easier. Instead, we’re all circling around the same questions over and over, hoping the answers don’t lead us down another rabbit hole.

“Sera,” Luca huffs. “He’s telling the truth.”

“What?…How?…Where is he now?” Her eyes soften, sadness and uncertainty filling them.

“Downstairs,” Luca answers.

Slowly, Sera pushes the covers off her body. She’s weak and clearly in pain, but she’s still the stubborn woman I admire. She crawls out of bed, wincing and stumbling, groaning through her pain as she clutches her ribs. She takes a second to catch her breath, leaning against the wall weakly.

After a moment, she lifts her chin, defiance blazing in her eyes, and then she’s marching past us, grabbing my gun from the bedside table as she storms out the room.

“Where are you going?” I sigh.

“To see for myself,” she mumbles over her shoulder.

Shit.

Luca and I take one look at each other before racing out of bed and sprinting across the room to follow. It doesn’t take much for us to catch up to her. She’s staggering down the stairs, limping and groaning, her defiance the only thing spurring her on. By the time she makes it to the bottom step, Enzo is already waiting for her.

“Where the fu—” she stumbles to a halt, breath catching in her throat as she faces the ghost she’s mourned for three months. “You’re… you’re really here?”

Enzo nods, stepping towards our leader. He opens his arms as if to welcome her and I half expect Sera to fall into his embrace and sob through her pain and grief, like she did with me months ago.

“Sera—”

Click.

Sera aims the barrel of my gun at Enzo’s chest, her hand shaking—something none of us expected. I don’t think Enzo could even predict this turn of events.

“Who do you think you are?” she sneers, her voice trembling with unmistakable anger.

“I can explain.” Enzo takes another step closer, pressing his chest against the gun, not at all fazed by it.

“Don’t!” she snaps. “You don’t get to say a fucking word to me!”

Enzo’s gaze flickers towards me. If he’s wanting help, he’s looking at the wrong person. He’s betrayed us all and it’s about time he faced the consequences. Bullet or not, he fucked up.

“Do you know how many nights I cried over you? How many times I wished you were still alive and that this was all some fucked up nightmare?”

“Sera—”

“Shut the fuck up and let me speak!” Her chest rises and falls so quickly it looks like she’s about to pass out.

Luca must sense it too, because he steps forward, resting his hand on her hip to anchor her. I love how in tune he is with Sera, comforting her without ever saying a word. It’s exactly what she needs, and I watch as he continues to be her strength, admiring the bond we’ve all created. In a way, I guess I have Enzo to thank for that, but I won’t be rushing to express my gratitude. He still hurt Sera, and he hurt me, too, damnit.

“My best friend died in my fucking arms, and all I thought about for weeks was your blood and how I couldn’t save you. Sei tutto per me,” she sniffs. “Those were your last words to me, remember?”

Enzo winces, his gaze shifting from Sera to me and Luca. “I remember,” he murmurs reluctantly, his jaw clenching.

“Funny how you remember that, but you somehow forgot to tell me you were alive.” Considering Sera was held captive for four days, and has been sleeping it off for three, her anger doesn’t waver. She’s matching Luca’s storm right now, and I don’t think I want to be in that path.

“I was protecting you, Sera,” Enzo tries to explain.

“Really?” She jabs the gun into his chest. “That’s the fucking explanation I get? After years of friendship and loyalty, that’s the shitty excuse?!”

“Plea—”

“No! You lied to me, to everyone! You fucking rise from the dead and expect me to believe that you did this for me, that you were protecting me? Giovanni did a better job than you!”

“Yeah?” Enzo growls back. “And look how that turned out for him; bleeding out in your fucking basement because he’d rather do the Verdi’s dirty work.”

Sera chokes on a gasp, stumbling backwards into Luca’s arms. A single tear rolls down her cheek that she makes no attempt to wipe away. Even Luca is lost for words as he holds her to his chest.

We knew Enzo had been keeping Giovanni locked up downstairs, away from Sera, but the way my cousin snarls makes me think he might be the cause of the bloodshed. He never sent the doctor to Giovanni’s aid the other night. In fact, he hasn’t let any of us see him since Sera’ was brought back.

“Leave,” Sera barks her order.

“No can do, baby.”

“Fine!” She re-aims the gun, this time pressing it under Enzo’s chin. Her wrath and stubbornness precede her, the room silent as her authority suffocates it. They’re locked in a battle, neither one willing to back down. It’s how they’ve always been. They’re either at each other’s throats or the best of friends. There’s no happy medium and I’m pretty sure Enzo’s reappearance has obliterated any chance of that ever happening.

“Do it. Because it’s the only way I’m ever leaving you again.”

A sob tears from Sera’s throat. I can see how torn she is, and as much as I want to step in, I know she needs to do this alone. She’s spent so long grieving, attempting to move on, and my cousin just re-entered her life like the past three months never happened.

“You and me… we’re done, Enzo!”

“Sera, please!”

Dropping the gun, she spins around into Luca’s arms. She doesn’t even look at me as she hands my gun back, hobbling away

“It’s nice to see she’s got you guys to take care of her,” he snarks, turning on his heel and heading into the kitchen.

I follow behind, though I’m not sure why. Call it intrigue, but I still have so many fucking questions. I’m torn between asking them and remaining loyal to Sera. Getting friendly with the enemy isn’t going to do me any favors.

“So how long was it before you fucked her?” His tone is full of accusation as he spins around, resting against the counter. The glare he shoots me is like a loaded gun. If looks could kill, I’d be lying in a pool of my own blood.

“That’s none of your business,” I grind out.

“Is it not?” He folds his arms, the leather jacket he’s wearing crunching as his muscles constrict. “Seems pretty convenient that as soon as I’m out of the picture, you dive right in.”

“Sounds like you already know the answer to your question, then,” I retort, not even attempting to hide the insinuation of my answer.

“You asshole!” Enzo lunges for me, tackling me to the floor in a split second. His weight pins me to the ground, his fist connecting with my already bruised face. I struggle against him, raising my arms to protect the area Luca didn’t manage to punish the other night, but my cousin is a lot stronger than me.

Pain radiates across my jaw, as I take punch after punch. Left. Right. Left. Right. My head swings side to side with each impact, my energy waning and vision blurring. I brace for another hit when all of the sudden, his weight lifts from my body and I’m heaved backwards.

“Where’s your fucking loyalty?” he pants loudly. Marco holds him back, preventing him from advancing any further.

“I don’t owe you any loyalty after what you did!” I spit out a glob of blood, swiping at my mouth with my forearm. “You had your fucking chance. You had over twenty fucking years to tell her how you felt. You lost the right to know about Sera’s life the day you died.”

“I did all of this for her!”

Matteo helps me to stand—which I need since Enzo just pummeled the shit out of me. “Then you should have tried fucking harder,” I snarl.

“And what did you do, cuz?”

“I’ll tell you what I did. I fucking treated her the way you should have all those years ago. I was there for her. I was her fucking shoulder to cry on while she mourned your death. I listened to her cry herself to sleep for weeks and when she was finally ready to see her worth, I gave her the goddamn mirror. That’s what I did!”

“Yeah?” he laughs incredulously, shaking his head. “You’re going to pretend like you did all this for her? Could’ve fooled me.” My brows furrow as Enzo pins me with me a knowing glare. “I know all about your fucked up situation.”

I stumble backwards. I’m not ashamed of what Luca and I have, but I don’t take kindly to our relationship being degraded, or my own intentions questioned.

A growl tears from my throat as this time I lunge for Enzo, but Matteo’s hold keeps me in place. Nobody gets to talk shit about our relationship. Nobody—not even my own blood—gets an opinion on what Luca, Sera and I have, and I’ll protect that until my last fucking breath. But then realization dawns on me as I remember the night Giovanni was shot, when he followed Sera out of the party because of something her father said. “You told her father.” It’s more of a statement than a question, one filled with more accusations.

“I had no choice. You were distracting her. She was meant to stay out of the way; your job was to advise her and you couldn’t even do that! I don’t care whether you and Fontana wanna stick your dicks in each other, but keep Sera out of it.”

His ignorance and self-absorbed opinions piss me off because Enzo doesn’t know the first thing about what Sera, Luca and I have. Of course he would see it as a weird situation, but to us, we’ve found our place. We’ve found ourselves with each other, and aside from the earlier fight with Luca and the recent kidnapping, I’ve never been happier. We’ve never been happier and it’s all thanks to Sera.

My fists clench as I struggle against Matteo’s hold on me. I can’t listen to any more of this. Just like Sera said, I’d have given anything to have Enzo alive. I wished so hard that his death was just some sick dream that I had to endure, but now it’s a reality, and the betrayal hurts twice as much as his death did. His obtuse opinion over our relationship only makes accepting his reappearance harder.

Shrugging out of Matteo’s grip, I glance once more at the man I once considered family. “Take Sera’s order and leave, Enzo. Because you’re not welcome here.”

Enzo lets out a deep chuckle that embeds itself in my brain. “You’ll have to kill me first.”

Cutting him with one final glare, I grind my words out for everyone to hear. “Be careful what you wish for, Enzo. It just might happen.”
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“How’s she doing?” Levi asks from the doorway.

“No doubt she’s been better,” I answer from my seat in the corner of her room, barely taking my eyes off of Sera.

The buttery glow from her bedside lamp illuminates her features; her sharp cheekbones, the purple bruising, the bandage still covering her left cheek. Her eyes flutter beneath the mask of sleep. I hope her dreams are taking her to a better place than where she’s been this week. She spent four days locked up in a damn cell, enduring whatever fucked up things Luciano desired. As if the trauma of her past with the man wasn’t enough, he had to go and kidnap her, no doubt forcing her to relive those moments.

I run my hand over my face, attempting to wipe those thoughts from my mind and averting my attention back to Sleeping Beauty.

Since her confrontation with Enzo, she’s done nothing but sleep, and I’ve done nothing but watch her. I don’t think I’ve even blinked. I’m too afraid this might all be some twisted dream and I’ll wake up only to realize it’s too late; that she’s not really here.

I know my abandonment issues stem from my father’s death. We were so damn close that the loss feels like a wound that’ll never heal. And now with Enzo here, there’s a constant reminder of that day walking around this house. It’s unfair and wrong. I didn’t know Enzo that well, but because his betrayal hurts Sera and Levi, it hurts me, too.

It’s late in the evening now and we’re all exhausted, hungry and agitated. There’s no way you can come to terms with this many revelations and not get overwhelmed. Between Giovanni’s and Enzo’s betrayal, I don’t know which I’m more pissed about. It’s safe to say that Sera is handling the Giovanni situation a lot better than I thought. But it’s the revelation of her best friend that she refuses to accept.

I finally look up at Levi. His face is marked with an array of bruises and cuts; some from me, some from his altercation with Enzo earlier. His boyish charm still shines through despite his ruggedness, adding a dangerous layer of attraction.

“Do you think she’s going to be okay?” I whisper, unable to conceal the guilt I feel.

Levi smiles, glancing over at Sera’s peaceful body. “If there’s one thing I know for certain about her, it’s that she can get through anything.” He rests his hand on my shoulder, giving a tight squeeze. It’s the simplest gesture, yet offers me all the comfort I need.

“For certain, huh?” I quirk a brow, averting my gaze to Sera’s sleeping form. “We don’t know what she went through.”

“Do you want to know?”

I consider his words for a moment. His question leaves too much room for speculation—and I hate where those thoughts take me.

“Knowing what she went through will only anger you more,” he adds quietly.

“Yeah, you’re right,” I say with a deep breath. I hate how fucking right he is, but I’d be an idiot to deny it. It would tear me apart knowing what she went through, and that I couldn’t do a thing to stop it. It would drive me crazy knowing everything and not having a way to retaliate, since Enzo was the one who got to kill that piece of shit. Not knowing is the only thing that will help me focus on the future, our future.

“What about Gio?” I ask. “What are we going to do about him?”

“Enzo has it handled.”

“Enzo is going to kill him before Sera gets a chance to see him.”

Levi sighs, carding his fingers through his hair. “Do you really think it’s a good idea to let that happen?”

“She’s still our leader, Levi. If she wants to see him, we can’t stop her.”

Truthfully, I can’t believe he’s even questioning it. Sera was explicit in her demands to see Giovanni, but we were right in making sure she rested first. It already took so much out of her to confront Enzo today. Seeing Giovanni… we don’t know how she’ll react.

“As her advisor, I’ll advise against it. I don’t give a fuck why he betrayed her, he still did it.”

“For his daughter,” I cut in. Suddenly, the tables have turned and I’m being the reasonable one. “You heard her. Gio had no choice.”

“And the Verdis have my sister, but you don’t see me turning Sera in over my sister’s place, do you?!”

“Levi,” I huff, taking his hand. “I’m not siding with him.”

He snatches it away. “It sure sounds like you are.”

I grip his shirt, tugging him gently against me. “I’m on her side, Levi,” I say, pointing at Sera with one hand, the other still firmly clutching the material over his chest. “She wants to see him and I’m not going to get in the way of that!”

“Fine! But after that, he has to go.”

I don’t think I can agree with him more on that one. Giovanni was the last guy I wanted to trust, but I did so because he was protecting our leader. Though that thought only leads me to another; one I don’t really want to think about. “What about his daughter? Sera knew about her. She wants to see Gio for a reason.”

“Do you think she knows where his daughter is?”

I shake my head with certainty. “She would have told us if she did.”

“I think we should go speak to him, then.”

“What?”

“I want to see him.” Levi glances at Sera. “He did this for his daughter, so where is she now?” His voice breaks a little, and my first instinct is to reach out to him because I know what he’s thinking.

Was this all for nothing? A lie?

Since this week started, it’s been Levi comforting me. It’s always been Levi looking out for me. But the look in his eyes tells me there’s more to what he’s saying right now. This isn’t just for Sera, it’s for him, too. I know I don’t have anything to worry about, but I can’t say I’m not unsettled by this. And I know it’s a bad idea to see Giovanni without Sera.

“When Sera is—”

“No!” Levi snaps, waving a hand dismissively. He turns on his heel without another word, marching out of the room before I can stop him. There’s no room for negotiation as he storms down the stairs, but I’m hot on his heels, chasing him down.

“Levi, just wait!”

“Wait for what?!” He pushes through the kitchen, the twins glancing up at us from the table as Levi yanks the door to the garage open. His footsteps echo as he makes his way across it, heading towards another door that leads to the basement.

I grab his arm before he can make another rash decision. This isn’t him at all. He never lets his anger fuel him or lead him into situations. He’s clear-thinking, always taking a step back from a situation as opposed to me, who leads with my emotions. “Please, Levi.”

He stops in the doorway, staring down the steps that will lead him to Giovanni, to the answers he’s so desperately seeking. Though, I’m not so sure he’ll get them. I don’t even know what state we’re going to find Giovanni in, and despite all the bullshit that has gone on, I’m not sure I want to see it.

Enzo shouldn’t be the one torturing him, though I get why he’s doing it. Giovanni betrayed all of us. He kept secrets from us that put us all in danger.

Suddenly, my clear thinking turns to a simmering anger as I consider what we’ve all gone through. Levi wears the same look as I am, and right there, the decision is made.

“We’re only asking questions,” I remind Levi.

“We?” he raises a brow, accepting my agreement.

“You and me, il mio sole.” I step forward, cupping the back of his neck and bringing him towards me until our foreheads meet. “We don’t touch him.”

With a small nod, Levi agrees. Then he turns and descends the stairs before me, not looking back until both our feet land in the corridor that leads to our new prisoner. Our footsteps echo softly as we move through the dimly lit passage, the walls a dull gray that’s all too fitting for everything about this situation.

I’ve never been down here before; I doubt Sera has. There’s a deep sense of foreboding, though. Whether that was caused by Enzo or it’s just the general eeriness of the place, I get a chill just being down here. For the past three days, Enzo has been handling the situation. As much as I want to know what that entails, I’ve kept myself out of it. Death doesn’t affect me anymore. It’s been a long time since I felt any unease over torturing someone. It’s the bread and butter of this life, so I should be accustomed to it. But Giovanni isn’t just some enemy. He was the one person Sera trusted to protect her; we all did. Having someone close betray you like that changes your perspective on things. In a way, I think it’s put all of us on edge, leaving us wondering who we can even trust anymore.

As we amble through the corridor, my hand finds Levi’s. There’s a door ahead, cold hard steel facing us. A small window sits in its center, like a viewing area for the damned. Levi pushes it open, a soft creak filling the dark room as we step inside.

The lights flicker on automatically from our motion—meaning Giovanni has probably been passed out for quite some time. The stench that emanates is one filled with piss and sweat, not something I ever want to associate with Giovanni, yet here we are. It’s a clear sign that nobody is paying attention to his needs, and if it were any other person, I’d turn a blind eye, but I can’t help but feel sorry for the guy.

What’s worse is the way the color has drained from his features. Blood drips continuously down his wrists from the barbed wire wrapped around them. I have to give Enzo props on his creativity to source ways to inflict pain. I’ve always enjoyed torture myself, slow and drawn out, and this is definitely one for the books.

“Wake up!” Levi barks, the angry tone making me flinch. His authority is unmatched, nothing like I’ve ever heard before. “We need to talk!”

Giovanni shifts with a groan, his feet scraping at the concrete below.

I swallow heavily, noticing the teeth scattered around his scuffed boots. I count four in total, but that doesn’t mean shit in the grand scheme of things. Levi’s eyes follow mine. He must notice what I do, because his lips turn up into a soft smirk, full of surprise and sickening pleasure.

“Just kill me,” Giovanni rasps. It’s barely audible, a meager plea in his desperate and desolate surroundings.

“I’m not here to do that,” Levi answers. “Sera still wants to see you, which means we need to keep you alive a little longer..”

Giovanni lifts his head. Though his eyes are swollen shut, I can tell by the way his breath pitches up that he’s surprised.

I am, too. After everything, Sera’s kind heart continues to win over torture and murder.

“Trust me, we’re surprised too,” I say, folding my arms over my chest.

“Where is she?” Giovanni asks weakly.

“Resting,” Levi answers vaguely. “She mentioned your daughter.”

Giovanni visibly twitches. Family is one of the pillars that forms La Cosa Nostra. It’s why his betrayal hurts so much. It’s why he flinches when Levi pushes for an answer. “Your daughter, where is she?”

“I don’t know.” Giovanni hangs his head, an intense sadness filling the room immediately. “The Verdis have her… I don’t know where.”

“Is she alive?” I ask.

Silence.

It’s so eerie that I have to take a breath to make sure I’m still clinging onto my mortality. Giovanni’s answer is everything; it’s a void; an empty, hollow sob that has my jaw clenching as I fight back the sliver of sympathy I feel over his situation.

“You should have told us,” I add, though I’m pretty sure he knows this already. “We—”

“You couldn’t have helped me.” Giovanni’s gravelly voice travels through the room. “They wanted one thing, and they wouldn’t stop.”

“They won’t stop,” Levi agrees. “This isn’t over. Luciano is dead, but Don Verdi and Ronaldo are going to want revenge for that.”

My eyes dart to Levi. His voice is filled with hatred, but it’s a new depth of the emotion, simmering in guilt and remorse.

“And he has your sister.” Levi turns to me, his eyes soft and filled with pent up emotion.

“After what Sera has been through, I can’t let that happen to Luisa, too.”

“It won’t,” I say, stepping towards him to take both of his hands. I ignore Giovanni’s presence to look Levi in the eyes. In one glance, I see the very same worry I’ve felt all week. While we’ve been tearing our hair out over Sera, Levi’s also had to think about his sister—wondering where she is and if she’s okay. I know he hasn’t heard from her in a while. In fact, the last time he spoke about her was at Greco’s wedding. That was almost two months ago, and we still don’t know a thing.

I cup his face between my palms, pressing my forehead to his. “We’ll get her back, I promise.”

He pushes away slightly, enough to grant some air between us, but not enough to separate us. “I thought you didn’t make promises,” he retorts softly.

“Yeah, well… I also thought I didn’t like guys.”
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Enzo


“Take a left,” Raf commands in my ear.

I navigate through the dimly lit passage, doors that resemble cages surrounding me. Everything about this place makes me nauseous. I can handle blood, I can handle torture—hell, I can handle death. But the sense of foreboding that emanates from a place like this one, where I don’t know what I’m going to come across, is worse than any kind of pain.

I haven’t seen Sera in months. I’ve watched from afar and it’s taken everything I have not to come out of hiding to tell her the truth. This plan was meant to keep her safe, but all it’s done is put her in more danger. Luckily, Raf got a hit on Sera’s location from Ronaldo Verdi’s phone, and after that, it was pretty easy to hack into the surveillance cameras in the compound. I knew the man was an idiot, but I didn’t realize how much until now. The fucker basically handed us this compound’s location without realizing because he was too eager to message his mistress as he left here.

Yeah, I’ve been watching all of them, courtesy of Raf’s finest technological set up. I’ve been helping monitor the Verdi’s phones, while Raf ran traces on the family and associates. They made it pretty damn hard to find this place. They did well to cover their tracks, withdrawing contact from those outside of their circle. They would have gotten away with it, too, if it wasn’t for Ronaldo’s carelessness.

The asshole is already on my hit list for what he’s been doing to my cousin Luisa, and the fact he’s been stepping out on her with some whore is just another reason to take him down. I’d have swooped in to rescue my cousin by now if I could, but Ronaldo has her under lock and key. From my surveillance, she’s not stepped foot outside the house in months. That’s even if she’s there. She could be somewhere else for all I know. But I’ve made myself a silent promise that once I’ve got Sera back, I’m coming for Luisa.

Family is everything in this life, and the Verdis fucked with the wrong one.

“You sure you don’t want me to call Marchese?” Raf asks.

Rolling my eyes, I press my back against the wall as a guard comes into view from a door lining the corridor.

I aim my gun, exhale silently, and squeeze the trigger.

The bullet slices through the side of his head like butter, the precision of my aim perfectly framed by his blood as he drops to the floor with a heavy thud. He never even saw it coming. And thanks to the silencer on my weapon, nobody comes to his aid, so I sprint towards him, grabbing him by the collar on his combat gear and dragging his body into the open room he just stepped out of.

“Are you trying to say I’m incapable of doing this?” I growl, closing the door behind me to cover my tracks. I grip the handle of my gun tighter as the lights above me flicker in the musty corridor. “I’m pretty sure the six men with bullets in their heads would say otherwise.”

“You know that’s not what I’m saying.”

“Good. Just tell me where to go.”

Footsteps echo from somewhere up ahead, voices traveling my way. I pause, aiming my gun in anticipation. There’s a long stretch of corridor where it splits in two directions. At any point, this plan could go to shit, and the only person who will know anything about this will be Raf. But I’ll be damned if I don’t get to Sera before that happens.

“Turn right at the end of the corridor,” Raf directs through the earpiece.

Following his directions, I flatten myself against the wall and continue down the passage. My heart races with each step I take, my anticipation skyrocketing, apprehension filling every breath. Considering this place was pretty much impossible to locate, their protection isn’t the best. I’ve already taken down six of Verdi’s men, and Raf reckons there can’t be many more than that.

And since this compound comprises two buildings—this being the smaller one— I doubt there will be many more men to take down imminently.

I peer around the corner, spotting two guards. One turns before I can take aim, lunging towards me. It’s almost scary how quick I react, spinning him around to grab his arm and yank it behind his back.

He screams out just as the second guard turns around, eyes widening. Up until now, it’s been single combat, taking out my unsuspecting victims. These two are a little more proactive. But that’s okay, this is what I was raised for. It’s in my blood.

Pressing my gun to the guard’s head, I walk him forward.

The second man aims at me, his eyes narrowed on his friend. I recognize the look in them—he’s uncertain he can kill me without injuring his comrade. He’s wondering whether I’m going to beat him to the trigger. And he has every right to wonder that, because at the last minute, I move my gun to the man’s neck, firing once and letting him drop to the floor before darting towards the other.

Bullets bounce by me, ricocheting off the walls as I zig-zag my path. The fucker catches me with a bullet on my arm as I dive at him, hissing out as I take him down instantly. He swings an arm up, but I block him with my own, the gun clattering to the ground. It gives me enough time to place the barrel of mine under his chin, forcing him to look his fate in the eyes.

“Tell me where she is,” I say through gritted teeth.

The asshole doesn’t even fight me. Pathetic. He just shakes and points his finger behind him, indicating an open door at the end of the passage.

With a smirk, I squeeze the trigger. His blood splatters against the concrete, brain matter spraying outwards. “Thanks,” I mutter, pushing up from the floor. I toss one final glance over my shoulder to check the coast is clear before sprinting towards the end of the corridor.

My hopes scramble the closer I get. The hope of seeing her spurs me on faster until my blood pounds so loudly in my ears that I don’t fully hear the screams echoing from the room until I stop at the door. Cries of panic turn my blood to cement, forcing me to skid to a halt in the doorway.

My lungs seize up as I gape at the scene before me, because right there, on the floor, Sera is crying out helplessly as Luciano fumbles between their bodies. Right now, she’s a stark contradiction to the Bianchi I remember; the girl who refused to give up, the defiant woman who excelled in proving every single stereotype wrong. She’s naked, covered in dirt and blood, though I’m certain not all of it is her own because Giovanni is hanging above a pool of his own blood smeared into the concrete. Tears stream from her eyes as mumbled words tumble from her quivering lips.

“Oh, you’re so pretty when you beg,” Luciano moans, running his tongue over Sera’s face and lapping at the cut on her cheek.

Nausea turns my stomach. I can’t watch much more of this.

I step into the room just as Luciano is about to take what isn’t his, pressing the barrel of my gun to his temple. “I think it’s going to be you begging, Verdi.”

Luciano freezes, surprise catching him off guard. My blood has suddenly gone from a frozen slurry to a boiling frenzy. My breaths escape rapidly, my anger reaching fever-pitch. I have one finger on the trigger, ready to take my shot, and there isn’t one person who can stop me.

“Enzo?” Sera’s weak voice pierces the silence.

I don’t look at her, though. I can’t.

BANG.

Luciano drops on top of Sera, his lifeless body smothering her. I can hear her whimpers beneath him, slowly dissipating as I kick him off. His corpse rolls away to reveal Sera, her body limp, injured, and bare. Averting my gaze, I remove my jacket and wrap it around her, curling her into my arms.

“You’re safe now,” I say against her soft cheek.

“Giovanni,” she rasps, though I doubt she barely knows what she’s saying. Her lashes flutter, but her eyes fail to open fully. Considering she’s been gone for four days, she looks severely malnourished, which only pisses me off further. I look over at her bodyguard, the one who was supposed to protect her, and even though Sera’s out cold, I know what she’s asking of me.
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It’s been a week since I rescued Sera. Aside from our first encounter where she threatened me with Levi’s gun, we’ve not seen or spoken to one another. I wish I could say I’m surprised, but the truth is, I knew coming back would be difficult. I knew emerging from the shadows to return to this life would have consequences.

My fists clench as I stare Giovanni down. My anger has hit new waves since I found out that Levi and Luca have been here to see him, and all I want to do is kill the fucker in front of me.

But where would be the fun in that? Torture is my specialty, and I thrive off the screams my captives release.

Unfortunately, Giovanni doesn’t offer me that. He’s mostly silent, aside from the groans of agony that escape every so often. His face is a pummeled mess, I’ve removed six teeth in total—the molars are the most painful. After that, the body becomes numb to that kind of pain, so I’ve had to kick it up a notch. I patched him up as best I could when I rescued Sera. It was more for preservation than to actually help him, because this fucker doesn’t deserve to be saved. I don’t care that his daughter's life was in jeopardy, because it all comes down to the same thing. He could’ve asked for help.

I twist the tip of the pen knife in my hand. The smallest tools are the most fun. Inflicting the same amount of pain in short bursts, it prolongs the torture, keeping the prisoner alive for longer while letting them endure every facet of pain.

“I love poetic justice,” I murmur to myself as I drag the blade down Giovanni’s cheek, I let the sliver of blood drip down his face. It catches in the crease of his lips, forcing him to shift uncomfortably. When I reach the curve of his throat, my eyes narrow as they focus on his pulse point. It would be so easy to drive the blade deeper, slicing through his carotid artery. It’d be a quick death, but that’s not my end goal. I want him to pay. I want him to feel the pain and worry we’ve all felt from his betrayal.

Giovanni’s breaths are slow, sluggish even. Unfortunately, I can’t see the fear or panic in his eyes that I long to, because they’re swollen shut, his lips split from the impact of my knuckles. But that’s not enough; it’ll never be enough.

Taking a step back, I gaze at my masterpiece. He’ll live for another day. I promised myself four days of torture, since that’s how long Sera was held captive before I found her. It was four days too many for Sera to endure, and I don’t even want to think about what she went through. I still can’t get the image out of my head of how I found her; her broken, bruised body, naked beneath Luciano.

I inhale deeply, closing my eyes for the briefest moment to regain my composure. “You’ve had your four days,” I tell Giovanni. “What’s four more?” I release a sinister laugh before I exit the room, slamming the steel door behind me. Walking through the garage, I march into the kitchen to wash my hands at the sink. Despite my love for torture, it’s a damn messy game. I need to start thinking about more hygienic ways, cleaner ways to cause pain without the rigmarole of the clean up afterwards.

The twins are sitting at the table, cleaning their guns quietly as I get to work on scrubbing the blood from under my nails. It’s like living in a house with kids, and I’m the father they’re told to stay away from. Everyone is avoiding me, and it’s starting to get on my nerves. Raf is the only person who tolerates me, but I can see even that will wear down eventually.

It was easy to ask for his help since he owed Sera from all those years ago. It was a simple task to make him feel guilty, but even I know that me holding that over him plus keeping my secret has taken its toll on him.

“You know he’s not going to talk.”

I freeze, resting my hands on either side of the sink. “What makes you think I want him to, cousin?”

Levi’s footsteps echo as he moves closer. “Then what’s the torture for? We know why he did it, we have Sera back…”

“So you want me to let him go? Let him live?” I growl, my frustration returning far too quickly. I’ve always had a good grip on my emotions. It’s what makes me great at torture. I’m able to detach myself, separate the emotions from the task at hand. But when it comes to Sera, those emotions are far too volatile to handle.

“He’s got nothing, Enz.” Levi’s voice grows closer.

“Good.” My jaw clenches as I turn and glare at my cousin.

“I need him alive.”

My head snaps to the doorway at the sound of her voice, that silken voice filled with anger.

Sera stands tall, wearing a matching two piece suit. It’s red—my favorite color on her, though I’m sure she didn’t wear it for me. She paces into the room, an air of confidence propelling her forward. She snatches the knife from my hands, lifting the point of the blade to my throat. But the act doesn’t scare me. I know she’ll never draw my blood, our relationship is rooted deeper than that. It would take a lot more than simple effort of deceit to destroy what we had. All good intentions aside, she knows she could never do it either.

She scowls at me and I smirk back at her. If there’s one thing I know about Sera, it’s that she’s as stubborn as they come, but she’s also loyal to a fault. Killing me isn’t on her list, though I know she’ll make every effort to ensure I know my place.

Little does she know, my place is by her side. It always has been.

“I said, I need him alive.”

Stepping away, I wave my arm towards the garage door. “He’s still alive. Barely.”

Glowering, she digs the blade into my skin. It’s not hard enough to cut, but the threat is there. “I thought I told you to leave?”

Leaning back against the counter, I let my lips tilt up. This is how it used to be between us; the heated back and forth, the petty bickering that led nowhere. Only now, I’m not so sure she’s playing games judging by the way her eyes shoot daggers at me. “And I thought I told you, ‘no can do’.”

“You have no place here,” she sneers, placing the knife on the countertop. She’s got heels on, but they still don’t give her enough height to be eye level with me.

“I’m your second in command, baby, or did you forget?”

“No, Enzo.” She shakes her head, just as Levi steps to her side. “Levi is my second in command.”

I don’t know why, but those few, brutally honest words slice right through me. She’s not going to make this easy for me, and I suppose I deserve that. I hurt her more than I wanted to. I lied to her when I didn’t want to, and more importantly, I failed her when I was the one person who swore I wouldn’t.

I watch her march towards the door, her hips swaying with every clip of her heels. If she’s in pain—which I know she is— she’s not making is obvious. In fact, it’s as if the past two weeks never happened. Aside from the bandage, her makeup covers up all the bruises. Her hair is perfectly in place, accentuating her no-nonsense attitude. She looks like she’s about to head to a meeting, not in recovery.

She suddenly stops in the doorway, fingernails tapping on the doorframe as she glances back my way.

I hold my breath, hoping she’s going to say something, anything that will offer me just a sliver of insight into what she’s thinking. Instead, she shakes her head, like whatever she wants to say isn’t good enough for me. Her brown eyes drop to the floor, and before I can stop her, she’s turning her back on me.
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Serafina


“Are you going to be a good little mouse and scream for me?”

Make it stop.

“I was going to make this sweet for you. But now I don’t really care.”

Please stop.

“Oh, you’re so pretty when you beg.”

His dark eyes bore into mine, deviant and filled with evil intent. He moves closer, suffocating me with his proximity. I try to scream, but it’s empty. I cry out, but it’s a pathetic whimper. There’s nowhere to escape, nowhere to hide. I’m trapped; a mouse, just like he said.

Until another set of eyes meet mine, the barrel of a gun shimmering before me and relief gleaming in my rescuer’s eyes.

My body jolts and I shoot upright, my breaths filling the room like I’ve been holding them in for minutes. Sweaty strands of hair cling to my face while my body shivers with the temperature change. My ribs ache from where I must have been thrashing about. It’s going to take some time for them to heal, but it doesn’t matter. It’s the scars on the inside I’m afraid of.

The room I’m in is still dark, though I can see the prospect of day shining through the curtains. I take a deep breath, shaking the bad dreams from my head. I refuse to let Luciano beat me. I refuse to let him haunt me. I’m stronger than that; I know I am.

So why is it so hard to shake the trauma?

Turning to my right, Luca is sound asleep beside me. The other side of my bed is empty, but the scent of Levi’s aftershave is still fresh on the pillows. I know he won’t be far; he never is. Knowing these guys haven’t left my side fills me with so much adoration for them. Not only are they taking care of me, but they’re probably handling the businesses in my absence. As soon as I’m feeling one hundred percent, I’m going to personally thank them for everything they’ve done for me.

I let out a sigh and slip out of bed slowly. My back still stings from Luciano’s blade, and I know his mark will stay there. The only relief I can take away from that is the fact I don’t have to look at it.

As soon as I make it to the bathroom, I get a good look at the damage on my face. I have a black eye and a busted lip. The rest of my body isn’t much better, either—my back is still covered by a large bandage, my ribs feel like they creak every time I breathe, and as I gape at my reflection, I realize there are going to be a lot more scars than just the ones on my soul. I run my fingers over the dressing on my cheek, shuddering as I remember the way the blade sank into my flesh and sliced through it. I remember the taste of blood that coated my tongue, the cries I tried to suffocate with false bravado.

My fingers itch to rip off the bandage just so I can gaze upon the damage, but then my courage slips away like the tear that escapes my eye.

“You don’t have to be brave for us, Dolcezza.”

My gaze shoots to meet Luca’s in the mirror, his eyes soft with sadness and guilt. I recognize that look so well, and it only makes my heart clench tighter in my chest.

“What’s another scar, right?” I sniffle, spinning around to face him and forcing a brave face.

He steps forward slowly, like he’s approaching a skittish animal, but I don’t flinch away. I crave his comfort. I pine for his proximity. Luca is the shadow I need to pull me out of the darkness.

Stroking his knuckles along my cheek, I watch the muscle in his jaw feather. “I failed you,” he rasps, his tone weighted with self-hatred.

“No. Gio did,” I whisper, leaning into his touch. “There’s nothing you could have done to prevent this.”

Luca closes his eyes. I can tell he’s biting his tongue, fighting whatever words he wants to say. And somehow, I think I know exactly what he’s thinking—but I’m not prepared to address it yet. I just need him; his comfort, his storm, his anger, his control.

I push up on my toes, snaking my arms around his neck before pressing my lips to his. I mask the pain in my recovering shoulder by losing myself in his kiss. It’s soft and careful, a contradiction to Luca’s personality. It’s like our first kiss; so delicate and uncertain, and not what I need.

I press against his hard body, his arms coming to wrap around my waist as I deepen our kiss. His tongue finds mine, sliding and twining carefully until his urgency takes over and our kiss turns hungry and insatiable. A moan escapes me. It feels like so long has passed since I felt a connection with my guys, and it’s so overwhelming that another tear slips free, rolling down my cheek and soaking into the dressing.

Suddenly, Luca pulls away, his brow furrowing as he stares intently at me. He swipes his thumb under my eye, his gaze never leaving mine. “Let’s get you back to bed, you need to rest.”

“I don’t need rest,” I rasp. My voice starts to crack and wobble as my eyes burn with unshed tears. “I don’t need to sleep. I just need…you.”

Luca takes my hands and presses a kiss to my forehead. “You have me, Dolcezza. I’m not going anywhere.”

“Then why are you treating me like I’m broken? I’m not broken!”

“I don’t think you’re broken. I just…” He sighs exasperatedly, his gaze honing in on mine like he’s searching for an answer I’m unwilling to give him. With a sigh, he drops his gaze to our hands. “We’re allowed to crack a little, even if it’s just to let the light through.”

I hold my breath, thinking that this is him giving up, preparing to walk away from me. Instead, he surprises me by slamming his lips onto mine, sealing his words with a kiss. It’s deep, meaningful, sincere, and I feel it all. He knows what I’m asking for, he knows what I need. I don’t have to tell him what that is because we’ve danced this dance before. I need him to take control, to take back whatever Luciano tried to hurt me with; his words, his blade. I need Luca to be the person to bring me back before I lose myself to the haunting memory of what I’ve been through.

Luca grabs me by the backs of my thighs, wrapping them around his waist as he moves us back into the bedroom. Our lips move with one another’s, sharing my breath and my heart all at once. It’s a deliciously punishing kiss that I feel all the way to my toes, leaving me breathless.

Dropping us onto the bed, he crawls over my body, peppering kisses along my neck while he tugs his boxers off. He pulls away from me slightly, just enough to drag my panties down my legs, kissing a sweet path up my thigh. But that’s all that’s sweet about Luca.

“Please,” I whimper, desperation lacing my plea.

Grabbing my ankles, he twists me onto my front. The room spins and the wind is knocked out of me as he pulls me further down the bed until my feet hit the floor, then he grabs my hips, yanking them towards him. He leans over me, his lips brushing the shell of my ear while his thumb teases my pussy. “You tell me to stop if it’s too much.”

Another whimper parts my lips when he removes his hand, but it’s all I can offer him aside from a nod before he lines his cock up at my slick entrance and thrusts into me.

I cry out from the pleasure rippling through me to the pain searing up my back. Luca is careful not to touch me there when he removes my t-shirt, though it still hurts. Instead, he grabs my hair and tugs me against his chest, all the while thrusting his cock deep into me.

“Tell me to stop,” he grunts in my ear, but it’s too late. I’m overwhelmed with pleasure, with my emotions telling me just how good this is. I’ve missed this. I need this.

Luca reaches around me, sliding his hand up to pinch my nipple. “Tell me to go,” he demands.

“No,” I pant. “I don’t want you to stop! I never want you to go!” I clench my eyes shut as he punches his hips forward so harshly I’m forced to use my hands to break my fall as I hit the mattress. Luca isn’t gentle with the way he deliberately drives me into the bed, but he’s considerate in the way he leans over me and kisses my neck, offering me a sliver of sweetness to his otherwise roughness.

I crane my neck and tilt my head back, seeking more. He delivers a bite to the fleshiest part of my neck, drawing a moan from my lips. His hand plays with my breast, rolling and pinching the nipple, massaging roughly, cupping greedily.

The bundle of nerves between my legs throbs desperately, my inner walls clenching around Luca’s cock as I chase the pleasure. I grind back into him, eager for more friction, but Luca grips my hips and stills. His deep pants fills the room and for a moment, time seems to stand still. He draws one hand down my back, gently caressing the wound, and stilling as he reaches the base of my spine.

“Sorry,” he rasps, pulling away.

The sudden emptiness that replaces him has my fingers digging deeper into my sheets.

My brows furrow as I turn over. I hate how he’s looking at me, like he’s second-guessing himself, doubting me. The regret in his eyes is more than I can take. Is he regretting this? Is he regretting us?

“I don’t want your apologies, Fontana.” Anger laces my words as I reach forward, giving his cock a languid stroke. “I want you to fuck me. Fuck me like you want to. Fuck me like I want you to. Fuck me like I’m not broken. Fuck me until we forget.”

“Sera— fuck!” He drops his head as I give his cock another stroke, my fist tightening over the velvety head just how he likes it, spreading my arousal over his length.

“Please, Luca.” My voice wobbles but I keep my gaze strong as I look up at him. “Make me forget.”

In one motion, he grabs me by the hips, spins me around and slams me onto the bed. I throw my head back and gasp as he impales me on his cock, feeling my walls stretch as he fills me to the hilt. He starts grinding his hips, slow and deep, hitting that delicious spot inside of me until my toes curl.

I moan out, coaxing Luca to hammer harder, drive deeper until I’m crying out through the pleasure and pain. My body is on fire, my thighs throb and my pussy pulses with liquid desire, taking away the pain lancing up my back.

Luca brings his palm down on my ass, the sting biting into my flesh. It should warn me away, but instead I crave more of it. Sensing my depravity, he delivers another slap to my ass, the pleasure and pain bleeding into a euphoric feeling that ripples through me.

The burning sensation on my skin forces me to bite down on my lip as I chase my orgasm. It’s so close, yet so out of reach, and the desperation in Luca’s thrusts is so addictive that I don’t want it to stop. He punches his hips faster, not caring that it’s out of sync or rhythm. It feels so damn good, like a drug I don’t want to give up.

The heat crawling up my back warns me of my impending climax, the knot in my stomach unfurling so fast that Luca’s name parts my lips, begging for more. “Please,” I moan.

Luca grips my hips, his fingers digging in so hard that I wince. But I welcome the ache, it’s a distraction from the shadows trying to crawl out from the recesses of my mind.

“That’s it, Dolcezza. Come for me.”

My body suddenly tenses as I feel his thumb press against my ass, the ring of muscle slowly welcoming the intrusion. He uses my ass to guide me over his cock, his thumb and cock working together, rubbing against the muscles inside.

And then all at once, my world shatters. The earth below me gives way as I succumb to a mind-blowing, body-obliterating orgasm that shakes through my very core to the tips of my toes. I feel Luca’s release fills me up, the pressure only intensifying my climax.

Wave after wave of blissful pleasure ripples through me. We both collapse onto the bed, nothing more than breathless moans and groans of satisfaction leaving our lips. His hot body clings to mine, his lips peppering sweet kisses over my neck and shoulder. I shiver delightfully, my body hypersensitive. Finally I feel that tether that links me to my men snap back into place. Though they’ve not left my side, there’s something about our intimacy that tugs at our connection, a connection I don’t think I ever want to lose.

After a minute of silence and deep thoughts, the room filled with our sated pants, Luca pulls out of me and turns me onto my side. “Better, Dolcezza?”

Somehow, I can’t find the words to express what I’m feeling. It’s a delicious blend of happiness, relief, love; a connection only Luca and I have, an understanding that only Luca can grasp.

Finally, I nod, my boneless body slowly gaining sensation again. “I told you I wasn’t broken.”
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Ihear the voices growing louder as I approach the kitchen, Levi and Enzo’s aggressive tones booming ahead of me. After Luca and I eventually gained a level of sensibility, I decided that I needed to see Giovanni. I don’t need answers, I have those already. This is for me, so I can be certain of my decision. I need to look at the man who turned me over to the enemy, so I can be certain that my next step isn’t the wrong one.

I know the guys won’t agree with me, but I made a promise, and an innocent girl has been thrown into the chaos of revenge and vendettas. It isn’t fair for her to get caught up in this. It isn’t fair for her to lose her father and become lost in our world. It’s in my hands to help, and I’ll be damned if I can’t do something about that.

“So you want me to let him go? Let him live?”

Stepping into the kitchen, I see Levi and Enzo leveling one another with angry stares, neither willing to back down. I can smell the masculinity, taste the toxic stubbornness of the two men who have flipped my world upside down.

“He’s got nothing, Enz.”

“Good.”

Rolling my eyes, I take one more step into the kitchen. “I need him alive.”

Enzo’s head snaps towards me instantly, surprise widening his eyes. He obviously wasn’t expecting me to appear because he’s suddenly unable to form a coherent word. He takes a moment to gaze upon me, no doubt taking note of the red suit I’m wearing. And I choose that moment to march towards him, snatching the knife out of his hands and pressing the blade to his throat.

“I said, I need him alive,” I grind out.

Stepping away, he waves his arm towards the garage door. “He’s still alive. Barely.”

Scowling hard, I press the knife against his throat harder. Despite my order for him to leave, I could never actually harm him. But I need him to see that my threat is very real. I don’t want to be around him right now—maybe not ever. “I thought I told you to leave?”

Enzo leans back against the counter, his lips tilting up into a smirk that sets my veins on fire “And I thought I told you, ‘no can do’.”

“You have no place here,” I sneer, placing the knife aside. His height towers over me too much to really make a dent on his authoritative stance.

“I’m your second in command, Princess, or did you forget?”

“No, Enzo.” I shake my head, feeling Levi’s presence beside me. It gives me the strength to say the words that I know will hurt, but they have to be said. “Levi is my second in command.”

I see the pinch of hurt twist his features slightly. And though he fights to keep a stoic mask, I know Enzo LaRosa too well. It’s the flicker in his eyes, the way his jaw clenches and the vein in his neck throbs. It’s the silence that follows my words, letting me know I’ve just pinned him down with the last thing he wanted to hear and he has nothing to throw back at me.

Satisfied, I spin around and head towards the garage. I don’t have the time nor energy to fight Enzo any more on this. Having him back in the picture isn’t easy for any of us. We still have so many questions. I have so many questions, though I don’t know if I’m ready for the answers yet. Sooner or later, I know I’ll have to sit down and talk with him about what transpired, but right now I have something else to deal with.

I stop short in the doorway as my thoughts immediately run to the knife he was holding, the same one I held against his throat. I tap my fingernails on the doorframe as I glance back at Enzo, then to the knife on the side.

No. I don’t want to know what state Giovanni will be in. Seeing it for myself is what drives me out of the kitchen, towards the garage with Levi in tow.

The stench of deprivation and desolation fills the room as I enter the basement where Giovanni is being held captive. My eyes immediately find him, but instead of hatred, I feel pity. My heart clenches at the sight of him bruised, battered and bleeding, hanging from barbed wire chained to the ceiling. There isn’t a single place on his body that Enzo hasn’t touched, and as much as I want to say it’s deserved, I don’t have it in me.

“Leave us,” I mutter over my shoulder.

Levi hesitates for a moment. I think the last thing he wants to do is leave us alone, but he knows better than to question me on this.

After a huff of disapproval, Levi’s footsteps disappear down the corridor, leaving just me, my thoughts, and a broken bodyguard.

Leaning against the wall of the basement, I take in the tools beside me, covered in blood and promises of more pain to come. I feel a tear roll down my cheek, and this time I make no attempt to cover it up. I have nothing to hide from Giovanni. There are no more secrets between us, so I shouldn’t have to hide my pain from him either.

“Sera,” Giovanni groans, forcing my head to snap in his direction. “Principessa.”

I shudder at the pet name he holds for me, trying to shake the memories we had together before everything went sideways. Folding my arms, I watch his weak body shift, his toes barely reaching the floor from where he hangs.

“I don’t want your apology,” I snap.

Giovanni’s eyes are swollen shut, but when he lifts his head, I know he’s trying to give me his full attention. “You deserve more than that,” he grumbles.

I take a few steps forward, my breath choking in my throat when my focus hones in on the slice over his cheek, matching my own. “You’re right,” I find the words falling in a whisper. I reach up and cup his cheek, but stop short when I see the dried blood, the slice of flesh that mirrors my own wound. Sadness fills my words as I gaze upon the man I so blindly trusted. “I want to believe that you did it for her, not because you wanted to hurt me.”

“I never… I never wanted to hurt you.”

Another tear falls from my eye, seeping into the dressing on my face. “I know. I know you had no choice. I can’t even begin to imagine what it feels like to have your daughter taken from you, but you should have told me.”

“There was nothing anyone could do.”

His words burn through my chest, slicing up the muscle into tiny pieces. I hate how those few words make me feel so inferior, like I couldn’t have helped. Deep down, I know I’d have done anything I could to ensure the safety of his daughter, just like I promised Zeke with his. “I guess you don’t know me as well as you thought, then.”

I go to turn around, realizing this was a mistake. Seeing Giovanni broken, hearing his desolate words, it’s all too much.

“She’s my world.”

I pause my retreat, my back facing him as his declaration sinks in.

“You’re a part of that too,” he adds, though there’s no desperation in his tone, just honest, fragile words from a defeated man. “You’re my world, too.”

“Was, Gio,” I correct, turning to face him. “I was your world, until you destroyed it.”

Giovanni turns his head away from me.

My jaw tightens with guilt and sadness. “But here’s the thing,” I say, stepping up to him one last time. “I made you a promise back there, and I always keep them. I’ll help you get Gabriella back, but after that… we’re done. You leave. And you don’t come back. I never want to see your face. I never want to hear your voice. If I so much as hear the mention of your name, I will rescind my mercy. Daughter or not, you fucked with me and my family.”

“You’re letting me live?”

“For now,” I say reluctantly. “I can’t have your death on my hands while your daughter is still out there.”

“That’s why you’re going to be a great leader,” he croaks.

I glare at him, though he can’t see the depth of anger his words evoke. “I am a great leader, Gio. Don’t forget that.”
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Irun my tongue along the column of Sera’s neck, a grumble of appreciation erupting when I inhale a familiar scent. It didn’t take a genius to know why Sera had a glow on her face and a no nonsense attitude about when she came downstairs earlier. Luca was nowhere to be seen, meaning he was stewing over things.

Clearly, Sera bested him and she got what she wanted. But knowing Luca, he wouldn’t have been able to resist our leader; those pouty lips and big brown eyes are his weakness.

“I can smell him on you,” I growl, running my hands over her thighs. “Did he satisfy your needs, Bellissima?”

Sera moans against me as she perches on her chair, her legs widening to allow me access.

“Did he fill you up? Make you cry out as you came?”

A whimper parts her lips as she grinds against my hand. “Are you jealous?” she asks breathlessly.

I nip at her earlobe, rubbing delicate circles between her legs. She’s so damn responsive, even though I know Luca already had her screaming. “You have no idea.”

Sera runs her hands over mine, drawing them up behind her to pull me closer. I’d be more than happy to bend her over her desk just to prove a point; that I can please her just as well as Luca did. But a throat clears, forcing me to look up.

“Shouldn’t you be resting?” Enzo accuses Sera.

I pull away slightly, barely enough to create distance, but enough for Enzo to see that I’m not a complete asshole. I know deep down he still has feelings for Sera. When you love someone that much, you can’t just stop.

“Shouldn’t you be dead?” Luca mutters, entering behind Enzo. Stepping past him, he makes a beeline for me and Sera, rounding the desk and laying a hand on my shoulder before dipping down to kiss Sera’s cheek.

The sight seems to irritate Enzo. His jaw feathers as he looks between the three of us.

“Something you want to say?” Sera challenges, smirking as she kicks her legs up on her desk.

I can’t fight the way my lips lift as I admire the way power emanates from her. It’s like she’s a whole other person, one who is done with the bullshit of being underestimated and overseen. She was always a force to be reckoned with, but now, she’s leveled up.

“I’m just struggling to understand…” he folds his arms, nostrils flaring.

“Understand what?” Sera tilts her head in question.

“When you decided one dick wasn’t enough for you.”

Before I can react, Luca lunges towards Enzo, reaching forward and gripping his shirt so quickly even Enzo doesn’t see it coming. He forces him to stumble backwards, their height matching one another’s. “Have some respect,” he snarls.

“Like you, you mean?” Enzo retorts with scoff.

Giving him another shove, Luca pins him with a glare that could cut through glass. Sera doesn’t even flinch like I expect her to, instead allowing Luca to stand his ground and put Enzo in his place. “I’m tolerating you right now, LaRosa, only for Bianchi’s sake. But don’t think I won’t hesitate to slit your throat while you sleep.”

“Poetic,” Enzo snarks before tilting his head to peer over Luca’s shoulder. “Is this what you see in him?”

The air freezes in my lungs as my gaze darts from Enzo to Sera. But Sera is so damn calm and collected that I almost believe she’s an imposter. She stands up from her chair, rounding the desk to perch on the other side. She folds her arms, all the while watching as Luca’s fist tightens around Enzo’s collar.

“What I see in Luca and Levi is not your business,” she replies resolutely. “You lost any right to know my business the day you died. Need I remind you who you’re talking to?”

For a moment, silence falls and the only sound is the grandfather clock in the corner of the den. Enzo and Sera are locked in a staring contest that feels like it stretches for far too long. They’re like two sides of the same coin, only now the roles have reversed and Sera is holding her ground. I’m so damn proud of her that for a second, all I can do is gape at her in admiration. It isn’t until Enzo mutters a resigned “No”, that I redirect my attention.

Luca drops his grip, stepping back to return to Sera’s side. There’s an awkward atmosphere that fills the room, a tension of unspoken words and unresolved issues. Sera is still yet to talk to Enzo; to find out what really happened to him that day. We’ve all been given the short version of the story, but something tells me Enzo is hiding a lot more from all of us.

Footfalls replace the silence instantly, the twins and Raf entering the den and slumping down onto the couches in the middle of the room. This is where Sera asked us all to meet. She said she had something to discuss with us, and though I sense I know where this meeting is heading, I also know that Sera isn’t in the mood for much talking.

She offers each of us an uneasy smile before she clears her throat and moves in front of the couches to address us all. Luca and I follow, falling in line on either side of her. We’re all still wary of what Sera’s been through. I haven’t missed the nervous gazes the twins swap or the shift of Raf’s attention when she looks right at him. But it’s pointless telling her to rest when it’s not in her nature. It’s pointless asking her to take a breather when uncertainty is lurking around every corner. Sera is in fight mode right now, and we all need to be on board.

“Before we get started, I want to make one thing clear.” Her gaze sweeps through the room, pausing on each of us. When she’s satisfied she has everyone’s attention, she continues, her feet pacing back and forth in front of the couches. “I’ve already made my decision on this. Nobody can change my mind, so I’d appreciate it if you all respected that.”

With a frown, Raf nods, the twins follow, and then hesitantly, Enzo silently agrees. He kicks up a foot, resting his ankle on the other knee as he drapes his arms over the cushions.

“Good,” Sera smiles. “Then I’ll get straight to the point. I’m releasing Gio.”

“No!” Enzo snaps, but before he can get another word in, Sera is pinning him with a stare.

“I don’t recall this being up for discussion. I’m releasing him and that’s that. He can—”

“He can’t be trusted.”

“And you can?” Luca counters, glaring at Enzo.

“I only ever traced calls between Gio and Luciano,” Raf supplies.

“That’s not to say he wasn’t in contact with anyone else,” I challenge. There’s no way Sera can be serious about this, but convincing her otherwise would only cause more friction within the group. And that’s not the kind of friction I’m after right now.

Sera raises her hands, effectively halting our chaotic conversation. We all fall silent, obeying her command. “He wants his daughter back. And if he wants her to be safe, he won’t make another move against us.”

“Against you,” Luca corrects. Their eyes meet, sadness filling them, and I so badly want to comfort them both, but it’s not the time or place.

Sera turns her attention back to the group. “I didn’t come to this decision easily, but I made him a promise.”

Sliding his hand into Sera’s, I watch them share a simple moment. I love how Luca can share those gestures with her—with me, too. He’s come a long way from being the moody asshole with a chip on his shoulder. He’s proven just how much he cares for Sera, how far he would go to ensure her safety. Her pain is his pain. Her sadness is his, and when it all comes down to it, they share a level of understanding that not even I can compete with, nor do I want to. Luca can provide Sera with something I can’t, but he also provides me with something she can’t. While I can’t pinpoint what that is, we’re all on the same page when it comes to this relationship.

“What do you need?” Raf asks when the silence persists.

Sera snaps her attention to him, brown eyes narrowing and shoulders rolling back as she takes a deep breath. “I need to know everything you do; about any other compounds, warehouses, and businesses. I want to know who the Verdis have on their side, who runs what. I want a list of buildings, businesses and bodies. I want to know what that piece of shit Don Verdi has for breakfast, lunch and dinner. The Verdis are under my scrutiny now, and I won’t rest until I find Gio’s daughter.”

“They’ll come for you,” Enzo reminds us.

“They’ll come for you, too,” Raf adds. “Taking out Luciano and destroying that compound is going to be met with retaliation.”

“Good,” Sera snaps. “I’m expecting it. We all should. But that little girl doesn’t deserve to be anywhere but with her father.” I hear her voice crack a little, the emotion she’s trying so damn hard to detach herself from slithering to the surface.

“We need to move fast then,” Raf states, tapping away on his computer.

“All this for a traitor?” Enzo scoffs.

“Are you questioning my authority, LaRosa?”

Remaining quiet, Enzo’s gaze flickers to Raf. But he gets no support from his friend, which seems to piss Enzo off even more.

“Move Gio back into the pool house,” Sera orders. “Get him medical treatment and see to it that he doesn’t have any contact with anyone unless I approve it.”

With a huff Enzo stands. It’s not hard to see that he doesn’t approve of any of Sera’s decisions. But just like Sera said, he’s no longer her second in command; I am.

“If you don’t like my orders, you know where the door is,” she snaps at Enzo.

His knuckles whiten by his sides, as if he’s fighting back whatever he wants to say.

In a strange way, I feel a little sorry for my cousin. I know deep down he thought he was doing right by Sera, but it doesn’t detract from the fact he failed at his job. We all did. It’s something we all have to live with, but what sets us apart is our ability to accept that.

Sera has Luca and me to help her with whatever she needs. I know Enzo wants to be a part of that, but he’s caused too much pain and hurt, forcing us to grieve over his death. Overcoming betrayal that deep will take a while. There’s not one word to describe the feeling when you come face to face with a ghost. There’s not one emotion that can sum up how you’re supposed to feel when that day comes. We all just have to try and move past it.

“Make the best out of a bad situation,” as Luisa would always say. The reminder that my sister is still out there with Ronaldo pinches at my chest. I know better than to raise my concerns about that right now. This is Sera’s meeting; Bianchi’s orders.

“Levi?” Sera’s voice softens, her brown-eyed gaze finding mine. “What’s wrong?”

“What are the chances you can track my sister?” I ask Raf.

He starts tapping on his keyboard, leaving me impatiently waiting for his answer. He’s focused on his computer screen so intently that my blood starts to bubble with irritation. My fists clench, and I’m about to ask again when he spins his laptop around on his knee, displaying a satellite image of another compound.

I swallow thickly, glancing between Sera and the screen. The compound is surrounded by desert and a thin valley below. Sitting on the edge of a cliff, it’s hard to make out where exactly it is, but I’d guess somewhere east. “Where is that?”

“Further out of the valley. Vegas, to be precise,” Raf answers.

“Vegas?” Marco startles. He’s been quiet for so long I almost forgot the twins were even here.

“Ronaldo has Luisa out in Vegas?” Matteo asks.

“I’m about ninety percent sure,” Raf replies. “I’ve been tracking everyone. Even Greco.”

Luca steps forward to inspect the screen. “What’s Greco got to do with this?”

“Greco isn’t as innocent as you all thought,” Enzo sighs exasperatedly. He rubs his thumb across his brow. “Those bodies that turned up at the docks belonged to Greco, not Verdi.”

Sera growls, “Motherfu—”

“So you’re saying they’re working together?” I confirm.

“I’d say so, yes. I’m sorry I can’t get a better image for you. If my drones get too close, the signal cuts off.” Raf types something else into his computer before candid images flicker on the screen. “I did manage to get these, though.”

We all peer closer as Raf scrolls through each image. Girls and women of a variety of ages bounce in front of us. My stomach churns the more I see, because the flesh trade has never been aligned with any of our interests. The Verdis shouldn’t be near this, nor should the Greco family. This is cartel territory, and these two families are treading too close to the line.

I can’t handle it any more. My chest constricts and I’m suddenly finding it hard to breathe. The room feels like it’s closing in around me as my worst thoughts rise to the surface. If this is what the Verdis are doing to girls, where’s my sister?

I spin on my heel before Raf can finish the reel of images, storming out of the den to seek fresh air. Slamming my back against the wall to the patio, I heave a deep breath. I know I have to stay strong. The last week has been tormenting for all of us, and while I’ve done what I can to keep a level head, sooner or later, my resolve is going to break.

I just don’t want anyone to see that when it does.
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“Vegas?” I confirm, arching a brow in Raf’s direction. I don’t know what the fuck the Verdis are doing so far out, but the fact they’re encroaching into Russian territory is ringing alarm bells.

With a nod, he closes his laptop. “It’s the last compound I managed to track Ronaldo to. The place is a fortress, though.”

Merda.

“First the flesh trade, now Russian Territory?” I exhale my disbelief, running a hand through my hair. There’s no way we are going to get within ten miles of that place before hell breaks loose. There will be guards around every corner, surveillance covering every damn corner of the place. Luisa is surrounded, and while I doubt Don Verdi has the capacity to harm her, I’m not so certain Ronaldo isn’t about to follow in his brother’s footsteps.

“See what else you can find out, Raf.” Sera takes my hand in her soft one. “Go find Levi before he does something stupid.”

She doesn’t need to ask me twice. Levi isn’t thinking straight, and it’s my turn to make him see clearly. But ever since Sera’s return, it’s like a switch has flipped. He’s sinking in his own guilt, suffocating in his own shame. I know that he blames himself for his sister’s situation, but the truth is, he did what we all would. He shouldn’t be ashamed of following protocol. His sister married an enemy, a complicated situation to most, but not us.

Without another word, I march after him, the heels of my shoes clipping along the wooden steps as I ascend into the living area. I can’t even begin to imagine how he’s feeling about this. If it’s anything like how I felt when Sera was taken, it’s only a matter of time before he becomes the storm he so desperately tries to calm in me.

Opening the front door, I glance at the side table, where his keys sit beside mine. He couldn’t have gotten far without them, meaning he’s still close by.

“You really think he’s going to listen to you?”

I spin around, coming face to face with Enzo. Just his presence pisses me off. It’s like he’s trying to push every single one of my damn buttons—and it’s working. But I don’t give a shit that he’s Levi’s cousin, or was Sera’s best friend. He has no place here.

Ignoring his question, I swivel on my heel and head for the patio doors, but Enzo is quick on my heels and my blood starts to heat with rage.

“You might share holes, but—”

The tether of my self-control snaps. I spin around so fast that I even feel dizzy. Enzo doesn’t get to judge my relationship with Sera or Levi. What goes on between us is just that.

I pin Enzo to the wall beside the door, my chest heaving with unspent anger. “You can keep digging that pathetic little hole of yours to hide your jealousy, but the only person being buried in it will be you.”

“Speaking of filling holes.” Enzo smirks, his gaze dropping to the gap between our bodies. Only it’s not the space between us he’s indicating, but what’s occupying it. His gun. “If you want to carry on filling them with that thing, I suggest you back away now.” He presses the barrel of his gun against my dick, the aggressive determination in his eyes never wavering.

“Do it. See where it gets you,” I challenge.

Click.

Enzo switches the safety off, daring me to push him further. And for a split second, that electrical current of nervous energy sparks up. It simmers beneath my skin like a warning, but I’ve never been one to heed them. I’ve never been afraid of death or the prospect of it. Losing my father, losing Sera, that put a lot of shit into perspective for me. It’s losing the people around me that I fear the most. My own life, I could care less about, but living another day without Levi or Sera just isn’t something I can comprehend. The week Sera disappeared had been agonizing. Staring the unknown in the face still haunts me.

My thoughts must be displayed on my face, because Enzo suddenly retracts his gun, clicking the safety on and tucking it back into his black jeans. “He’s still my cousin, regardless of…” he huffs out, trepidation stopping him from finishing his sentence.

“Regardless of what?” I press.

“Nevermind.”

The patio door swings open and Levi stalks past us, determination reinforcing every step. He paces towards the front door in silence, reaching for his car keys.

I race after him before he can take them, catching his wrist and twisting him around, pinning him against the opposite wall.

“Where are you going?” I ask, forcing Levi to look at me.

Though my question comes out as a possessive growl, Levi tilts his chin up defiantly. “To find Luisa.”

“You’re gonna get yourself killed,” I warn.

“It’s better than sitting around here, doing nothing.”

“Is it?” I ask. The fact that Levi thinks that dying senselessly is better than coming up with a plan that will keep everyone safe only drives home how lost he is right now. If I could take that pain away from him and harbor it as my own, I’d do it in a heartbeat. I wouldn’t even second-guess my decision because seeing Levi like this is gut-wrenching. “You can’t go alone,” I sigh.

“And what are you going to do when you get there?” Enzo questions behind me. “Because they’ll smell you a mile off. Not to mention that Vegas is several hours away.”

“Nobody asked you,” Levi snaps. “In fact, why are you still here? Sera can’t stand to look at you, I can’t stand talking to you. What purpose do you have here other than—”

Enzo takes a swing before Levi can even finish his sentence. His fist connects with Levi’s jaw, sending him stumbling sideways, taking out a vase from the adjacent table. Glass explodes across the floor, like the start gun to an olympic race, and all hell breaks loose.

In a split second, Levi lunges at his cousin, tackling him to the ground with a sickening thud. It’s a battle for dominance as they wrestle and roll, throwing punches haphazardly. There’s no method to their fighting, it’s just a case of who can get a punch in.

“Knock it off!” I bark, trying to grab Enzo by the collar. But Levi thrusts his hips upward, throwing Enzo off of him.

As much as Enzo fights, it’s Levi who ends up on top, fists flying, words spraying. “Nobody wants you here!” he screams before his body rolls across the floor.

“The fuck do you know?” Enzo spits out. “You’re only here because of me!” He slings an arm sideways, Levi’s head snapping to the right as the blood sprays across the wooden floor.

The symphony of coughs and grunts expels one after the other as they continue to pummel the shit out of each other. It all gets too much when a tooth springs free, sliding to halt at my feet. I don’t know who it belongs to, but this shit has officially gotten out of hand.

“Fuck’s sake!” I grunt, pulling Levi off of Enzo.

They’re both breathless and exhausted, chests heaving as anger flares their nostrils. While Levi has a split lip and his hair is messier than usual, he still looks perfect to me. There’s a sadness lingering in his dark eyes, a kind of guilt that I feel so profoundly. It forces me to analyze what’s really going on, and the softness I feel for Levi starts creeping in.

Enzo doesn’t look much better, now sporting a swollen lip and cheek, blood trickling from the corner of his mouth. No guess as to who’s tooth that was. It’s safe to say they both got good hits in, but this shit has to stop. I know I’m just as bad, but this is only a distraction from the real problem. We’re not going to get Luisa or Giovanni’s daughter back if we’re all at each other’s throats. So, for the first time ever, it’s up to me to be the calm, rational one.

“We have to stop this shit!” I roar at both of them.

“I’m just trying to help,” Enzo says, swiping at his mouth.

“I don’t need your help!” Levi screams. “I don’t need help from any of you!” Before I can stop him, he’s spinning on his heel and marching away from me.

“Levi!” I call after him.

“Told you he wouldn’t listen.”

Ignoring Enzo’s comment, I start after Levi, following him upstairs to the room we’ve claimed as ours. When I enter, he’s pacing back and forth, unspent anger rolling off him in waves. Levi always says I’m a storm, but as I watch him for a moment, I realize that Levi is the perfect depiction of the ocean.

He’s calm, almost peaceful when the world is the right side up. But if the axis is tilted, those still waters become deathly peaks of rage, waves threatening to swallow you up if you test them. It’s almost magnetic the way I’m drawn to that part of him, like we’re one and the same, but complete opposites.

“Levi,” I sigh, stepping forward.

“Leave me alone!” he snaps. “I just want to be alone.”

I shake my head. Unfortunately for him, he doesn’t have that luxury right now. So I kick the door shut behind me, stalking toward Levi like he might flee if I don’t move fast enough. The problem is, this is new territory for me. I’m not the calming type. I’m not the guy who gives you their shoulder to cry on. I’m the one who takes a gun and puts bullets in peoples heads. I’m the one to take a knife and make someone plead for their life. Placation isn’t my thing.

“Fine,” he grunts. “Then I’ll leave.”

I lunge for him before he can get past me, spinning him around and slamming him onto the bed face first. He bounces beneath my weight, his breaths coming out quick and sharp. “You don’t get to walk away, il mio sole. If you wanna fight, fight me. I can handle it. But I’m not leaving you alone.”

Levi grunts, attempting to push me off, but my stance has him pinned, my hips holding him in place. “I’m not walking away from shit!”

“Liar.”

All of a sudden, Levi throws his elbow backwards, landing a blow to my face so hard that I see stars. It takes every ounce of strength for me to remain on top of him, forcing his body harder into the sheets as I fight against the urge to retaliate.

“This isn’t a fucking game, Luca!”

I jolt him with my weight, my blood boiling and rage creeping all the way to my extremities in a burning rush of heat. “Then stop acting like a goddamn child and let me in! Get angry, break shit, but stop acting like you’re the only person this affects.”

It’s probably not the best approach, but I’m not going to pretend to be what Levi is for Sera. We have our own dynamic; our own way of solving problems. We fight because it’s what we do best.

“You wouldn’t understand,” Levi croaks, his voice breaking with the weight of his own guilt, refusing to let me take that weight off his shoulders.

“Try me?” I challenge, pressing my hand to the middle of his back. “In case you forgot, I lost my father. I never got to save him, and I sure as shit know that nothing will come from a half-assed revenge plot.”

“I don’t see you coming up with a plan. You promised—” He tries to kick me away, but I move my grip to the back of his neck, pinning him so that he can’t throw me off. We’re evenly matched in weight, with my height only just a little taller than his, but from this vantage point, I hold all the power, and damn does that make me a little hard.

I smirk behind him, my motivations suddenly steering me in a different direction. The heat from his body, the way his breaths fall in a ragged rhythm. I don’t want to hurt him, but damn, do I want to fuck the stubbornness out of him.

“I know what I promised,” I say, moving one hand to undo my belt. “But now isn’t the time for you to sign your death warrant.”

The clink of my belt startles Levi. He moves his head, but I only give him enough room to tilt it slightly, his eyes widening. “What are you doing?”

“I’m gonna fuck you so hard you won’t be able to walk away from me.” I claw at my shirt, peeling it off my body.

Levi shifts beneath me, his hips squirming. The action spurs me on, my blood reaching a boiling point as my chest heaves with excitement. I know he wants this just as much as I do. Fighting and fucking; they’re both ways to release our anger, our frustration.

Searching for any doubts lingering in those dark eyes, my gaze drops to his lips. He licks them before biting down, making it increasingly difficult to reign in my desire for the asshole. When he starts to buck his hips, his hands reaching down to undo his pants, I know there’s no reservations, no apprehension or nerves.

It’s like all the pent up anger we’ve yet to release, all the boundaries we’ve been tiptoeing close to, finally rears into us. We don’t need to say what we’re thinking. In an instant, we’re tearing our clothes off, tossing them aside as we let our primal urges take over. Levi grabs my cock excitedly, fisting it in his grip. His movements are hard and fast, my eyes rolling to the back of my head when he slides his lips over the tip. His tongue works magic around the head, his head bobbing frenetically, hungrily. The sight is enough to bring me to my knees, the sensation enough to set me off. That’s the power of Levi; of what we have.

Possessiveness rages inside me as he gags on my cock. My hand automatically goes to the back of his head, forcing him further down my shaft. “You’re going to take it all, Levi,” I grunt, thrusting my hips to match his own rhythm. “Just like that,” I groan, panting through the pleasure unfurling within me.

Levi’s slurps and chokes on my shaft as he deepthroats me. He edges me closer, making it harder and harder to maintain my self-control. Considering we’ve never been with a guy before one another, he knows exactly how to get me off. I yank him away with a reluctant grunt, twisting him around to force his face into the sheets once more.

“The only place I’m coming is in this ass,” I growl, slapping my palm against his bare cheek.

He moans out, pressing his ass against my cock. “Who are you kidding? You’re a bottom.”

His words tip me over the edge, the challenge in his voice only encouraging me to prove him wrong. Sure, I’ve never been with a guy before Levi—hell, I’m not even sure how to describe our situation—but the need to take him, to galvanize our connection, is stronger than ever.

Reaching around, I grab his dick and give it a languid stroke before spitting on his asshole.

Levi lets out a pained groan, but it’s the distraction I want to give him as I line my cock up at his hole. I listen to the way his breaths pitch when I press against the ring of muscle, the anticipation building. And when he finally exhales, I punch my hips forward, giving him no warning. Luckily my spit and soaked cock from his blowjob are the perfect lubricant and I can’t resist the moan when I still inside of him

“Fuck!” Levi groans, his eyes closing for a split second before they open again. Blissed out, he rocks his hips with mine, his cock sliding through my fist. “Fuck me already!”

It’s the hottest fucking sound I’ve ever heard coming from Levi. His begging, his body writhing beneath mine. Sweat starts to bead along my forehead, a blend of nerves and excitement heating me from the inside out.

My lips kick up in a smile as I edge deeper into his ass, my breaths shallowing as I bottom out. And fuck, does it feel amazing being balls deep in Levi. I can’t deny that I haven’t thought about it before, but the reality is so much better than anything I could imagine.

Driving my hips into his ass, my mouth gapes as I watch my dick sink into him. Fuck, I don’t think I’ll last long. His ass is tight, the walls squeezing my cock so hard that I’m gonna blow my load in seconds. As much as I want to fuck the fight out of him, I have to force myself to slow down.

I grip onto Levi’s shoulder with one hand, still fisting his dick with the other. Every time my knuckles hit the base, he grinds his ass against me. Who would have thought Levi likes anal?

“Harder,” Levi pants, those fucking noises driving me crazy.

Leaning forward, I punch my hips harder, angrier. Now it feels like I’m fighting the fuck out of myself, but with the way my body is fired up, getting off on all the sensations around me, I don’t care anymore.

“You gonna come, il mio sole?” I husk, biting down on his shoulder.

“Hmm… fuck… yeah…” Levi throws his head back, giving me just enough reach to slam my lips onto his. Our kiss is filled with power and passion, our tongues meshing, breaths colliding and tongues twining. I dig deeper, fisting his cock faster and faster as I match each stroke with a punch of my hips. “Luca!”

“Fuck, yes!” I cry out as white hot pleasure explodes through my body. My balls tighten, and in the same breath, I feel the rush of my release fill Levi’s ass.

He cries out at the same time, his cum spilling into my hand. I keep on stroking, gliding my hand up and down until we’re both breathless and spent.

Lightheaded but sated, I roll onto my side, eyes locking with Levi while a smile tugs at his sexy plump lips. I can’t help myself— I lean forward and cup his cheek, pressing my lips to his a little softer this time. Miraculously, it’s like the world has fallen away. It’s just the two of us; this perfect moment, and nobody can take it away from us.

I finally fucked the fight out of Levi.
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Enzo


Ithought faking my own death was twisted. I thought lying to my best friend was irredeemable. But as I stagger under Giovanni’s weight while carrying out Sera’s orders, I realize this is the most fucked up situation I’ve been in. This isn’t the way of La Cosa Nostra. We don’t forgive traitors, we don’t bandage up their wounds and send them on their merry way.

What I’m thinking is exactly what Sera is doing to me. She’s shutting me out because I hurt her, because I betrayed her. Maybe not like Giovanni did, but I lied to her and kept my survival a secret. So why does Giovanni get her forgiveness? Why not me?

I finally reach the pool house, sweat beading along my forehead as I push inside. Giovanni isn’t much taller than me, but he’s bulkier, meaning it’s not easy to lumber his dead weight around. In fact, I grumble the entire way because Sera refused to let anyone help me. I call it punishment, and I can’t fault her for that because it gives me hope that I can still redeem myself. I can still fix things between us.

Pushing through the door to the pool house, I stomp through to the bedroom and drop Sera’s bodyguard onto the bed. He bounces against the mattress with an audible grunt, pain visibly creasing his features. He’s still worse for the wear, blood coating pretty much every inch of his body. While I left his dignity intact—keeping his pants on—I’m still pretty pleased with the masterpiece I created. There’s no way our traitor is going to be forgetting this day anytime soon, as I’ve left enough marks on his body to scar, the perfect reminder of the consequences of his transgressions.

“Wash up,” I bark. “Doctor’s coming by.”

Giovanni pushes up off the bed, body swaying as he tries to find his balance. He stumbles and catches himself against the wall, confusion creeping across his face as he catches his breath.

“Thanks,” he finally mutters.

“Don’t thank me. If it were up to me, you’d still be bleeding out in that basement,” I snap, marching towards him. “Which is something I’ll never understand. Why the fuck do you get pardoned for what you did and I’m still getting the cold shoulder for doing what you couldn’t?” I huff out in agitation and turn on my heel, not waiting for an answer. Giovanni is the last person I want to hear from right now.

“Start… with…” Giovanni groans behind me, causing me to pause in my path. “An apology.”

An apology? My brows furrow, but I refuse to look at the traitor. If that was all it took for Sera to forgive me, I’d do it in a heartbeat.

Is it really that easy?

I don’t want to give Giovanni’s words any more thought. I slam the door behind me as I leave, making my way across the patio towards the house. My anger is still simmering beneath the surface. Not just because Sera released Giovanni against my advice, but because I got into another fight with Levi, and I’m no closer to making amends with him.

It’s not exactly my intention to keep getting into arguments with my cousin, but even though I saw what was happening over the last few months as part of my surveillance, seeing it play out in front of my face hits harder. I don’t even care that Levi is gay, or bi-sexual—whatever! It’s the fact Levi and Sera have something, a relationship I never admitted I wanted until it was too late. The truth is, I never thought I was worthy of Bianchi. She was my best friend, someone I wanted to protect with my life—and I did. But that came at a cost, a price I should never have considered. I’m an outsider now, watching my best friend live a life I should be a part of.

“We need to talk.” Sera’s voice snatches my attention as soon as I step into the living room. She stands in her red power suit, arms folded with a no-nonsense attitude strengthening her stance. Giovanni’s words linger in the back of my mind, and I wonder whether it really is as easy as an apology.

Nodding, I cross the room to take a seat on the couch, watching as she sinks down on the one opposite me. She crosses her legs, her jaw feathering as those deep brown eyes stare daggers into me. Though it’s clear her stubbornness has full control, I still see the softness rounding her eyes, the pain she clings onto. In this moment, I feel the hurt she’s feeling. I know she hates me for what I did. I hate myself just as much. But there were so many factors going against Sera at the time that I couldn’t have protected her in the same way. I had to disappear.

Taking a deep breath, I steel my features and prepare myself to start, but Sera beats me to it.

“Why?” she asks, her voice breaking. “Why did you leave me?”

It suddenly grows hot, the tension in the room thickening instantly. I tug at the collar of my shirt, but it’s not like I have a tie or top button to loosen. “We really thought I could protect you better if I wasn’t…” I clear my throat, lifting my hands to make air quotes. “Alive.”

“So it was planned? You knew Luciano was coming after me that day and—”

“No! I didn’t know he was coming after you, I swear. I would have told you, I would have done better.”

“You died.” The finality of those two words stings.

“I was taken to the hospital. I was in a coma for two weeks and when I woke up, things had changed.”

“What things?” She raises a brow and shifts in her seat. Curiosity is clearly eating away at her, and as much as I want to tell her everything, I’m not so sure she’s ready for the full truth. “What things, Enzo?” she barks, her voice growing louder with impatience.

“When I woke up, my family had already been told I had passed away. You had been told I was dead.”

Sera clutches a hand to her mouth, unable to contain the gasp that escapes.

“After that, it was decided.”

“But who? Who decided that?” she demands. “Raf? Who told—” her eyes round with shock.

I can see the cogs turning in her head, practically hear the puzzle pieces slotting into place. And though I hate what the realization brings as it dawns on her as to who was responsible for this plan, she has to hear it.

“Your father.”

“No!” she gasps, shooting up from her spot to start pacing back and forth. “No! He wouldn’t do that to me. To you. To us!”

“Sera—” I reach for her, but she jolts away from me. “He thought I could protect you this way.”

“But you couldn’t!” She stops in front of me, fists clenched and nostrils flaring. “Levi took a beating because of your plan! I was taken, beaten and—”

“I know!” I croak. That part still hits me deep; Sera should have been safe. She had enough people to protect her and we all failed. Levi shouldn’t have taken that hit for something he couldn’t stop, but Alfredo Bianchi needed to take his anger out on someone, and my cousin was the first person to admit to him that Sera was taken. The only reason Alfredo didn’t kill my cousin was because he knew what Levi meant to Sera. Something he never recognized with me—or maybe he did and took advantage of that.

It doesn’t matter now. What’s done is done. My eyes drop to my lap, unable to meet Sera’s broken gaze. “I’m sorry,” I murmur.

The silence that follows my words pierces through me. I look up to see Sera’s features soften, my chest pinching when a tear slips free. I stand up to swipe it away, letting our history catch up with us.

She leans into my palm, eyes closing as another tear falls. “Why would my father do this?”

“Because he cares,” I answer. “He might not show it, but his intentions were always to keep you safe. My intentions were always to keep you safe.”

“But he forced you to fake your death, to leave me.”

I nod. There aren’t any words I can say to make this situation better, or offer her the answers that would make her hurt less. In fact, there’s nothing I can say except, “I’m so fucking sorry.”

A sob cracks through her chest. Before I can do anything, she’s swinging her arms around my neck and burying her face in my shirt. Her shoulders bounce as she finally lets her grief overwhelm her.

I collapse on the couch with her in my arms, curling her body into my lap, making sure not to hurt her ribs. I hold her for what feels like forever, but it’s still not long enough. I keep holding her until her body stills and her breaths fall steadily.

Three months. That’s how long I’ve been watching her attempting to move on after my death. These ten minutes of holding her isn’t enough, but at least it’s something—and I’m amazed that all it took to get here was a heartfelt apology.

I hate that her bodyguard was right.

“I was always there, watching you,” I say, holding her tightly. “It killed me not being there with you, dancing with you.”

Sera pulls her head away from me, brows furrowing.

“Greco’s wedding?” I supply, raising a brow. “The whole place was watching you.”

“You were there?” she rasps.

I nod, pulling her back to me. “I never wanted to lie to you, Sera. I only wanted to keep you safe.” It’s all I’ve ever wanted for her. I had accepted my fate as soon as Alfredo ordered it. Sera and I were never to meet; I was always to remain in the shadows, keeping an eye on our enemies while out of sight. My job was the same, only I was never to come face to face with my leader. My death being made public was what would protect her because if I wasn’t around, that meant one less person for the Verdis to track. I could work in the shadows to take them down and protect Sera.

I failed, though. I let the family down and I’ll forever owe that to them.

“I’ll never be safe, Enzo,” Sera sniffs. Her brown eyes are glassy, the torrent of her emotions catching up with her. She cups my face, locking her gaze with mine. “Promise you’ll never leave again.”

“I—”

“Promise!”

I close my eyes, drawing in a deep breath. I swore the day I finally faced Sera, I’d never lie to her. There would be no more secrets between us. Unfortunately, I can’t make this promise. I can’t lie and say that I’ll never leave her again because that’s an entity we all fear; the unknown. I can’t sit and tell no more secrets because there’s still so much she doesn’t know. It would break her to tell her, especially so soon after what she’s been through.

“I promise I’ll always protect you,” I whisper, pressing my forehead to hers. “I promise to be by your side until the end.”

Satisfied, she offers me a gentle smile. She reaches up to stroke my cheek, gaze honing in on the injuries I’ve sustained by Levi’s hand. He got some good shots in, I’ll give him that.

“You can’t keep fighting them, you know. They’re a part of this.”

“Both of them?” I question.

Sera pushes away from me with a huff, straightening up to smooth the creases in her jacket. “Levi, Luca and I have something. I don’t care what you think or what you have to say about it.”

“And Gio?”

She stares down at me, surprise feathering her jaw. “I made him a promise. There’s a little girl’s life in danger, and I promised I would save her.”

“You didn’t answer my question.” Though judging by the way she reacts to me pressing, I already know the answer. She might say she’s done with Giovanni, but I know my best friend too well. “What about the bodyguard?”

“I…” She drops her gaze to the ground. “I don’t know.”

I stand up and bring her against my chest once more. Everything we’ve been through seems to melt away. The pain, the grief, the resentment. I tilt her chin up to look at me, to see the sincerity on my face when I say, “Sei tutto per me.”

She rolls her eyes, a small smile lifting on those perfect lips. Lips that I’ve thought about touching, kissing; finally taking that step past friendship and into new territory. Leaning down, I start to close the distance between our mouths.

But at the last second, Sera lifts her hand and presses a finger to my lips. “Go make amends.”

I frown when she steps away, placing something in my palm. I look down to see a tooth; my tooth, and now I know I have to make things right with everyone. Even the guy who stole my girl.
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Serafina


“So, how does this work?” Enzo asks, gesturing between me, Luca, and Levi. He’s leaning back on the chair opposite my desk, one arm slung loosely over the back of it. “Do you tag team, or—”

Levi jumps up from the chair beside his cousin, about to lunge for him when Luca grabs his wrist and yanks him back down.

“Enzo!” I snap, rolling my eyes. “Is that really how you want to start this?”

Enzo shrugs his shoulders, falling into an abrupt silence. But he can’t even do that without a smug smile on his face.

I brought us all in the den to clear the air and bring closure to the animosity floating between us all. After the conversation I had with Enzo, I want the guys to get along, but Enzo has resorted to being a petulant child. While I don’t expect anyone to be best friends anytime soon, I want us all to be on the same page. With the way Enzo is acting, I doubt it’ll be that easy.

But there’s no other way to solve this. There needs to be harmony, regardless of what has happened.

Enzo still has a place in my heart, despite the lies, despite the hurt, despite the betrayal. He will always be my best friend. He will always be the guy I turned to when I was sixteen, crying into his shoulder as I begged him to help me find a way out of the toxic relationship I had found myself in. He didn’t fail me then, and I can’t say he ever has. He might have lied about his death, but that wasn’t his fault.

My father on the other hand; he knew what he was doing.

But Enzo’s sincere words soothed me, allowing me to give him a piece of my grief. It was effortless, the way his heartfelt apology fell from his lips, attempting to repair the heartbreak. It was easy to find it in me to move forward and forgive Enzo because he was another victim of my father’s plans, just like me. But that’s not the only reason I forgave him.

“I can’t believe we’re doing this,” Levi mumbles.

I swear, these guys look like they’ve come to the principal’s office for a reprimand, when really, it’s about time we all put what happened behind us and focus on what we need to do.

“Well, you’d better believe it.” I cross my arms and lean back in my oversized computer chair, attempting to ignore the agony that ripples through my chest from my broken ribs. I’m under strict orders by the doctor to stay in bed, given that I have two cracked ribs and concussion. The rest of my wounds have already started to heal. The bruise across my eye is now edges with slight green tinges, and the split in my lip is barely a cut now. My wrists are still bandaged up, but it’s mostly superficial now. The slice across my face will heal, but I’ve already been told it could scar, and as for the long bandage running across my back, well all I can say is I’m thankful I don’t have to look at that because I know it’s nasty. I just have to take things one step at a time, but that’s proving difficult when the amount of testosterone in this house is like walking into a roid-filled gym.

“Nobody leaves this room until we all make amends,” I snap my orders.

Luca scoffs at that. “Does that include you?”

My eyes automatically drift towards Enzo, who raises a brow at me in question. “Yes,” I answer simply.

“You’ve forgiven him for everything?” Luca pushes.

“Not everything. But enough to put aside my anger.” I can see that answer pisses Luca off. He’s always been the one to hold grudges—I was no exception to that rule. But we aren’t a family if we can’t work together, and right now, we all need this one. “Look,” I sigh. “Enzo isn’t the one at fault for what happened.”

“Are we talking about his death, or your kidnapping?” Levi cuts in.

I wince at the sharpness of his accusatory tone.

“Levi,” I say through clenched teeth. It’s been a minute since he questioned me on anything. All this week he’s been tiptoeing around me, even when I decided Giovanni’s fate, he stood by my side. But it seems he’s past that now, and I’m on the receiving end of his attitude once again. “We have shit to get done,” I huff, taking on a no-nonsense tone. “I don’t have time to lead this family and referee your pissing matches.”

“Is that what you think this is?” Luca scoffs. “We stand by your side and now we’re having pissing matches?”

“I’m not making amends,” Levi scowls.

It’s like talking to a bunch of teenagers.

“Fine.” I nod towards all three of them. I knew this would be difficult, I expected it to be. But I stand by my decision, and if these three men want to be in my life, then they need to get over their issues. “Then set aside your differences. I can’t do this without all three of you. What happened was…” I fail to finish my sentence because all I can think about is my father and his involvement.

I still don’t know how true Enzo’s words are. He’s never had a reason to lie to me before, and something tells me he isn’t about to start now that we’ve brokered a fragile peace between us.

“What aren’t you telling us?” Luca asks, stealing my attention. His eyes are narrowed on me as he cards a hand through his blonde hair.

Enzo clears his throat, shifting in his chair.

The weight of his revelation has been weighing heavily on me ever since he came clean. In all honesty, I didn’t sleep a wink last night because the thought of my own father puppeteering Enzo’s story hits somewhere deep. Despite our differences, I always thought my father and I had a good relationship. He’s never given me any reason to think otherwise. Our interaction from the Gala a few weeks ago was the first time I ever questioned his intentions.

“Dolcezza?”

I snap my gaze back to Luca, who waits patiently for my reply.

The dense silence I’ve allowed to fill the room clutches at my throat like an invisible hand. My heart feels like it could burst out my chest, my pulse racing so fast my skin grows hot and itchy. The idea of repeating what Enzo and I know—and possibly Raf— leaves me reeling in uncertainty. Levi still wears a bruise on his face. Then again, his whole face is currently covered in them from the amount of fights he’s gotten into. But I know he took a punch from my father for failing me, something I’m not so sure Enzo was ever on the receiving end of.

“Her father,” Enzo answers, scratching his thumb across his forehead. “He’s the one who faked my death.”

I swallow past the thick taste of shame coating my throat, lowering my eyes to my lap.

“You knew about this?” Levi asks, anger lacing his words.

“Enzo told me yesterday,” I answer. “My father told everyone of Enzo’s death, but—”

“And you believed him?” Luca pins me with a glare.

“Yes,” I reply defiantly. “Why wouldn’t I?” There’s nothing worse than the feeling of betrayal. I thought Enzo’s stung, but now the thought of my own father’s part in this slices so much deeper. I have no reason to think Enzo would lie about this, because that would mean turning me against my father.

What purpose would that serve?

“What else should we know?” Levi asks his cousin. “Her father orchestrated your death. Did he have a part to play in her kidnapping, too?” He sounds wounded, broken from the inside out, though I know he’d never admit it to Enzo.

“Not that I’m aware of,” Enzo replies, but I can hear the uncertainty in his tone. I can see it in his eyes as he spins the ring on his thumb to distract himself, his gaze never leaving mine. There are secrets lying beneath his words, details he’s keeping from me. He gnaws at his bottom lip. “Your father always had me watching you, though.”

“What?” Luca barks.

“Always?” I question.

Enzo answers with a subtle nod, and that’s when his words from yesterday suddenly hit me. “You were the one who told my father about them?” I push up from my chair, my palms slamming onto the desk. Just when I thought I could move forward, I’m thrown backwards. It’s like as much as I try to grow, to lead this family, there’s always someone or something getting in my way.

“Yes,” he murmurs.

“And us working with The Vultures?”

“Yes.”

“What else?” I demand, glaring at him.

“There’s nothing else, I swear.”

“The attack after Greco’s wedding?” I push for more answers. I feel like Enzo is still keeping something from me.

“I didn’t get there in time,” he mutters, his eyes softening. “I paid Greco a visit and…”

“And?” Luca chimes in.

“Enough!” I snap. I can already feel a headache brewing. My temples throb and the heat crawling up my neck is pounding away at my brain. “No more lies! No more secrets! Got it? It ends now!”

All three men glance at one another before returning their attention to me.

“We have too much to do. I can’t deal with more betrayal.” My voice wobbles as my thoughts bring me to Giovanni’s daughter. “We need to get Luisa back, Gabriella too. I can’t do that if I don’t trust you.” My words are aimed at Enzo more than anyone else, though I know Levi and Luca feel the weight of them.

Exhaustion starts to smother me. Like a warm blanket I want to wrap myself in, I feel the sleepless night creep up on me. It’s only ten in the morning, but right now, there’s nothing more I want than to crawl back into bed.

“Dolcezza…” Luca’s voice comes from beside me, soft and sweet as he gently tangles his fingers with mine. He turns me to look at him and when I peer up into his bright blue eyes, the world seems to fall away. He doesn’t stop me when I bury my head in his chest, inhaling his fresh scent and sighing. He smells of mint and his woodsy aftershave, the delicious scent wrapping around me and instantly relaxing me. The guy that once held animosity towards me now holds me like he wants to take my burdens for himself. He makes it so easy to give into him, to let him take control. And it’s not a bad thing.

I turn my head to see Levi glancing at his cousin, hesitation making his sharp jaw feather. He’s beautiful when he’s angry, a portrait of refined art complete with sharp edges and vibrant tones. I lose myself staring at him, absorbed in his boyish beauty until he finally stands and grunts, “Fine.”

I watch him take Enzo’s hand, shaking it aggressively. If he wants me to believe this is a truce, he’s not doing a very good job. Then again, I’m just glad they’re not kicking each other’s asses.

“No more fights?” I ask sweetly, nuzzling further in Luca’s embrace.

“No promises,” Levi smirks before stepping towards me and planting a kiss on my temple. “But I’ll do my best.”

I guess that’s all I can ask from him for now. Looking towards Enzo for confirmation, he glances from me to the men I’m sandwiched between. There’s reluctance in his stance and a glimmer of apprehension in his eyes. I don’t miss the way he contemplates what he wants to say. Evidently, what he should say wins out because he nods his head towards us, his lips kicking up into a weak smile. “The past is the past.”

Luca’s palm grazes the nape of my neck, coaxing me to look up at him. Slowly, I feel a little less like my life is falling apart and more like the pieces of this weird ass puzzle are finally coming together. I had wanted to get more done today than just build a bridge for these three assholes, but a yawn takes over.

“Come on,” Luca whispers. “You need rest.”

I feel a smile creep across my lips as he strokes his thumb over the bandage on my cheek. I love how sweet Luca has been towards me. It’s rare, but it just makes it more special. The gentle caress of his touch burns my skin, but in a way that just makes me want him more.

I shake my head at those lurid thoughts. He’s right, I need to rest. As much as I want to defy the doctor’s orders, my body is begging for a reprieve.

Levi takes my hand, guiding me away from Luca and past Enzo. He doesn’t even look at me as we leave, and I don’t know why that somehow stings more than his betrayal did, but it does. Maybe we can’t go back to how things were, after all. I guess I was asking for too much.
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Giovanni


There’s a certain melancholy that seems to stain my thoughts. A level of guilt I can’t shake wraps around me like a suffocating blanket. Serafina has done me more than enough favors. She’s offered me a lifeline where no other person in her position would have. I owe her a debt I can never repay. Not because it’s unattainable, but because she’d never allow me to. This is her way of slicing the knife, cutting ties with me while reminding me that what she stands for will never be the reason she breaks.

Family.

The door to the pool house swings open, and Serafina’s presence offers up the sliver of happiness and relief I feel. She paces through to take a seat in the armchair in the corner of the room, crossing one leg over the other as she glares at me.

Her cheek is bandaged up, the same as mine, masking the evidence of Luciano’s blade and a testament to how hard he pushed her, yet she didn’t break. As for her wrists, we both have them wrapped in gauze and bandages, though mine itch like hell and she doesn’t even seem perturbed in the slightest by hers.

I finish buttoning the shirt Marco brought me earlier before turning to face her.

She exudes power, an air of confidence that I haven’t seen before. This isn’t the Serafina Bianchi I was tasked to protect three months ago. No, this is a woman who has risen from the ashes like a phoenix, using her pain as a weapon, a shield to strengthen and protect her. She doesn’t need the men behind her because I’m looking at a woman who could take you out with a glare.

Moving to the end of my bed, I shift uncomfortably. I’ve been expecting this visit. It’s been three days since she ordered Enzo to release me, and while I’m glad I’m no longer hanging over my own demise, I’m certain that will still be my final destination. Serafina’s words continue to linger in the back of my mind, reminding me that her forgiveness is what’s keeping me alive, promising me I’ll see Gabriella again.

Levi stands beside her, his arms folded as his eyes tour the room. We haven’t spoken a word to one another since their last visit to the basement, but I can feel his turmoil. Just like me, he’s had someone taken from him. Just like me, he’ll do anything to get her back.

“You need to tell us everything,” Sera starts, sliding her palms up and down the arms of the chair. “How it started, what they said and did. I want the beginning, middle and…”

“End?” I answer, lifting a brow.

Silently, she nods, her eyes flickering with something turbulent. I’d describe it as an emotion close to anger, but Sera doesn’t express her anger as clearly as Luca does, so I’m not sure what she’s battling in that head of hers. I just know it can’t be good.

“How did you come to be my bodyguard?”

I slide my elbows to my thighs, leaning forward as I link my fingers together. “Your father. He contacted me, said he needed someone like me to ensure his daughter’s safety.”

There’s something familiar blazing in her eyes. It’s like a fire has sparked, knowledge of what transpired starting to fuel the embers into an inferno. “Did you know who I was?”

I nod, lifting my gaze to hers. “Yes.”

“And that didn’t bother you?”

Tilting my head, I slide my focus between Sera and Levi, my brows knitting together. “Why would that bother me?”

Sera’s lips kick up into a smirk, her head turning to Levi as they share some kind of silent conversation. After a beat, Sera returns her attention to me, the stoic mask readjusted. “So what happened after that?”

It feels awfully hot in here. Even though the pool house is air conditioned, I still feel the creep of heat crawl up my neck, the beads of sweat blooming across my temple. I haven’t retold this story—hell, I haven’t even spoken to my own sister about what happened. We haven’t spoken at all because she believes Gabriella is with me. It’s the only lie I could tell her that wouldn’t raise more suspicion.

Clearing my throat, I avert my gaze. Looking at Serafina only reminds me of my daughter, the defiance, the stubbornness. Though that’s as far as their likeness goes, it still hurts that I’ve not only let Sera down, but my daughter too.

The California sun blazes down on me as I step out of LAX. It’s mid-afternoon, and though the journey was seamless, I can feel the exhaustion creeping in. I chose to catch the redeye flight, so Gabriella wouldn’t see me leave. It would only make things harder and right now, that’s the last thing we need. I switch on my phone, my travel bag in one hand while I wait for my car. I can feel the sticky heat coat my neck, sweat beading across my forehead. It’s a different kind of heat compared to the Texas weather. It’s drier back home, a low humidity that makes it tolerable.

All of a sudden my phone rings in my hand, and as I glance down, my heart sinks. Gabriella’s name flashes across the screen, my hand tightening its grasp.

“Angioletto,” I sigh.

“Not quite,” the voice on the phone says. It’s deep, deviant, with a hint of sadistic intent lacing his words.

“Who is this?” I frown, pulling the phone away to double check the caller ID. Nope, it still says Gabriella. “Who is this?!” I repeat more loudly.

“Giovanni Cruz,” the man tuts. “I’m the person who’s holding something dear to you. One wrong move and that something could… disappear.”

Time seems to slow down; my heart rate, my breathing, my life. My mind grows fuzzy, like whatever I’m trying to understand doesn’t comprehend.

“Where is she?” I growl.

“She’s with me.” I hear the smile that accompanies his words, the evil motive that tells me my daughter isn’t safe, despite what he might tell me.

“What do you want?”

“I want someone to die,” he answers simply.

Time speeds back up, and my blood chills. “I don’t kill. I protect.”

“Oh no!” The man chuckles. “You won’t be killing anyone. But you won’t be protecting them either.”

I don’t know who I’m talking to, but I can hazard a guess that this is the threat Alfredo Bianchi hired me to protect his daughter from.

“Gabriella will be safe with me,” he says. “Follow my orders and you won’t have to worry about your darling daughter.” There’s a long pause that draws out an impatient and worried sigh from me. “It’s a shame. She’s a gorgeous little girl.”

I shudder at the thoughts that spear through my mind. Whoever this guy is, he isn’t to be messed with.

“Please, just let me speak to her!”

“There’s no need to worry her,” he coos, and I imagine Gabriella somewhere near him, shivering in fear. “You wouldn’t want her getting hurt because of something stupid, would you?”

“Please!”

“Just do your job, Giovanni. Keep your mouth shut, you’re good at that. And I’ll be in touch.”

The line goes dead before I can beg or bargain with the man, leaving me lost in my own fear and anger. Sweat drips in rivulets down my temple, my breaths growing shallow and panicked. I’m usually a calm and collected guy, but this isn’t something I’ve ever had to deal with or prepare for. When your mark is in danger, it’s easy to assess the situation, formulate a plan of escape or rescue. But this, this is different.

I don’t know what to do.

I look up at Sera, my eyes burning with unshed tears. Reliving the memory only prolongs the agony, the emptiness consuming my soul. There’s nowhere for me to look than at Sera, and her eyes say it all.

“I don’t remember when I found out it was the Verdis,” I croak.

Sera sighs gently, pushing up from the armchair. “Do you know where they’re keeping her?”

I shake my head. “I didn’t exactly have the chance to ask.”

“That’s what I thought,” she mumbles to Levi. She steps toward me, dropping to her knees in front of me. Cupping my face, I look into those deep brown eyes, soft and sincere. “Raf is searching for her, for Luisa too. We’ll get them back. I promise.”
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Iwatch from my place on the couch as Sera stares out the floor-to-ceiling window of her office. She’s lost in thought, chewing her fingernail. Her chocolate tendrils of hair obscure her face, concealing the majority of her exhaustion, but I know that this stress is taking its toll on her. Despite our best efforts, Serafina still wanted to continue as normal. It’s a new week, a new day, and our leader is determined to get back to business. Though it’s barely been two weeks, she’s refusing to rest, deciding to defy her doctor’s orders completely.

My eyes follow every curve of her body, the glow of the midday sun bathing her in ethereal light. With the sun at its peak, it’s barely concealed by the skyscrapers. The bay in the distance is what she’s focused on, and I’m in awe of how her face lights up, not only from the glow of the sun, but from the peace she takes from the view. The way the bay curls and the boats sway. The water glistens and glitters from afar, enticing you to dip just a toe to feel the way the refreshing coolness can soothe your skin.

I could lose myself just watching Bianchi. She’s stunning, but there’s an element of beauty that I can’t quite describe when I look at her. It’s like one look steals my breath; one glance in my direction and I could easily find myself on my knees for her.

“What are you thinking?” I ask trepidly.

“Nothing,” she murmurs, then reconsiders. “Everything.”

Pushing up off the leather couch, I slowly close the distance between us. The warmth from the sun fills the window, smothering us in heat. Yet Sera doesn’t turn away from it. I hook my chin over her shoulder and band my arms around her waist. We’ve been here before, only last time she had finally come to terms with losing Enzo.

Now, she’s having to come to terms with his sudden resurrection, and I can’t imagine what that’s like for her.

For me, I’m still pissed. He’s family, my blood, and he lied to me. But it’s so much more for Sera. There’s a profound connection that I know she’s fighting because Enzo meant everything to her. She lost a piece of herself the day he died, and now that he’s back, she’s probably trying to decide if that same piece fits back in the same place. After our meeting the other day, the tension has lessened somewhat, but I still feel Enzo’s eyes on me, watching every interaction between Luca, Sera and I. It feels like we’re back to being teenagers, where Enzo admires his best friend from afar, never taking that step out of the friend zone. I shouldn’t want him involved in our dynamic. He had his chance and he blew it, but I can’t help feeling like I’ve taken something from him Like I might be taking something from Sera too.

Those guilty thoughts don’t last for very long, though. Soon enough, I’m remembering exactly how I wound up in Sera’s life. Maybe Alfredo’s involvement was the reason behind Enzo’s betrayal. Maybe he really didn’t have a choice. But none of that matters because it all boils down to the fact he hurt Sera, and I was the one left to pick up the pieces. Sera trusted me enough to make me her second-in-command, and I won’t waste that.

But then there’s Giovanni. There’s so much to unpack that not even I can keep up. She let him in, trusted him. We all did. But Sera sacrificed the most, giving him a place in this family. Sometimes, I think she’s too good for this world; too kind, too forgiving. But then I see the strength she exudes, the focus and determination she portrays with every step, every command. She’s a leader, one I’d gladly step in front of a bullet for.

Sera slides her hands over mine, a gentle sigh deflating her chest. Though I can practically hear the thoughts whirring through her head, I don’t say anything. We just stand there, lost in the landscape, surrendering to our thoughts. There’s nowhere we need to be. I deliberately left today open in her schedule, with the aim of easing her back into her routine gently. There was no way I was going to overwhelm her with meetings from her more legal businesses, so I held off on them. And though I know she’s itching to get back to some semblance of normalcy, our normal has shifted gears.

“I meant what I said,” she tells me. “I will get Luisa back. I’ll get Gabriella back too.”

“You make promises that are difficult to keep, Bellissima.”

“Maybe I do. But that doesn’t mean I won’t try.” She turns in my arms, resting her good cheek against my chest. I don’t see it, but I can feel the sadness wrap around her words. It makes me want to hold her tighter, kiss her harder, and harbor her pain so she doesn’t feel like the world is against her.

“I still don’t understand why you’re doing this for him,” I mutter. “Gio betrayed you, he doesn’t deserve your mercy.”

She sighs, bringing a palm to my chest. “His daughter doesn’t deserve what’s happening, either. And this is all happening because of me.”

I know she feels some profound sense of guilt, blaming herself for other people’s actions. It’s what makes her so fucking perfect. But the actions of misogynists are a product of themselves, not the victim.

“The Verdis are to blame, Sera. Not you.” I hold her tighter, letting her relax into my embrace. “You think they’re being kept in the same place?” I ask.

“There’s a high probability that they are. If Luciano took Gabriella, and Ronaldo has Luisa, I’d say they’re hiding them together. But Levi,” she sighs, lifting her head. Her eyes soften as she cups my face. “There’s also a high possibility she might not be—”

“Alive?” I cut in, gripping her hand. I lean into her touch before pressing my lips to her palm. “I have no expectations. I just want her to be as far away from the Verdis as possible.”

A solemn smile graces her lips before she pulls me to them. Her body melts into mine as she kisses me tentatively. All the anguish I’ve been feeling starts to ebb away, like clouds on a rainy day, finally giving way to the sunshine.

The kiss deepens and Sera starts to walk us back from the window. Every step is filled with determination, every stroke of her tongue against mine is laced with desire. It’s been a minute since we’ve been this intimate. I didn’t want to cross that boundary before, not while she was healing. But I knew Luca would be the one she reached out to. I don’t know why, but I’m glad it was him. His form of comfort is just what she needed.

Gripping the backs of her thigh, I lift her and move us toward her desk, dropping her on top of it. Our mouths move as one, hungry but patient, like we’ve got all the time in the world. And in a way, we do. Her kidnapping has left a dark reminder on my soul to relish every moment, savor every second because tomorrow isn’t certain. Everything I feel for this woman rushes through me like a tornado, messy and chaotic.

Our hands start to move desperately, frenetic energy palpating between us. My lips find her neck as she leans back, allowing me to devour her skin with kisses, painting it with adoration and lust. I’ve been patient, expecting her to shy away from intimacy after what happened to her. While I don’t know the full story, the state that Enzo found her in leaves little to the imagination.

“Levi,” she pants, her brown eyes gazing up at me with molten desire.

Somewhere along the way, I’ve frozen up. I’m not going to pretend my thoughts aren’t warring with my emotions. A part of me feels guilty that I’m leading with my dick and not my head. Another part of me wants to show her how much I care for her, how much I need her; not just physically, but emotionally.

“What’s wrong?” she asks, stroking her thumb across my bottom lip and frowning at the split still healing.

“I just…” I drop my forehead to hers. “I don’t want to hurt you.” She’s still wearing a bandage on her back, and though I know Luca fucked her with no problems, I’m struggling to get past that hurdle.

“You won’t,” she reassures, pressing a chaste kiss to my lips to tease me.

I sigh deeply, relishing in this contact. It might have only been three weeks since we last held each other like this, but the reality is surreal. “I missed you, I missed us.”

She smiles up at me, her eyes becoming glassy. But before I can soothe whatever flits through her mind, she lifts her leg and pulls me closer to her. “Are you going to fuck me or what, Marchese?”

Damn, I missed her attitude, too.

My hand slides up her thigh, pushing her skirt up over her hips. She gasps when I cup her ass, grinding her pussy against me. The heat between her legs ratchets up my own desire for her even more. I tuck my fingers into the side of her underwear, unable to contain the groan that escapes when my knuckles graze her soaked center.

She gasps, eyes closing as she arches into my touch. I’d forgotten how goddamn beautiful she is like this. When she surrenders to my touch. I slide my finger into her pussy, her walls instantly contracting around the digit.

“Fuck,” I grunt, her juices coating my knuckles as I pump in and out of her wet heat. The sensation is so intense that I’m struggling to ignore the way my dick punches against my zipper.

“Levi,” she rasps as I bury my face between her neck and shoulder.

She smells sweet, an addictive concoction of her Dior perfume and the scent of danger that seems to follow her. I run my tongue along the column of her throat, licking a path to her ear. “Yes, Bellissima?”

I draw my hand to my lips, sucking on my middle finger and groaning. My cock is hard as a rock, desperate to sink inside Sera. She tastes too irresistible not to.

“I need you,” she moans breathlessly.

With one quick gesture, I unbuckle my belt and slacks. My cock springs free as soon as I shove down my boxers, already lining up between her legs like it’s magnetized.

She grabs me by the back of my neck, tugging my mouth to hers. Our lips twist, our tongues twine, the heat of our bodies ramping our need for one another until desperation laces our breaths.

I press up against her pussy, my cock sliding between her slick folds as I move back and forth, slowly inching in.

“Levi,” she begs, her back arching off the desk as I tease her.

I pull all the way out, then thrust into her hard. The warmth of her pussy swallows my dick, squeezing with a punishing grip that I could get lost in for days.

She screams out, her hand sliding through my hair, nails digging into my scalp with every punch of my hips. Her body jostles against the desk, her moans filling the room, and her legs tighten around my waist, like she’s drawing me as close as possible. It’s the proximity that connects us, the sliver of air between us that closes as soon as our mouths slam together once more.

I’m so lost in her, so enthralled by this woman. She’s the epitome of fierce, yet she holds a subtle vulnerability that she’d never admit. It’s moments like this that galvanize my feelings for her. I’m not just her second in command anymore. I’m more than that.

Drawing my lips along her throat, I pepper kisses to her flushed skin. Her fingers card through my hair, tugging and pulling, guiding me to where she wants me; everywhere. I punch my hips harder, feeling her sweet pussy clench around me as her moans grow louder. Even though I know we’re alone, I can’t help but notice how loud we are.

But I don’t care.

Hearing those sounds, listening to her fall apart is what spurs me on. The crescendo of her orgasm spasms around me, my cock twitching as my release finally fills her. I collapse on top of her body with a sated moan, sealing the moment with a tender kiss that she whimpers delicately into.

Her chest rises and falls with mine, her smile matching my own as I pull away. All the tension from the last week seems to dissipate, like the sun breaking through the clouds. Sera is the bright light I’m drawn to, the beacon I seek. I love that everything about her seems to spread lightness to the morbidity that floods my mind. Her being here, in my arms, soothes the ache and longing of her once being only within my grasp.

She’s home. And this is the moment that cements my reality.

Pulling away, I tug her upright and drop a kiss to her swollen lips. She slips her arms around my waist, my cock still seated hard inside of her. As we fall into a gentle silence, I realize all the warring thoughts surrounding my sister have evaporated. I know it’s down to Sera, despite Luca’s attempts to console me. This is what I needed.

I needed to find that connection again, that tether that felt like it was fraying despite there being no cause to it. Sera’s kidnapping has made me see things in a different light. It’s made me realize how much I take for granted, and how much I want to take advantage of time. Because at the end of it all, time is something none of us can afford to lose.

“I won’t let them win,” she murmurs against my chest.

I hold her a little tighter, her body relaxing into me. “We won’t let them win,” I assure her. I hate all the hurt that has been brought to her front door. I despise the fact I can’t take away the pain. Whatever her father’s intentions were, he still hurt his daughter. He knew how close Sera was to Enzo, he knew that the loss would bring her close to a breaking point. Unless we talk to Alfredo, we’ll never know what went through his head. So it’s up to Luca and I to help her see she doesn’t need to hurt anymore.

My phone ringing cuts through the silence that has fallen between us and this tender moment. I pull it out of my jacket, a small smile lifting my lips as I see the name on the screen. “Pretty Boy,” I breathe out.

“How’s our girl doing?” he asks as soon as I pick up. That simple question has my heart squeezing my chest.

Looking down at Sera, with her hair splayed out, a thin sheen of sweat glistening across her temple, my chest tightens. So many emotions flood through me that I can’t keep the smile from my face. I push away an errant hair, my dick twitching inside of her as her big brown eyes soften.

Yeah, I’m not finished with her yet.

“We’re just catching up,” I supply.

“Good.” I can practically hear the smirk in his voice. “Desk or couch?”

A chuckle bounces around my chest as I shake my head. “Desk.”

Sera rolls her eyes, pushing me away so she can rearrange herself, and the ghost of her pussy around my cock leaves me throbbing for more. That’s okay, we have the rest of the day to make up for lost time.

I watch her make her way to the couch before I tuck myself back in and return my attention to Luca. “What’s up?”

“Raf’s found something.”
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“We have to get her!” Levi exclaims as he paces the room. I can practically feel the irritation eating away at him like a goddamn rash he can’t get rid of. He can scratch at it, smother it, soothe it, but nothing can make it vanish. Clearly, his time with Sera this afternoon was short-lived, because he’s no longer the calm and collected guy that walked into the den only ten minutes ago, wearing the smuggest look on his face. I’d say I was jealous, but I’m just pleased Levi finally got some time with our girl.

Our girl. The term feels alien to me, yet my chest blooms with warmth every time those words cross my mind.

“We can find a way to get in, we’ve done it before!” Levi presses.

“We had help before,” Marco remarks bluntly as he passes Raf’s laptop back to him.

When I told Levi to come back to the house, it was because Raf had news and wanted to break it to us all at the same time. While the information Raf found wasn’t exactly good news for us, it has reduced some of our concerns.

We now know for certain where Luisa is being held, but it’s not like the other places we took down. Hell, from the way Enzo described where Sera was being held during her captivity, that place was like a playground in comparison to where Ronaldo is keeping his wife. The compound is pretty much a fortress, and that’s just the tip of the iceberg. The only entry point is through solid steel gates, manned twenty-four-seven by at least ten guards. It’s not going to be easy, but with the right manpower, we might be able to make it work.

We still have no idea why Ronaldo would keep Luisa locked up. Sure, the Verdis are known for being sick and twisted, but caging a grown woman whose connection to us is through marriage doesn’t make sense. She has no bearing on Sera, so she’s not being held as leverage

What else is he hiding?

Levi spins around, waving a hand in his cousin’s direction. “Don’t we have help now?”

Just looking at Levi is getting me agitated. I understand that he’s got all this pent-up guilt and frustration over his sister, but he’s geared up to step into the fire without any regard for his own safety. We need a plan. We need to think strategically, because otherwise there’s no way we’re getting out alive, let alone with Luisa.

“We need to gather resources before we think about rescuing anyone,” Enzo states.

“No,” Sera cuts in, something I’m thankful for because then I don’t have to be the one to shoot the guys down. “I’m not risking it.”

“Not risking it?” Levi questions, his nostrils flaring. I can see the storm brewing behind his eyes, the one he says consumes me on a daily basis. It’s like we’ve switched roles, adopting each other’s traits like they were always ours. “What does that mean?”

Sera pushes up to stand, her authority and power emanating from her. “It means,” she says sternly, “I’m not risking anyone’s lives until we know what we’re dealing with.”

“Then what do you suggest?” Levi presses.

“Nothing, right now.” Sera steps forward and takes Levi’s hand. “We can’t go storming the castle without an escape plan, Levi. Luisa deserves better than a half-cocked rescue mission. The twins will work with Raf to come up with a plan, and then we’ll get her back.” She strokes his face, soothing the storm that threatens to overwhelm him. It seems to calm him, something I’d never be able to do with a simple touch.

I glance at Enzo, not surprised to see the look of jealousy painted across his own features as he observes the interaction. I guess since we’ve all agreed to set our differences aside, he’s still struggling to come to terms with the fact that the girl he’s always wanted is the one girl he can’t have. She’s taken, and there’s more than one man in his way.

Not gonna lie, it’s a little satisfying knowing I have something the great Enzo LaRosa so desperately wants.

“It’s been months, Sera,” Levi sighs, sadness etched in his words. “What if…”

“You’ve seen it with your own eyes. She’s alive,” Raf interrupts.

Though that’s as much as we’ve been able to see; a brief reflection of her through a window. Raf couldn’t get any closer without the quality of the feed blurring, but it gives us the hope we needed to know she’s still alive.

“How long?” Levi asks.

“I don’t know.” Raf sighs as he continues to tap away at his keyboard. “I’m trying to find floor plans, schematics, and architectural drawings. But there isn’t exactly a library for enemy lairs.”

“Okay,” Sera claps before turning to us all. “Raf, find what you need to. We don’t do anything until we have a plan. Marco, Matteo, I need you to come up with the plan once we know what we’re up against. Preferably something low risk that doesn’t involve another gunshot wound or worse. Once we have something solid in place, we’ll go get her.”

There’s power in every single word she says. I’m in awe at how strong and resilient she is, assuring Levi without any doubts. If she has any, I wouldn’t pick up on them. Her confidence in all of us is unwavering, making me realize just how close we are.

I watch her lean up and kiss Levi’s lips softly. The tenderness they show each other is something I always feel like I shouldn’t be watching, like they’re sharing a private moment. Despite everyone else in the room, the two of them seem to shut out the rest of the world for a few precious moments, keeping it just for themselves.

The sound of a phone ringing cuts through the silence, Sera jumping back as she stuffs a hand in her pocket to retrieve it. She sighs deeply, eyes shutting briefly like she’s in pain before she opens them again.

“What’s wrong, Dolcezza?” I ask, leaning forward to take her hand.

She passes her still-ringing phone to me, marching out of the room without a word. I look at the phone to see her father’s name on the screen. Judging from the way she walked off, I’m assuming talking to him is out of the question.

“Let it go to voicemail,” Enzo grunts.

“He’ll be wanting to check she’s okay,” I supply.

Levi snatches the phone from me, hitting the reject call button and tossing the phone into Enzo’s lap. “He’s your responsibility.”

“How?” Enzo frowns. “I’ve told him she’s safe.”

“And now he knows that you’ve defied his orders, right?” I raise a brow at him. “Sera was never supposed to know you were alive. So it stands to reason that this is your mess to clean up.”

“I don’t see how—”

“If you don’t see how this is up to you to handle, we’re going to have to defy Bianchi’s orders and remind you,” I growl, putting all threat behind those words..

“Fine!” Enzo resigns, throwing up his hands in surrender. “I’ll handle it.”

“Matteo and I are going to work on rescue plans,” Marco tells us, then turns to focus his attention on Raf. “Once you have a layout, we can look at how to approach this and what resources we need.”

The twins and Raf talk some more about how they’re going to infiltrate the compound. After seemingly going around in circles, we all agree to wait for more information from Raf. There’s a lot riding on him getting this right—not just for Levi, but for Sera, too. Raf lost her respect after hiding the fact he was harboring Enzo at his place. It’s taken a few attempts from Levi and I to reassure her he’s on our side, but it’s going to take time for him to get in her good graces, especially now he’s got an even bigger task on his shoulders.

I wouldn’t want to be him right now.

The twins and Raf exit the den while discussing how to utilize more drones and surveillance, leaving Enzo, Levi and I to ruminate in the awkward silence that ensues. It doesn’t stretch for long before Enzo clears his throat and shifts in his seat.

“I want to talk to you both about something.”

“What?” Levi snaps, and I swipe a hand over my mouth to hide my smirk. His snappy attitude is comical when it isn’t aimed at me.

“It’s Sera,” Enzo replies apprehensively.

“What about her?” I quiz.

He glances between me and Levi, contemplation stunting his words for a moment—which is unusual when it comes to Enzo. He usually has a lot to say and never holds back. It’s why there have been so many fistfights under this roof lately. Enzo just can’t help himself, which is why his apprehension to speak freely draws out my suspicions.

“Well?” Levi pushes.

“I want to do something for her birthday.”

“Is this your way of making it up to her?” I snort. “You really think throwing a party is going to erase everything that happened?”

“How many times are you going to bring that up, Fontana?”

“Until you realize how much pain you’ve caused!” I shout back. My chest heaves with unfiltered rage, though I try to rein it in. It’s not like we can all just forget what happened. We might have agreed to set our differences aside for the sake of Sera, but his actions still leave a bitter taste in my mouth that no party can cleanse.

“Don’t you think I know that! I had to watch you guys with her!” His face is flushed, his jaw clenching as he looks between us. After a beat, he drops the act, his features softening slightly as he cards his fingers through his dark hair. “I just… I want to do this for her,” he mutters, swiping a hand across his face. The unmistakable look of longing and loss is etched across his features, something I never thought I’d see.

I glance at Levi, who raises a brow at me. I can’t tell whether he’s asking my permission or questioning my pushback. We’ve never been great at reading each other’s minds. It’s more intuitive; an ability to read Levi’s body language more than anything. And right now, his body is telling me he wants to let Enzo have this, but he still has reservations.

“It’s not safe,” I remind him.

“It’ll be low-key, just the two of us.”

“No!” I snap, stepping forward. The last thing we need is her alone with Enzo, somewhere without backup or protection. One man isn’t going to be enough if the Verdis come after Sera again. “Being alone is what got her into this mess, remember?”

“She won’t be alone. I’ll be with her.”

Enzo’s effort to reason with me is pointless. If he wants to do something with Sera, then he has to take me and Levi with him. I’m sure that’ll put a damper on this plan of his, but that’s the least of my concern. Sera’s safety is paramount.

Levi steps in, pressing a hand to my chest. “It’s not up for negotiation,” he states, redirecting his attention to his cousin. “If you’re planning on taking her anywhere, you need backup. You know it’s not safe right now.”

“Fine. You’re right,” Enzo exhales loudly. The defeat in his tone only raises my suspicions further. Either the guy has an ulterior motive, or he’s really trying to make amends. Whatever he’s planning, I’m still not budging on my decision. Sera isn’t safe going anywhere alone, and Enzo can’t deny that. But the way he just caved isn’t like him at all.

Sighing, I glance over at Levi. Sera’s birthday is still two weeks away, and while I can’t say either of us have thought that far ahead, I don’t want her to miss out. She still deserves to celebrate her birthday. When he meets my eyes, I see that he’s just as conflicted.

I retake my seat and ponder it for a long moment. I don’t have a problem with Enzo planning something for Sera; it’s probably the least he could do after his past transgressions. But leaving her open to another attack just doesn’t sit right with me. We have to think about this logically, cover all bases and potential risks—my speciality.

“What did you have in mind?” I finally ask Enzo.

“A trip,” he shrugs.

“Ahh fuck!” Levi grumbles, rubbing his brow as he takes a seat beside me. “Seriously?”

My attention darts between the pair of them. I’m not sure what I’m missing, but these two being on the same page is a little unnerving. After some time passes, Levi chuckles, like they’ve just shared some silent conversation, reminiscing on old times. Cousin or not, it grates on my damn nerves that they have a history I don’t share in. They have the ability to talk without words—Enzo has the ability to talk without words to my man.

Levi taps my leg, peering at me with a mischievous smile. “She always looked forward to her birthday,” he says, as if I should know how to read between the lines of that statement.

“Why?” I frown, confused more than ever at what’s happening right now.

“Because she never knew what to expect,” he laughs.

Enzo joins in, chuckling deeply like he’s reliving past memories.

As tentative as I feel, I also want to give Sera the opportunity to relax and enjoy some time away from this side of our lives. It’ll be difficult, but if we can pull this surprise off, it might just bring us all that little bit closer.

Looking back at the guys, resigning to the fact I have no choice. I sigh, nodding once. “Fine. What’s the plan?”
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“Call me if anything happens,” I tell Matteo, raising my brows. I can’t believe I’m asking this of the twins. I shouldn’t have to, but Luca told me there was an emergency at Haze, and since I’m eager to get back to a sense of normalcy, the boys are taking me over there to deal with it myself. I’ll only be gone for the afternoon, but leaving Giovanni alone with the twins still leaves me uneasy.

“It won’t,” Matteo answers with a grin. “But sure.”

His words leave me a little apprehensive.

Since the day I returned, the Ferrante brothers have remained impartial to the situation between Giovanni and Enzo. While Levi, Luca, and Enzo have done nothing but voice their opinions on my decisions, the twins have kept tightlipped. It leaves me wondering what their position is when it comes to Giovanni, and though I know I can trust them, I’m overwhelmed with nervous energy because I won’t be here to diffuse the situation if anything happens. It wasn’t so bad the other day when Luca and Enzo were taking care of things. Despite their views on what transpired, they cancel each other out when it comes to their violent tendencies; their egos are too big to let the other succeed.

“Oh, and…”

Matteo grips my shoulders, giving me an assuring smile. “Feed and water Gio?” he laughs.

I bite my tongue, my thoughts instantly drifting to Giovanni. I can’t imagine what he’s going through right now. I’ve cut him off from the world—which he deserved— but I gave him my word that I’d find his daughter. While I know where Luisa is, we still have no clue where Gabriella is being kept. The last thing I want to do is let Giovanni down, even after everything. I pride myself on following through on my promises, and if I have to rub palms with the enemy to get there, I’m not above that.

My eyes wander towards the pool house. I know he’s there, probably pacing the room. He won’t leave because I know he’s seeking redemption for what he did. Theoretically, he could just walk out of here, but if there’s something I know about Giovanni, it’s that he won’t just disappear.

“We’ve got things covered, Bianchi,” Marco reassures me as he stands beside his brother, though there’s something in the way he looks over my shoulder that makes me suspicious.

“And if we don’t, we know where to hide the body.”

Though I know Matteo is joking, a little shiver of apprehension crawls up my spine.

“Relax!” Marco soothes. “It’s just a few hours.”

“Yeah,” I sigh. “I just worry.”

Matteo guides me down the steps into the courtyard. “You don’t need to worry about us, Donna. We’re big boys.”

I roll my eyes, unable to contain the smile that stretches my lips. Matteo has such a light heart, an optimistic view on everything. As much as he can be serious, I do enjoy this side of his personality. It definitely makes things a little less arduous when it comes to my position. Maybe I don’t have anything to worry about after all. The guys can handle themselves, and I’m sure Raf will keep an eye on things.

Stop spiraling!

“Sera?” Luca calls out impatiently from behind me, making me jump.

Reluctantly, I step away and spin around, huffing as I meet the gazes of three dark and brooding men. They’re all wearing the same look; impatience, with a glimmer of lust swimming in their eyes.

Levi looks like he’s itching with excitement, though he tries to rein it in.

Luca is wearing his stoic mask, but I see the way his eyes betray him, touring my body slowly.

And then there’s Enzo; my estranged best friend. I’m trying to ignore the betrayal, the sting of hurt that pierces me every time I look into his dark eyes. Every part of me wants to hate him for what he put me through. Every fiber, every molecule of my being, wants to shut him out. But the connection we had since we were little still tugs away at my chest. You can’t just lose what we had. Death or not, Enzo and I have unfinished business, and I’m reminded every time I look at him.

I step towards the SUV, taking Levi’s hand as he helps me in. When he moves away, Luca takes his place, leaning over me to clip my belt in. He gives me a subtle wink before dropping a chaste kiss to my lips. While the gestures are pretty normal, Levi and Luca are both acting strange. Usually, I wouldn’t be bothered by their antics, but I’m suspicious when Luca slides into the passenger seat next to Enzo, silently checking our surroundings.

“Looks like it’s you and me, Bellissima,” Levi whispers as he slips into the seat beside me. The scent of his cologne envelops me as he leans in and buries his nose in my hair. His signature scent of wood and smokey leather, and a trace of citrus invades my senses.

Shivering against his gentle touch, I lock eyes with Enzo in the rearview mirror. His dark gaze pierces my soul, as if he doesn’t already own a piece of it. His jaw clenches as he pulls the car through the gates, like he’s trying his best to keep his words to himself. But that’s the thing about my best friend, he’s never held back on voicing what he thinks. It’s one of the reasons I made him my second in command in the first place. His unbiased opinion keeps the trust between us. I might not appreciate it sometimes, but losing him made me realize just how much I’ve missed him being around.

“What are you thinking?” Levi murmurs low, stealing my attention.

I turn to him, catching the mischief in his eyes. “Nothing,” I lie, though I’m pretty sure he sees right through it.

He cups my cheek, pulling me to his lips. “You know I can tell when you’re lying,” he mutters against them before stealing a kiss.

Heat crawls up my spine, my throat suddenly parched at the implication of being called out. But the way his tongue slides against mine in a deep kiss has me soon forgetting what I was even thinking about in the first place.

It takes a solid minute after he breaks contact for me to form words again.

“So what’s happened at Haze?” I ask, quickly changing the subject. It can’t be anything too serious, otherwise the guys would be raining down hell by now. Plus, I highly doubt they’d suggest that I accompany them today. This situation reeks of something sketchy, and I don’t know if I should be worried or excited.

“You said you wanted to get back into a normal routine,” Enzo reminds me.

“So I get the whole army for an outing?” I joke.

“Not the whole army,” Luca comments bitterly, his gaze fixed on something outside the window. I make a mental note to address that once we get to Haze. I’ve asked for some amicability in the group, and I won’t tolerate his open distaste. He can save that for when he’s alone because I don’t want to hear it.

I look to Levi for support, but he only shrugs in response. Now I’m even more suspicious. While I know my safety has always been paramount with these men, I didn’t require this much escorting a few days ago when Levi and I went down to the city.

After a few minutes, we lull into silence, the purr of the engine being the only sound as we navigate towards the marina. The sun is high in the sky, the rays bouncing off the road and creating ripples on the horizon. As the hills that surround us start to fall behind, my attention is drawn to the road ahead. The bay comes into view, the sea sparkling through the gaps in the buildings.

As we draw closer, the exit for the city speeds past us and nervous confusion starts to set in.

“Enzo?”

“Yeah?” He glances at me in the mirror.

“You…” I turn and frown at Levi, but he’s wearing a look of mischief on his face like never before. “What’s going on?”

Levi slides his hand into mine, lifting it and running my knuckles across his lips as he gazes up at me through his long lashes. Goosebumps break out over my skin, the intensity of Levi’s stare making my pulse race.

“Wait and see,” he smiles.

“But what about Haze?”

Finally, Luca turns to look back at me. His lips are turned up in a smirk that has me melting on the spot. Behind those bright blue eyes is a man determined to bring me to my knees with one look. “There was no issue at Haze, Dolcezza.”

My gaze pings between all three men, but none of them are giving me anything. A sickening blend of excitement and anxiety turns my stomach. Whatever these men are up to is unsettling.

“Don’t look so worried,” Enzo chuckles, steering us further down the road. The palm trees pass us at lightning speed, the green hills becoming sandy mounds in the distance.

Even though I want to know what’s going on, I keep my focus on the scenery. It’s not like these men are going to lead me into the lion’s den, so I’m just going to have to trust that whatever they’re up to is for my benefit.

Eventually, we navigate down a long driveway, stopping at a gate to what looks like a beach house. Enzo punches a code into the keypad, and we all sit in silence as the gates ahead of us peel away, exposing a cute white beach house, complete with a wrap-around balcony. The wooden panels of the house glow under the sun, and I can’t help but gape when we pull up in front. The place isn’t huge, but it looks big enough to accommodate the four of us, and the fact that it’s set away from the beach gives it an extra layer of privacy.

I jump out of the car, unable to contain my curiosity and excitement. “What are we doing here?” I ask, taking the steps towards the front door eagerly.

The doors to the car slam behind me, and I’m suddenly bathed in the warmth of three bodies surrounding me. I feel their protective prowess envelop me, Luca’s hand on my lower back as he guides me forward.

“Happy birthday, Dolcezza.”
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Ascream bursts from my chest as Levi tosses me into the waves, dumping my body into the sea. I gasp and sputter as I start to tread water, feeling so liberated and happy that I can’t contain my laughter.

Tilting my head back, I let the water run through my hair. The sun warms my skin, already starting to dry the sea from my face. This is something I never knew I needed. Even though I’ve barely got back into running my legal businesses, this break from the disaster of my reality is what I needed to cleanse my soul.

A smile spreads across my lips as Luca grabs me by the legs and wraps them around his body, sending us bouncing through the next wave. The water laps at our bodies as we float together, his lips closing in on mine. His hot tongue slides against my own, the need to claim me becoming desperate as he holds me tighter.

Another set of hands take me by surprise as they slide down my waist, the warmth of Levi’s body joining us as he peppers kisses along my neck. It’s soft in comparison to the way Luca devours me. It’s a delicious contrast that sets my entire body alight with frustrated desire, a stark reminder of why I can’t get enough of these men; they each give me something different.

“You took your bandages off,” Levi comments, still trailing kisses over my skin.

My toes curl and my core tightens. I seek friction against Luca’s cock, desperately rubbing myself against him. “They were beginning to itch,” I reply breathlessly.

In all honesty, the gash on my face looked like it was beginning to heal well. And I double checked with the doctor yesterday about my back. He was happy that the stitches were holding well and the skin was repairing, so he gave me the all clear to take the bandages off as long as I took it steady. That alone was a feat in itself. Trying to remove a bandage on your back alone? Not exactly the easiest task in the world.

Luca pulls away from our kiss, leaving me breathless as he grabs Levi by the back of the neck. He draws him in closer for a deep kiss, their mouths sliding and tongues twining. I’d be lying if I said watching them isn’t hot. They both know what they want, and the fact they don’t hold back around me only makes me adore them that much more.

Movement in the corner of my eye catches my attention. In the distance, Enzo takes a seat on a sun lounger, taking a pull from his beer bottle. Though his eyes are obstructed by sunglasses, I can practically feel the heat of his gaze as he watches me.

“Uh oh, I know that look,” Levi growls from behind me.

“What?” I laugh, splashing water over my shoulder.

He laughs deeply, his grip on my hips tugging me away from Luca and into his arms. “Go talk to him.”

“I don’t know what you’re talking about,” I say, rolling my eyes.

“You know you can’t hate him forever, Dolcezza.”

Turning to him, I frown. “I don’t hate him.”

It’s the truth; I don’t think I could ever truly hate Enzo. He’s always been a part of my life, he has a part of me I never knew was gone until the day I lost him. And now that he’s back, it’s like he’s brought that piece with him. But I don’t know what to do with it because three months have allowed me to replace that missing part. My heart isn’t totally repaired from the heartbreak, but the scars are smoother now, the pain a little less than it was.

Luca nips my earlobe from behind, making me shiver as I snap my attention back to him. “Kiss and make up.”

“Don’t act like you’re all best friends now,” I scoff. “Last time I checked, you were all at each other’s throats.”

“Maybe we’re seeing things in a different light,” Levi reasons and I can’t resist the boyish smile he sends my way. It’s my ultimate weakness and he knows it.

Somehow, I don’t believe that statement, though. It’s not like I have anything to say to Enzo. We covered most of it the other day. Just the memory of me falling in his arms after the revelation of my father’s involvement in this mess tugs at the connection we have. Enzo’s words still echo in the back of my mind. I was always there, watching you.

Maybe they’re right. I still feel like there’s a thick fog clouding our relationship; it’d be good to clear the air and try to shed some light on the shadow that seems to be following us.

I contemplate for a little longer, until Levi coaxes me in the direction of the shore. “Go get him,” he whispers in my ear.

Huffing, I make my way through the waves, relishing the way the sand slides between my toes as I head up the beach towards the house. I still can’t believe Enzo planned this. Celebrating my birthday was always our thing, a reason for me to forget about the life we lead and just be ourselves. It was a chance for us to liberate ourselves from the burdens of our families and act like a couple of normal people.

Sure, it was short-lived, but I got to experience life in technicolor because Enzo never failed to make each birthday special. The amount of things we’ve done together would make a dying man with a bucket list as long as his arm happy.

My heart pounds as I approach Enzo. He looks so relaxed and content, but that’s as far as my observations take me. I spend most of my amble admiring the way his taut muscles glisten in the sunlight, his tattoos standing out even more against his already tanned skin. His torso is completely covered in tattoos, decorated in an array of art. I knew he had an affinity for ink, but I think I’d forgotten the extent of it. His legs are muscular too, covered in random tattoos that seem to break up the story on his skin.

Until now, I’ve never been able to admit just how attractive my best friend is. The friend zone we put ourselves in always prevented that. But… maybe things can change? I won’t deny that I've considered what it would be like. To a certain extent, I’ve thought about how those plump lips would feel against mine; how those rough, tattooed fingers would feel against my silky skin.

Shake it off, Sera.

I clear my throat as I drop into a sun lounger beside him. “Hey!”

Silently, he grabs a beer from the cooler, twisting the cap off and handing it to me. “Hey,” he smiles, clinking his bottle with mine.

My eyes drift towards the sea, where Levi and Luca wade through the water tackling and dunking each other in the waves. I giggle as Levi takes a dive, submerging beneath a wave, confusing Luca. Then he pops up behind him, wrapping his arms around Luca’s neck before pitching them both backwards. I don’t think I’ve ever seen them this playful; this happy. It’s like they’ve switched off from their usual roles to be their true selves.

“They make you happy?” Enzo asks, though it sounds more like a statement that burns his tongue. He’s smoking, something I thought he might have quit after his near-death experience. But no, he takes a long drag from the cigarette before stamping it out in the stand.

“They do,” I smile, taking a sip from my bottle. The bubbles tickle my nose, the cool liquid soothing my parched throat. “We make each other happy.”

I hear Enzo sigh before I turn to look at him. There’s a subtle pain flickering in his eyes behind those sunglasses. His jaw hasn’t relaxed since we got in the car. Though I know that probably has something to do with this surprise coming together, I also sense there’s some jealousy there, too.

“Thanks for doing this for me.” I glance down at the bottle in my hand, picking at the peeling corner of the label. “I didn’t think I’d get another one of these.”

The honesty in my words is something I’d never admit to Levi and Luca. This is something Enzo and I share, a moment where we can be open with one another.

I look up to see Enzo frowning. “A birthday?”

“No,” I laugh, kicking sand at him. He grabs my foot and yanks me towards him, a chuckle erupting from his chest as he starts to tickle my foot. He knows how much I hate it, yet it’s one of those sensations you can’t fight your way out of, no matter how much you try. My legs kick out, spreading more sand over us until I’m writhing and wriggling so violently that I fall off the lounger and into the sand. “Oof,” I wince, my ribs pinching with an aching force.

Enzo dives forward, grabbing me by the wrist to gently help me up, and I let my hands flatten across his bare chest, the thumping of my heart reverberating in my ears each time he takes a breath. Heat crawls up my spine as he pulls me close and the sudden shift of energy that pulses between us has me both breathless and choked up.

“I loved these surprise outings,” I admit in a whisper. “They’re the only surprises I enjoy.” And we both know why.

“Yeah?” he sighs, pushing sandy strands of hair away from my face. “I think you’ve had enough surprises to last a lifetime. Don’t you?”

“I guess,” I say softly, my lips kicking up.

He cups my chin, lifting my gaze to meet his. I can’t see much past the sunglasses, but I feel the intensity of the connection like a live wire. I can smell his aftershave, the heady concoction of that and the fresh scent of tobacco. I thought it would make me queasy, but there’s something so enticing about the mix. It just makes me melt against him with a dazed look on my face.

“I’ve been waiting for that smile,” he murmurs.

By brows knit together as I slide my palms over his broad, tattooed shoulders. “What do you mean? I’ve been smiling all afternoon.”

“Yeah, but not because of me.”

His words are like a gut-punch. The weight of them slowly sinks in as I think about me, Levi, Luca acting like Enzo wasn’t even here. I shouldn’t feel guilty about having fun, and I know Enzo wouldn’t want me to. But that doesn’t stop it from slinking to the front of my mind.

“I want to make you happy…” Enzo turns his head to look towards the water, observing how Levi and Luca are still tossing one another into the waves like kids. “I want to make you happy like they do.”

I suck in a breath. Suddenly, the world feels like it’s closing in around me. The crash of the waves, the sun beating down, the sand beneath our feet; it’s sensory overload, yet I relish the way Enzo holds me, like he never wants to let go.

“If you’re going to make me choose, then—”

“I wouldn’t do that,” he snaps, frowning down at his beer bottle before taking another swig.

I watch him for a moment, my brow furrowing as I study him. “I don’t understand you, Enzo. You say you want me to be happy, you acknowledge that they make me happy, yet you can’t seem to reconcile the fact we’re together.”

“That’s not true,” he grumbles.

“Yes it is.”

He takes another swig of his beer, his Adam’s apple bobbing with his swallow. He’s so close I hear the liquid move down his throat, every gulp reverberating against my chest. When he finally drops the bottle in the sand, he pushes back his sunglasses, rolling his eyes at me. “Okay, maybe it is. Or it used to be. But as much as I hate to admit it, I… get it.”

My brows shoot up. “Get what?”

He sighs, gazing out toward the ocean again and nodding at my men playing in the waves. “Them, you… I didn’t want to accept it, part of me still doesn’t. But the more I’m around the three of you, the more I understand. They each have something different to offer you. You care for them equally.”

I nod, surprised both at his admission and the way that he hit the nail on the head with that statement. His words aren’t empty. He does get it.

“But I do, too,” Enzo continues, swinging his gaze over to me and pinning me beneath the weight of his stare. “I want to offer something they don’t. You and me, that’s how it was always supposed to be and you know it.”

I swallow thickly at his words, knowing how true they are.

“I don’t want to steal you from your happiness, Sera.” His eyes lock with mine. “I want to be part of it.”

My breath hitches, my mind racing. He’s saying all the right things, in all the right ways. Such pretty words that I want to bask in the sincerity of.

He leans closer, thumbing my lower lip as he stares into my eyes. “Let me in, il mio tutto. Let me try to make you happy, too.”

Is he saying…?

Before I can even complete that thought, Enzo leans down, slamming his mouth onto mine, halting my thoughts. My mind goes blank, my toes curl in the sand and my body melts into his embrace as his lips slide against mine. Whether he’s meaning it in this or not, his kiss is like a balm to my soul, soothing the erratic thoughts and solidifying the feelings slowly trickling in. In true Enzo fashion, he distracts me in the best possible way. He drugs me with his kiss, licking at the seam of my lips. There’s no purpose, no end goal. He consumes me because he can, because I want him to. Our mouths meld in a way that causes the line we’ve been toeing to disintegrate.

Slowly, the world comes back into view as Enzo pulls away. My wild thoughts have dissipated and as I focus on what I’m feeling in this moment, I hear Levi and Luca cheering and whooping in the background like a pair of teenagers.

Enzo watches me hesitantly, but when my lips spread into a grin, he beams a smile back at me brighter than the sun overhead.

I guess we’re out of the friend zone now.
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The scent of smoke and meat fills my nose, the sizzle of the heat from the barbecue buzzing in my ears as I flip the burgers. Behind me, Sera, Levi and Luca are setting the table on the patio. I can hear the clink of glasses and cutlery as they chatter amongst themselves, about nothing and everything. It’s seamless how those three can fall into conversation, never forcing a subject. I realize how much I’ve missed in such a short amount of time because that used to be us. I used to be the one to make her laugh effortlessly. I used to be the one who could bring a smile to her face, even when she didn’t want to.

That’s all changed now. I’ve lost three months with Sera, and in that time, she found two other guys to replace me.

“You’re gonna burn the meat,” Sera teases from behind me.

I smile at her words, turning my head to get a good look at her. She’s changed from her black bikini into a red strappy dress that flows just above her knees. The sun has given her skin a subtle glow that I can make out even in the low light of the patio, and her dark eyes glisten as she steps a little closer to me. Her hair falls in long waves, windblown and wild. And all I want to do is pull her to me and kiss those soft lips again. With just one kiss, she’s destroyed me. Owned me. Changed me on a cellular level from the man I was before I died to the man I am now. Hers.

Since our kiss earlier on the beach, we haven’t really spoken. Levi and Luca were hollering as soon as it happened, ultimately distracting us, and before we could clear the air, she was darting back into the sea to join them. After that, we all agreed to wash up while I started on the grill, leaving the two of us no time to sit down and talk about what happened.

I feel like I’m acting like a goddamn girl about this. All this time I’ve craved Sera, wanted her in ways I knew I couldn’t. We’ve been toeing the line for years, conscious that what we were to one another could never be more. Maybe that’s just our mentalities, though. Because on the day I died, I admitted what she meant to me, and those were words I’d never uttered to a single soul before her.

I continue flipping the burgers, keeping an eye on the level of heat emitting from the grill. I’m in no way a master at barbecuing, but out of all of us here, we stood the best chance of actually being able to eat if I cooked.

“How long?” Levi calls from the table, twisting the cap off his beer before taking a swig.

“Just waiting for you all to haul ass and come and get it!” I snark.

In less than two seconds, Levi and Luca are fighting their way towards me with their plates, eager to be the first in line.

“Careful!” Sera scolds. “There’s enough for everybody.”

“Luca is just desperate for meat,” Levi comments, shoving Luca sideways.

I cringe a little at the reference. I’m not homophobic, but I’m still coming to terms with the reality that my cousin isn’t as straight as I thought he was three months ago. While I’d rather not delve into the details of how he discovered his sexual preference, I’m happy for him. I’ve never seen him smile as much as he has today.

As for Luca, that guy hardly smiles anyway. But today, I’ve heard him laugh and joke more times than I can count on my fingers.

Luca hands me his plate and I dish out a couple of burgers and sausages onto it. It’s a meek feast in comparison to the usual dinners we’ve all attended. But this is different, this is something special that we all wanted to share with Sera. I’m certain it doesn’t matter what we eat as long as we’re all here.

“Don’t fill up too much on sausages, Pretty Boy.” Levi slaps Luca’s ass as he walks past them.

“You won’t be saying that later,” Luca laughs lightly. It still feels so alien to hear this side of him. He’s usually the brooding type that sits in the corner scowling at you while silently judging everything you do.

Sera lets out a snort, quickly composing herself when I dart her a suspicious glance. Then her eyes suddenly widen, like she’s realized what’s just been said. “Wait!” She frowns at Levi. “You guys…?”

At first, Levi is hesitant, apparently contemplating his answer. But when he glances over at Luca, who is already stuffing his face, Levi’s lips split into a smile. “Yeah, you could say we’ve gotten to know each other a little better.”

“I need the details,” Sera demands, shoving him sideways so she can fill her plate.

“Later, Bellissima,” Levi chuckles.

I raise a brow at her when Luca returns to the table. “You’re really not bothered by that?”

Her brow furrows, and suddenly I feel like the biggest asshole. I know she cares for them both equally, which I’m still confused as fuck about. But I’m still trying to wrap my head around things, around this dynamic. Nothing about this is normal in any society, but the fact Sera is truly happy is evident. I wasn’t lying when I said I want to be a part of that. I want to be the reason she smiles like she does when she’s with each of them. But I don’t know if I can compete with other men for her attention. I don’t know if I can share her the way she wants.

“What’s wrong with you?” Levi asks me.

“Nothing,” I mutter, turning my attention to the grill.

“You’re lying. Tell me,” he demands.

I place the meat on it before shaking my head at him. “I’d just rather not hear about my cousin taking it up the ass.”

Judging by the look on Levi’s face, I’ve just committed the worst offense in the world, and for a split second, I wish the earth would open beneath my feet and swallow me up. But then his lips kick up into a smile and he grabs my shoulder, leaning in.

“Trust me, you don’t know what you’re missing.”

I don’t respond. I’d like to keep things the way they are—preferably with my asshole still intact. So I just bite my tongue and join them all at the table.

Two hours go by where we lose ourselves in conversation. The drinks are flowing and we’re all enjoying sharing old memories and jokes. Even Luca throws me a compliment here and there, which stuns me into silence one too many times. It seems too easy for us to be able to sit and talk like this. It feels as though this is how it’s always been. Us four, our group. Seamless. Effortless. Relaxed.

This side of the friendship is what I’ve missed. As a kid, I looked forward to the days I’d get to spend with Sera. Even with Levi, there was never a dull moment. Maybe I’m thinking too much into things, or maybe it’s the alcohol, but I’m suddenly overwhelmed with all the memories we’ve made over the years.

I’m abruptly snapped out of my thoughts when something soft bounces off my head. It lands on the deck with barely a sound, but when I look down to see it’s a bread roll, I dart my gaze around to size up the culprit.

The only problem is, everyone is looking equally as guilty as the next.

Picking it up off the floor, I toss the bread roll in the air, weighing up my options. And when I hear Sera’s soft, nervous giggle pierce the silence, I know she’s the offender.

I bounce up from my seat, about to round the table, when her scream pierces the air and she bolts from her chair to seek protection behind Levi.

“Nuh uh.” I shake my head. “That’s not how this works.”

“Enzo,” she laughs, holding her hands up. “It was—”

I dart her way, scooping her up by the waist before she can make an escape. She wriggles and writhes, her legs flailing with her back to my chest as I walk us towards the pool. “Say you’re sorry,” I growl in her ear, holding her body suspended over the water.

“Hmm…” Sera shakes her head, hands gripping my wrists.

It’s funny how she thinks that will prevent the inevitable. Either way, she’s getting dunked in this pool. I give her one more chance to concede and beg for forgiveness, but her stubbornness plays into my favor. I swing her back and forth in warning, and just as she yelps, I toss her into the pool.

The water splashes around her as she drops beneath the surface. When she bobs back up for air, coughing and spluttering, she’s got a scowl on her face that is too damn cute to take seriously.

“Don’t give me that,” I chuckle, crouching down to offer her my hand. “You had it...fuuuuck!”

My body is thrown forward, the cold water enveloping me and stealing the air from my lungs. I push through to the surface, spotting Levi and Luca standing at the pool edge laughing together, and though I should be pissed, this kind of entertainment is exactly what we need.

I glance over at Sera who is slowly gliding towards me, smiling so widely that my own lips spread to match her happiness. She wraps her arms around my neck, her warm body pressing into mine.

My hands instinctively wrap around her waist, holding her steadily against me. Her lashes flutter, beads of water trickling down her face and dripping past her glistening lips. As I look at her, I’m immediately floored by how beautiful she looks with the alcohol induced glow on her cheeks and the glazed look in her eyes. Sometimes I wonder whether she even realizes how stunning she really is. She’s undeniably attractive, sure. But it’s the other parts of her people take for granted that stand out to me; her ability to forgive, to move on, to fight for what she loves.

She leans in, brushing her lips against mine, teasing.

A breath filled with hesitation and desire parts my lips, and Sera takes it as an invitation to tilt her mouth against mine, kissing me so intensely I forget that I’m treading water for the both of us. I break it for just a second, guiding us to the shallower part of the pool, only to pin her against the wall and take her lips again.

She opens her mouth, allowing my tongue to slide against hers, delving deeper. She wraps her legs around my waist, moaning softly when my hand makes its way up the back of her neck and into her hair. I yank her head back to run my lips across her neck and my dick twitches when she gasps. Everything about this feels surreal. One blink and I’m afraid this might all be a dream.

I’ll be damned if this is taken away from me, though. The day I died was the day I realized just how much I wanted to live, and I’m not ready to let that go just yet. I remember everything I felt that day, every vivid emotion.

I pull away abruptly, my train of thought suddenly flooding me with worry.

“Don’t stop,” she whisper-moans.

“What about them?” I grimace at how much of a pussy I sound right now, but the last thing I want is for Sera to regret this. We’ve skated around the real topic of what this is for us. Sure, I’ve told her how I feel, only not in so many words. But that’s the beauty of our friendship, she can read me and I can read her.

Stop being a pussy.

I turn to look over my shoulder to see the boys throwing back beers, Luca with his arm over the back of Levi’s chair as he whispers something in my cousin’s ear.

Sera peers over at the boys, smirking as her brown eyes meet mine. “What about them?”

I press my forehead to hers, slowly closing my eyes as I let my thoughts spill out. “Sera, I don’t know how to do this. How—”

My words are stunted as Sera slams her mouth onto mine. She’s eager in the way she devours my lips, but innocent enough to let me take the lead when I realize I shouldn’t be taking this moment for granted. She slides her fingers through my hair, her nails digging into my scalp. The kiss feels hot and heavy, like we’re a pair of teenagers who’ve just discovered how good kissing is.

Eventually, Sera pulls away, but not before pecking my lips one more time. “There are no instructions for this sort of thing. No rules, Enzo.”

“So you just decide who you want to be with?”

She shakes her head with a smile. “I just go with the flow.” Her face lights up when she locks eyes with Levi, and I don’t miss the wink he sends her way. I should feel some kind of jealousy over that, but as hard as I search for it, I can’t find that emotion.

“Besides,” Sera mutters. “They like each other’s company, too.”

She turns my head back to hers with her palm against my cheek, drawing us into another kiss fueled by memories and unspoken emotions. My cock is hard against her hot center, desperate to fill her just so I can confirm this isn’t a dream.

“I don’t know if I can share you,” I growl my honesty against her lips.

She pulls away, tilting her head as she tries to prevent the worry from showing on her face. It’s too late, though. Her eyes are already rounding, softening as she battles whatever thoughts are swirling around in that pretty head. “Try?” she pleads.

It takes me a hot second to weigh up the situation and my options. Levi and Luca are part and parcel of this dynamic. All three come as a package. But the question is: where do I fit in with all of that?

“I’ll never be able to choose,” she reminds me, apprehension and sadness lacing her words. “You said you wouldn’t—”

“I won’t,” I growl, cementing my decision. Grabbing her by the waist, I walk us over to the steps of the pool and amble out. She’s still clutching my neck, legs tightening around me as gravity comes into play. I march us inside without saying a word to the guys. I sense that if they had a problem with this, they’d have already voiced their opinions. “But you’re going to have to be patient with me, okay?”

Slowly, she nods her head in agreement, and that’s all the confirmation I need before I’m ascending the stairs to my room. I chose this place because we’d all have our own room. I assumed everyone would be comfortable with that, but clearly Levi and Luca had other ideas.

I push through the door to my bedroom, water soaking into the carpet as I walk us to the bed, and drop down onto it with Sera still clinging to me. As soon as my body makes contact with the mattress, she pushes me backwards and starts peeling off her dress. Her tits spill out beautifully, the peaked nipples glistening as water droplets trickle over her chest.

I lick my lips, imagining how they’d feel beneath my tongue.

But I don’t have to imagine. She’s right here.

I lean forward, taking one in my mouth, and she moans so prettily that my dick fights against my soaked jeans. The ache only worsens when Sera rubs her pussy against me, her fingers tugging at my hair as I suck on her nipple and roll it with my tongue.

I release it with a loud pop, my eyes lighting up when I see the mark left on her skin. She groans slightly as I rub my thumb over her other nipple, teasing and taunting until she’s gasping and writhing for more.

“Enzo,” she moans, the sound making it even harder to rein in my self control.

I roll her over onto her back, conscious of the fresh scar that now decorates her skin and look down at her. There’s so much I want to say to Sera, but I know words will never be enough. I wish I could show her just how much it hurt me to watch her move on with her life. I want to prove that her loss was mine too, and that if I could take it all back, I’d do it in a heartbeat.

Instead, I’ll just have to prove that my loyalty to her outweighs any plans her father ever had. I have to show Sera that I can be the guy she needs, the same person she grew up with who devoted his life to her—whether she knew that or not.

Her eyes draw to the scar on my chest, and I can see the guilt painted across her beautiful features as she strokes a finger over the raised flesh. I push her hair away from her face, dropping a kiss to her swollen lips. “I’d take a thousand bullets for you,” I murmur.

She smiles up at me, her eyes going glossy. “Even one bullet is too many.”

Her words set fire to my heart. They hit the depths of my soul, and I want to lay everything bare for her. At the hint of her sincerity, I’m lost. My heart hammers against my ribcage, my pulse racing as she draws me to her lips once more, sealing her words with the only thing that can cement what this is between us. Her hands slide up my chest, picking at the buttons of my shirt. The wet material sticks to my skin, making it difficult to remove. The longer it takes, the more impatient we grow, until I’m tearing my clothes off my body with feverish intent.

“Shit,” Sera gasps, her eyes widening as she pushes up on her elbows, her gaze fixated on my cock. She licks her lips, slowly lifting her chin to peer up at me. “Please tell me that feels as good as it looks.”

I glance down at what has her so enraptured—my Prince Albert piercing—and smirk. “Oh, baby,” I growl, fisting my cock leisurely. “You have no idea.”

Excitement brews in her eyes as her naked chest heaves. Her lips glisten from licking them hungrily, and I’d be a liar if I said I wasn’t already thinking about those lips wrapped around my cock.

As if she can read my mind, she leans forward, replacing my hand with her own and stroking me firmly. She licks the tip, sending a shockwave of pleasure coursing through my body. I shudder, trying to keep my self-control intact.

She slides the head of my cock past her lips, the heat of her mouth wrapping around me. She pumps expertly, like she’s been sucking cock her whole life—or maybe it’s the anticipation I’ve built up to this moment. Either way, I don’t want it to stop, and when she pulls me deeper, the piercing hitting the back of her throat, I definitely don’t want this to end.

I slide my fingers through her hair, barely guiding her to where I want her to be because she seems to know exactly what I want and how I want it. She moves with intent, sucking and slurping, running her tongue along the underside of my shaft all the way to the tip. When she reaches the piercing, she gives it a tug with her teeth, and that’s my undoing.

Without warning, I push her backwards, her body bouncing gently as she hits the mattress. I spread her legs and bow down to the pussy I’m about to devour, tearing away the pathetic excuse for underwear with one single yank. My eyes hone in on her pretty pink pussy, glistening with excitement. The sight damn near makes me blow my load.

I dive straight in, licking a path from her entrance to her clit, relishing the way her body writhes beneath me. I swirl my tongue around her sensitive bud, listening to the moans that make my dick throb. With my hands on her thighs, I split her wider, darting my tongue into her hot center, lapping up her juices like a starved man. She grips the sheets beside her hips, her legs quivering as I nip at her clit, sucking it into my mouth. Sera not only looks like a fucking angel, but she sounds and tastes like one—if angels had a specific taste, it’d be her.

Sera’s gasps and moans fill the room, and if I weren’t already on my knees for her, I would be after hearing those delicious sounds. It spurs me on to slide a finger into her pussy. Her walls clench and before I even get another taste of her, she’s falling apart, screaming my name like it’s a goddamn symphony.

I look up at her from between her thighs, her chest rising and falling harshly, her breaths filling the room. Crawling up her body, I rest my cock at her entrance. With our eyes locked, she pulls me to her lips. She slides her tongue against mine feverishly, her legs wrapping around my waist as she pulls me even closer. “You’ve made me wait long enough,” she rasps, her eyes alight with desire.

I inch inside, the head of my dick sliding past her entrance. It’s almost symbolic the way her pussy accepts me, like we’ve officially accepted the friend zone is no longer an option for us—hell, we’re already way past that, but I can’t ignore the significance in this moment.

Sera gasps as I thrust in all the way to the hilt. Her back arches, her fingernails digging into my shoulders, pressing her perfect tits against my chest. When she takes a deep breath, adjusting to my size, I start to pull my hips back, snapping them forward hard.

“Enzo!” she moans breathlessly, her eyes closing as she bites down on her lip.

I take her mouth in a kiss that could claim her body and soul. In fact, I want that. I want every piece of her, even the broken parts. I want to claim the parts she loves, the edges she hates, the emotions she wants to feel and the ones she doesn’t. I want all of her. Every. Last. Piece.

I punch my hips, slamming into her so hard the bed hammers against the wall. Her cries fill the room, encouraging me deeper. I grab her thighs and tighten them around my waist, rolling us over until I’m on my back.

“Ride me, baby,” I growl, my fingers digging into her hips with bruising force.

She grinds down on my cock like a goddamn expert, rolling her hips as she leans forward to press her palms to my chest. My piercing rubs the inside of her walls, intensifying the pleasure I feel with each stroke. I lean up, licking a path from the valley of her tits to the column of her neck, palming her tits. “I’m going to mark these one day,” I promise as I guide her down on my dick harder.

Sera shoves me back, riding my cock until my balls start to tingle and I’m moaning for more, but she swallows them with a hungry kiss. Her lips are swollen when she pulls away, and I can’t help but run my thumb along her bottom lip.

She takes my thumb in her mouth, swirling her tongue around it until her saliva drips down my knuckles. Then she releases it with a pop and guides it over her throbbing clit, circling it in time with her own motions. She fucks me so intensely, I don’t know whether I’m about to come or I already have. Her hands drag through her hair like this moment between us has her losing all her inhibitions. For a moment, I’m in so much awe, so hypnotized by her, that I can’t hold back.

My release finds me in seconds, my cum filling her sweet pussy with every grind of her hips. My climax sweeps over me, colors bursting behind my eyes, but she keeps rolling her body, chasing her own high. I rub her clit harder, faster, until she panting and screaming, writhing and seeking her orgasm. And when her body shakes and she shatters with my name on her lips, I feel it in my bones that this was meant to be.

She collapses on my chest, our breaths mingling, bodies hot and sweaty from exertion. It’s no longer pool water coating our skin now. The sticky sheen of desire covers us.

I wrap my arms around her, keeping us close for as long as possible. Nothing about this feels awkward. We’re equally sated, both reveling in our post-fuck high.

Sera draws her finger over my chest, following the design of an inked angel directly over my heart. Wings of fire sprout behind the angel, the words ‘Bound in blood, forged from fire’ written in a ribbon that circles the woman.

Sera lifts her head, her brows furrowing. “I’ve never noticed this before.”

“I got it when I left the hospital,” I say. “A reminder.”

“A reminder of what?”

“Not what,” I say, shaking my head. “Who.”

Sera’s eyes grow glassy as she bites down on her bottom lip. I reach up, untucking it with my thumb and stroking it softly.

“I hated not being able to speak to you, to tell you what happened,” I explain, though I know it’ll do little to express just how much the last three months hurt me. Not just because I couldn’t be with her, but because of what my death did to her. The raw truth of how much I hurt her is splayed all over her face. “I hated watching you move on.”

She leans forward, pressing her lips to mine softly. “I never moved on,” she replies earnestly.

Our kiss deepens, her tongue snaking around mine. A small whimper escapes her, the sound cinching at my chest. She pulls away with a smile, her gaze falling back to the tattoo that holds an uncanny resemblance to the woman I’m still seated inside of.

“Sei tutto per me,” she repeats my words.

“Sei la mia ragione di vita.”
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Levi


The heat of Luca’s body envelops me as he holds me against his chest, the morning light breaking through the curtains making it increasingly difficult to fall back asleep. Usually, I’d be up and making coffee by now, or busying myself with Sera’s schedule, but we all agreed that we would kick back this weekend and take some time off for once. This is a chance for us all to spend quality time with one another and prove to Sera that we aren’t complete Neanderthals. It’s clear that Enzo’s return has sparked something between them. There was always something unspoken in their friendship, and now he’s back, I recognize the look in both their eyes; affection, adoration, the need to care for one another.

While I’m happy that Enzo and Sera finally came to terms with those feelings last night, I can’t help but feel a little worried. There’s so much history between them that a seed of doubt lingering in the back of my mind has started to fester.

We haven’t heard from Sera and Enzo since they left the pool last night. I want her to revel in her happiness because she deserves it, but my cousin’s betrayal still stings, and I can’t move past it as easily as Sera has. It wasn’t just Sera he hurt that day. He hurt our family; all the members of the Marchese and LaRosa Famiglia. I want to say that forgiveness is around the corner, but I’m not sure I’m ready to forgive. Either way, I won’t let it affect Sera and Enzo’s relationship.

I huff out my irritation and close my eyes, attempting to lull myself back to sleep, but then a warm hand slides down my chest, the gruff voice in my ear making me shiver.

“Good morning, il mio sole.”

I smile at the nickname and the emotions it evokes. How can something so innocent and simple bring out a different person in me? How can so few words create a world I want to lose myself in?

“I had a dream about you,” he growls, biting down on my shoulder softly.

My dick twitches from his words, the pinch of his teeth sinking into my flesh a tantalizing concoction of pleasure and pain. I know exactly where this is going, and I’m totally here for it. We got so drunk last night that we pretty much collapsed in bed. Even though Enzo chose this place for the amount of rooms, nothing could stop me wanting to fall into bed with Luca.

“Oh yeah?” I muse, rolling my hips back to meet his growing erection.

“Hmm…” he groans, sliding his hand further down to grip my already hard cock. He fists it lazily, running his nose along my neck. “Want to know what it was about?”

I follow his groans when he strokes the head of my cock, teasing the pre-cum with his thumb. I can only guess by the way he jerks me off that it was something good. “Maybe you should show me?” I rasp.

Luca rolls me onto my back before dipping below the covers. He’s wearing a delicious smirk that gets me even harder as he descends, anticipation making me gasp as his lips wrap around my cock.

“Fuck,” I stifle my groan with my knuckles, biting down hard. I don’t know how thin the walls are in this place, and the last thing I want to do is wake Sera up.

Luca slides down my length until I’m hitting the back of his throat. His head bobs beneath the sheets, the wet heat of his mouth making it harder to contain the sounds of my pleasure. Considering we’re each other’s firsts, he’s well in tune with what I like and how I like it.

“Damn, Pretty Boy,” I whisper. “You keep sucking like that and I’m gonna blow my load.”

Luca releases my cock with a pop, then runs his tongue along the underside of my shaft. “That’s the whole point, Marchese.”

As much as I want to respond with snark, Luca starts stroking harder, licking my dick like a goddamn lollipop. He fists it faster as he takes one of my balls in his mouth, sucking and massaging it with his tongue.

“Fuck!” I cry out, my back arching and legs shaking. Heat crawls up my spine, spasming all the way to my extremities until I come hard. My breaths escape as harsh pants while I try to recover, but with Luca’s tongue lapping up my release, I’m choking on the air. I sink into the mattress as the high of my orgasm starts to melt away, losing myself in the post-blowjob haze.

Luca draws away slowly, crawling back up my body until he’s hovering over me and licking his lips. There’s a feral look in his eyes, a hunger that I feel the need to feed. I rarely see this side of Luca. Other than the first time he fucked me, I’ve never felt so wanted. Luca has a way of making me feel like I’m all he sees, and I’ll be damned if I deny that at this moment, he’s all I see, too.

Lowering his lips to mine, Luca drops a kiss on my mouth, sliding his tongue against mine so I can taste myself. “That was just the beginning,” he murmurs against my lips with a smirk.

“And how does it end?”

He grips my throat in one strong hand, biting down on my bottom lip. “Turn around, il mio sole, and you’ll find out.”

His words set my body on fire, the promise of pleasure stoking my lust for him. He releases my throat and without hesitation I roll onto my front. This is only the second time we’ve fucked, and Luca has taken the role on himself to be in control. I thought I could read him, pegging him as a bottom, but I was wrong. Luca is the one that fucks with certainty, with intent. He’s the guy you want to give control to because even though he’s like a tempest, he’s also safe.

I hear the drawer beside us slam shut, peaking my anticipation for what’s coming before Luca tugs me back and my legs dangle off the bed.

“Oh shit!”

My blood heats up, my head snapping to the doorway to find Sera standing there in just a shirt. Luca pulls away but does little to cover our modesty—not that Sera hasn’t seen this before. She’s just never seen us like this before.

“Uhh...” Luca clears his throat while Sera smirks, crossing her arms over her chest.

“Don’t stop on my account,” she teases, leaning against the door until it closes at her back with a click. Her eyes are alight with both curiosity and desire. With the way she crosses her legs, I’d say she’s a little turned on by this. I guess I shouldn’t be surprised; she’s a goddamn minx in disguise.

“You just gonna stand there, Dolcezza? Or are you getting involved?” Luca squirts the lube and it slips down my ass, making me groan. Sera tracks the movement as he adds a finger, slowly pumping it into me. The sensation has me burying my head in the sheets, shaking as I suppress every urge not to beg for more.

It’s hard to remain in control when Luca is involved. He’s the guy Sera goes to when she wants hers taken away, and I see the appeal. He has a way of making you feel vulnerable, yet safe. With just a few words, he can ease your worries. With just a few actions, he can draw out your pain and harbor it as his own. I know for certain that a guy like Luca is hard to find. One who can make you feel everything and so much more. Someone I think I’m falling for.

The bed dips, and two fingers lift my chin up to gaze into Sera’s deep brown eyes. “I want to watch him fuck you,” she says with a grin.

“Oh yeah?” I challenge, yanking her legs out from under her so her knees are on either side of my head. Her pussy is exposed to me, completely bare and glistening. Yeah, she’s definitely turned on. I’m practically salivating at how close I am to her pussy, and it takes all my self control not to dive right in. “You can watch him fuck me, but only if I get to fuck you with my tongue.”

Sera shifts her gaze over my shoulder, licking her lips hungrily. She gives a gentle nod, and that’s when I feel Luca pull his finger out and line his cock up against my ass.

My fingers dig into the flesh of Sera’s thighs and she throws her head back. Luca slides into me, his hips pushing forward until he’s seated inside.

I can’t suppress the moan that works its way up my throat, turning into a feral groan. It’s so fucking tight, but so deliciously numbing that I grow agitated when Luca doesn’t move. I’m desperate for him to fuck me. Fuck. I’ve never felt so desperate.

“Luca,” I growl, though it comes out more like a whine that has Sera smirking at me.

“Does that feel good, Marchese?” she asks, stroking a thumb across my bottom lip.

I drop my mouth to her thigh, running my tongue along the inside. She arches her spine, throwing her head backwards.

“Shut up and give me that pussy,” I grumble, nipping her skin lightly.

Luca slides out halfway, grunting as he slams his hips forward. I use the momentum to dive forward and lick a path through Sera’s pussy, gripping onto her thigh as I use Luca’s thrusts to drive us both crazy with desire. I slide a finger into her wet heat, then a second while Luca starts to pick up the pace, fucking me with a steady rhythm.

My moans are muffled as I bury my face in Sera’s pussy, coating my lips with her juices. Moisture drips down my knuckles as Sera grips the sheets, writhing in her own pleasure.

“How does she taste, il mio sole?” Luca asks gruffly, thrusting into me. His grip is harsh on my hips, each drive of his own bringing me to the brink of coming again.

I suck on Sera’s clit, eliciting a edacious moan that has my dick straining hard against the mattress. I pull away, just enough to mutter the familiar words, “Like fucking heaven.”

Pumping my fingers into her, Sera starts to shake, her cries growing louder and louder.

“That’s it, Dolcezza. Come for us.”

I lean forward, sucking Sera’s clit and thrusting my fingers into her harshly until she screams out. Luca picks up his own pace, each punch of his hips driving me mad with pleasure. I’m sandwiched between two people who are so fucking insatiable that it might just kill me. But I don’t think there’s a better way to die.

Luca yanks my hips up, reaching forward to pump my cock in his hand. I groan against Sera’s pussy, still lapping up her juices as she lays there sated before me. She looks so goddamn beautiful, lost in her own bliss as Luca drives me closer to mine again.

His hips jerk harder, faster, his hand following each movement until I’m coming again. Luca releases with a cracked moan, his cum filling my ass as his voice fills the room, and I’m not far behind. I shatter around his hand, his own dick throbbing inside my ass and prolonging my pleasure. My whole body shakes, my toes stretching as I revel in the blissful sensation.

We both drop on the bed, Luca sliding me onto my side so Sera can join us. She’s wearing a just-fucked look on her face that makes her appear even more gorgeous, her chocolate tendrils falling across her face as she smiles at us both.

I can’t help but smile back, reveling in this moment. I thought I’d struck it lucky when it came to her, but then Luca came along and changed the game entirely. Sharing was always a doubt in the back of my mind, and when it came to Luca and me, I thought we’d have to figure out how this would work. But as I glance over my shoulder at Luca, who strokes my back while gazing at Sera, I finally feel like the puzzle is complete.

There isn’t another feeling quite like this; bliss and perfection all rolled into one. It’s something special that nobody can take away from us. Like in the midst of all the chaos that surrounds this family, we can find times like this to be ourselves and explore how we feel about one another. Together.
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Luca


Sera nuzzles against my chest, humming a sated sigh as she does so. It’s nice to have these moments with her and Levi. Sure, things have escalated slightly, but it’s all moved naturally. None of this feels forced, and there’s no better feeling than that of complete bliss. Of course, I wasn’t expecting her to join in when I had Levi bent over in front of me, but I’m not complaining. Despite her saying she’s okay with us, I was still a little skeptical. I guess I can rid myself of that doubt now.

While Sera drapes an arm across my middle, Levi is snoring on the other side of her. Even though he won’t say it, I know he’s been struggling with his emotions over Enzo’s return and the situation with his sister. While we’re both equally happy for Sera and Enzo, I know he’s still hurting from his cousin’s betrayal. I just hope that he can move past this.

“Are you okay?” she asks.

I’m taken aback by her question. I don’t think I can recall the last time someone asked me that. If they did, it must have slipped my mind because it’s not something I ever entertain. “Why wouldn’t I be?”

Sera shrugs, her grip pulling me closer to her lithe body. “Things with Enzo… last night…”

“I know,” I smile, tugging her chin up to face me. “We expected it.”

“But that doesn’t change anything.”

“I know.”

“I just want you to—”

Pressing my lips to hers, I silence her erratic thoughts before they can escape, drawing her into a silent kiss. She slides her hand around my neck, pulling me deeper. Since Enzo came back, we haven’t shared much time together. I don’t resent her for it, though. She has so much going on that it must be hard to keep up. But these moments are what I live for.

Sera slips out from Levi’s reach to straddle me. Our lips are still connected, tongues sweeping against one another’s. Her bare cunt rubs against my cock, already wet and ready as anticipation coils in my stomach.

“Fuck,” I groan against her lips, unable to contain the thoughts running wild in my head. “You’re a greedy little one this morning.”

She rolls her hips against me, my dick already seeking out her entrance. I can’t help the smirk kicking my lips up as I let her use me for her own pleasure, her cunt dripping all over my thighs. I thought she’d had her fill this morning, but clearly she’s still eager for more. She whimpers as I slide my hands under her shirt, rolling my thumbs over her sensitive nipples.

“What’s the matter?” I growl. “Did Enzo not fuck you good enough last night?”

“Oh, he did,” she smirks back, still sliding her hips back and forth relentlessly. I can feel her lips eagerly parting over my shaft, desperate for friction. “Last night and this morning, actually.” She grabs my wrists and leans forward to pin them back against the pillow, a deviant smile playing on those gorgeous lips as she teases my own with her tongue. “He’s pierced, too.”

The heated desire I feel for her mixes with my jealousy and rises through my chest, escaping as a growl. I look to my right to see Levi still fast asleep. And though I want to take her just how she likes, there’s not enough room to roll over and fuck her into oblivion.

I don’t like thinking about another man inside her that isn’t Levi, especially someone who shares so many memories with this woman. A woman I’m losing my mind over. A woman I’m falling for. Sharing was always part of this situation, and while I was open to Sera spending time with Gio, Enzo has a lot of making up to do. Friends or not, he still hurt our girl.

“Afraid he’ll wake up?” she taunts, biting my bottom lip.

“I’ll fuck you on top of him if that’s what turns you on.” I thrust my hips upward, the head of my cock notching into her soaked cunt. But she pushes up on her knees, teasing me like a goddamn minx.

“Looks like I’ll be fucking you.”

Without warning, she impales herself on me. We both groan out as she sinks down on my shaft, the euphoric feeling of her walls clenching around me sending shivers up my spine.

“This is the only time you have control, Dolcezza. Don’t think I won’t fuck you raw the next chance I get.”

Excitement widens her eyes. I know she gets off on me taking control; she gives it to me willingly because it’s the only way she can free herself of her burdens for just a brief moment. She gives herself to me because she needs that freedom, to be liberated. Lesser men would use that against her, but I use it for her pleasure. That tiniest sliver of surrender lifts the weight on her shoulders and I won’t deny her that. But this time, she’s the one who has the power. She’s the one to control this.

And I let her.

Sera still has my wrists pinned beside my head, and though she’s not strong enough to fight me, I don’t push back. She rocks her hips, throwing her head back as she loses herself.

“Luca,” she rasps, ecstasy oozing from her voice. She rides me hard, using me for her own pleasure. I’m captivated by the way she moves, the way she lets herself go. She’s perfect, a picture of pure desire painted all over her face.

She lets go of my wrists to knead her tits through her shirt, writhing and panting as she works us both harder.

“That’s it, come all over my cock.”

Her wet heat grips my dick, her cunt throbbing around me. Sweet moans fill the room. She takes all the control, using me like a toy, and fuck, do I enjoy being on the receiving end. I won’t make it a habit, but I’d be lying if I said this wasn’t the hottest fucking thing I’ve experienced with her.

When her movements steady, I cup her ass, grinding her against me until she shatters, crying out that she’s coming. She gives into her orgasm, her chest heaving as she rides the wave, but I don’t let her stop.

“Is that all you’ve got?” I goad, knowing how much she hates to be underestimated. She gives me an angry smile, one that could set me alight if I were wearing clothes. She takes the challenge all the same, setting a punishing rhythm as she circles her hips.

I throw my head back on a groan, my eyes closing because whatever she’s doing feels so damn good I don’t think I can look at her without blowing my load.

She falls forward, my eyes snapping open as she rides me like a goddamn bull. Her hips gyrate with wild abandon, taking everything from me. Her hair falls around us like a shield, and I’m engulfed by her scent, a mixture of sex and lust, coconut shampoo and something leathery. Enzo.

I don’t know why, but the thought of him fucking her has my mind reeling. In a split second, I take back the control I was so eager to give her, gripping her hips until my fingers pinch her skin, and slamming my hips upwards. I thrust into her like I’m fucking Enzo out of her, like I’m trying to replace him.

I grind her against me, rubbing her clit with my thumb until she’s screaming out once more. Heat licks up my spine, my body on fire as my balls tighten and I slam into her over and over until I paint her insides. I groan out, my body arching as Sera and I both come together. It’s a symphony of sated moans and pleasure filled sighs, our breaths meshing together as one as we slowly come down.

“Nobody else has this part of me,” she says, resting her head on my chest.

I push away the brown strands stuck to her face and smile to myself. She doesn’t need to tell me, but the words still fill me with the same warmth I feel for Levi. It’s an odd sensation to feel the same things about more than one person; both in equal measure, yet in different capacities. When I look at Sera, I feel the need to protect her, to shield her and take away the burdens she faces. When I look at Levi, I feel like my world is complete, like that missing piece I didn’t know I was searching for finally slots into place.

“I’d take every jagged piece of you,” I rasp. “I’ll guard you with my life.”

She lifts her gaze to mine, eyes softening ever so slightly. It’s the softness I adore the most about her. The parts where she feels she needs to hide it from the world, but not from me. She has this armor to protect her, to prove she is the strong leader everyone needs. To me, I get to see the side she shields, the pieces of her she keeps hidden away. They’re beautiful and frayed, but I’m the keeper of those fragments, and I mean every word I say.

“Ditto,” she whispers with a smile on her lips. Her cheeks are a rosy pink, our post-fuck giving her a glow that I’m captivated by. I stroke the pad of my thumb over her swollen bottom lip, enthralled by how effortlessly flawless she looks.

But the moment is stolen from us when my phone starts buzzing on the bedside table. With a huff, I pick it up off the nightstand. We agreed on no phones, but when I see the name on the screen, I have no choice but to answer it.

“It’s Raf,” I tell Sera before answering the call. “This better be good.”

“Would I call if I didn’t have something?”

I really hope that’s a rhetorical question, because last time I checked, he opted to give Sera’s location to a dead man over the people actively looking for her; the ones who didn’t desert her.

“What have you got?” I sigh.

“You guys up for a road trip?”
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Serafina


Disappointingly, my birthday weekend was cut short due to Raf’s call that interrupted mine and Luca’s post-sex cuddle. My birthday isn’t for another two weeks though, so I can’t really be mad though because this surprise weekend brought me closer to my boys. All three of them. In all honesty, I didn’t want our time to end because it’s the first time I’ve felt so weightless.

The burdens of what’s to come melted away briefly, and I reveled in getting lost in how happy I felt with these men surrounding me. The guys were getting along, Enzo and I finally admitted how we felt, at least physically. And I got to experience something special with Levi and Luca.

Sure, Enzo has been hesitant about the whole situation, but it didn’t take him long to warm up to the idea. He might have been appeasing me, but I hope he can see how happy Levi and Luca make me and that no matter how much things progress between us, those two aren’t going anywhere.

Things between us are definitely escalating quicker than I expected, so I’d hate for things to go sour. I don’t think that’ll happen because everything thus far has felt so natural. Those feelings we harbored for one another, the ones we tried to deny for so long, were going to surface sooner or later. I barely had the chance to take a breath before Enzo and I slept together, and while I don’t regret a single thing that happened this weekend, I’d be lying if I said I hadn’t wondered where I’d be if Enzo hadn’t died that day.

Would any of this be happening? Would Enzo and I have stepped outside of our friendship to get a taste of us? Would Luca and Levi be a thing?

My head spins with all the thoughts circling my head; worry, doubt, relief, happiness. I wish I could pinpoint one and focus on it, but this meeting I’ve called must take priority.

Though both Raf and Levi insisted we didn’t need to come back, I’ve been growing more concerned with Levi’s state of mind. He hasn’t said much to me about it, but his initial reaction to Luisa’s location is a dead giveaway to how he’s feeling inside.

“The compound is comprised of three floors,” Raf explains. “Ground level, below ground level, and above.” The TV screen flashes with a map, an overhead image of a building set out in the middle of nowhere—the desert, to be precise.

“The building is a lot older than the one you were…” Marco glances at me warily.

“The one Luciano took me to?” I answer for him, shuddering as the memories crawl from the recesses of my mind.

Marco responds with a soft nod before returning to his explanation. “There are cells below ground which we believe are unused, but by the looks of the drawings, there are similar rooms all over the compound. Raf’s surveillance shows Luisa is being kept above ground level, in a room in the far east corner.”

“The twins have already come up with a plan,” Raf supplies.

“Already?” I quirk a brow in their direction. It was less than three hours ago we got Raf’s call. The fact that they’ve already got a plan in place makes me appreciate this group more and more. The fact that nothing is too much trouble, that we would drop everything for one another. Those kinds of relationships don’t just materialize. They’re forged through respect and camaraderie.

Matteo beams a wide smile at me as Marco steps forward. “We didn’t want to waste time. Right now, we have the element of surprise. The Verdis don’t know we know about this, and if we can keep them distracted long enough, they’ll never know until it’s too late.”

“What’s your plan?” I ask.

“The Royal Ace Casino is nearby. I say we lure the Verdis out there.”

“And how do you propose we do that?” Levi questions. “They’ll smell a rat a mile off.”

“Not if Giovanni suggests it,” Matteo explains. “If he arranges the meet up, we can use it to bargain Gabriella’s freedom, or at least buy us some time to find out her location.”

“That’ll never work,” Luca mutters.

“It will,” Marco reassures, looking at me. “What do the Verdis want more? The seat or her head?”

I shudder at the insinuation. It’s no secret the lengths that family will go to, but without Luciano, I have no doubt Don Verdi is even angrier.

“They want both,” I say, though the words are more like a scarce whisper. My fingers trace the scar on my cheek which is still red and sore, but it’s healing well after three weeks of bandages and cream. It’s the one mark Luciano left on me that I’ll never be rid of, something that will forever remind me of him. It’s up to me to eradicate those negative thoughts though and replace them with something positive, a way to move past all this.

I need to be strong, for my family, for the men who vow to protect me on a daily basis. I need to be the leader they deserve, so I refuse to let this defeat me. I refuse to be a victim of a deadman.

“Exactly,” Marco says.

“You’re suggesting putting our leader at risk,” Enzo states crisply, glancing my way. “You’re okay with this?”

Nodding gently, I cross my arms. “The twins are right. The Verdis want my blood. If Gio asks to meet with them, they’re going to be too distracted to think we’re really there for Luisa.”

“I can’t ask you to do that,” Levi says worriedly.

“I know, and you’re not. I’m willing to do this.”

Levi’s jaw flickers with indecision, his gaze locking with mine. We all know by now that peace isn’t an option. The moment the Verdis waged war on me was the very same moment peace was out of the equation.

Turning his attention back to the twins, Levi clasps his fingers together. “Okay, so how do we get in?”

“Raf did some digging on those blueprints he found.” Upon command, the TV screen lights up, displaying an architectural map of the compound holding Luisa captive. It’s all lines and squares, triangles and confusing keys that I can’t decipher. Lucky for me, Raf and Marco explain.

“There’s a tunnel that leads into the compound. It’s our best way to get in undetected.”

“How do we know the tunnels aren’t guarded?” Luca chimes in, leaning forward on his seat beside Enzo.

“At the moment, it’s blocked off, so I doubt they’ll be monitoring it.” Marco nods at Raf, who switches the screen to display another map.

I cross my arms and take in the information presented, chewing on my bottom lip. I don’t like the idea of anyone getting trapped down there, especially with only one way in and out. It’s risky—a necessary risk, I know—but that doesn’t stop me from pulling apart this plan. “What do you mean blocked off?”

Marco sighs, moving his focus to Raf. “The entrance is a mile out, concealed in another building.”

“Where?” I push.

Marco sighs again, glancing at his brother as they share a look.

“The casino,” Matteo answers.

Slowly, the plan is coming together. If Giovanni can get a meeting with the Verdis at the Casino, I might be able to give the guys enough time to infiltrate the compound and rescue Luisa. The Verdis will be so distracted with Giovanni and me that they won’t even think we’re there under false pretenses.

The more I think about it, the more this plan makes sense. The twins really outdid themselves this time because I don’t think I could’ve come up with this plan myself. I’m certain this could work, but I still need convincing that nobody will get hurt. “Talk me through numbers, routines. We need to monitor movement and—”

“Already done,” Matteo grins. “Every guard we’ve surveilled switches posts every four hours. It’s a simple changeover which we can overcome if we work backwards.”

“Do we need reinforcements?” Enzo asks, kicking his foot up to rest on his ankle. While his question is directed at the twins, his eyes are locked on me, something dark yet magnetic peeking through them.

The thing about Enzo is that even now, I can read him like a book. The way his lips curl at the corners tells me he’s got something on his mind, and I can’t say that our weekend hasn’t been spinning through my mind since we left.

“Sera?”

My attention snaps back like an elastic band. I haven’t heard a single thing Marco has been saying, and it must be written all over my face because Matteo is trying to conceal his smile beside his brother. “Hmm?”

“I recommend reinforcements, but the decision is yours,” Marco says.

I trust these guys implicitly. Any piece of advice I get, I take seriously. In a way, any one of these men could tell me to jump, and I’d ask how high—because without their support and direction, I wouldn’t be the leader I am. “If that’s your recommendation, then I approve. I don’t want anyone getting hurt, so the more soldiers, the better.”

“Good,” Marco replies. “If it’s alright with you, I’d like to approach The Vultures.”

“No!” Enzo barks, forcing me to snap my head towards him.

I clench my jaw. “This isn’t your decision,” I grind out, staring him down.

Once upon a time, I would’ve taken his words into consideration, even deferred to his judgment. But even though we’ve moved past what happened a few months ago, it’s Levi that is my second in command now, not Enzo.

“The Vultures cannot be trusted,” Enzo growls, leaning forward in his chair.

I grip the armrests of my own, refusing to back down. “The Vultures had no choice, just like you.” My voice is stern, and my words have the intended effect, because Enzo slouches back in his seat and keeps his mouth shut. “We have no issue with The Vultures, and since this is for Luisa, Levi can make the decision.”

We all glance at him, his knee bouncing nervously as he thinks over the information. “Are you okay with this plan?” he asks me.

“Are you?” I respond. He knows I’d do anything for him. Anything.

“Yes, but I’ll be with you the entire time. I’m not leaving your side again,” he clarifies before turning his attention to the twins. “Can I rely on you to get my sister out of there?”

They both nod affirmatively. There’s no question that the guys would do whatever it takes to rescue Luisa. They won’t let Levi down. They won’t let me down.

With one last glance around the room, Levi resigns with a huff, “Call The Vultures.”
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The sun is blazing overhead as I step out onto the back patio. To my right, the pool glistens as the rays bounce off the surface, the tranquil water untouched, yet begging for attention. My thoughts instantly steer me to the recent memory of Enzo and I, wrapped around each other in the water. His hands tugging at my hair, my legs pulling him closer to me as we devoured one another. The sheer intensity of that memory alone has me throbbing between my legs, and it takes everything within me to refocus on the task at hand.

Pacing towards the pool house, I knock three times before pushing through the door. I’m instantly hit with Giovanni’s signature scent of citrus body wash and something fresh, like a rainforest. It’s like I’ve walked into a tropical world, the smell easing my worried mind as I step further inside.

We conferred a lot over this plan, ran through every single detail until we all agreed that Giovanni’s involvement was a crucial part of it. I can’t say I like it, but Marco pointed out that this is a chance for Giovanni to prove his loyalty. And, in a backwards kind of way, I agree. Betraying without my knowledge was hurtful, but betraying me under my command is a whole other ball game, one in which I know we can hit a home run if we do this right.

Giovanni is already standing in the corner of the room, waiting patiently for me. He’s wearing his black suit, complete with his black shirt. It only emphasizes the shadows that follow him around. But it’s the bandage still plastered to his cheek that spans further than my own scar. Enzo really did a number on him.

“Sit,” I bark. Though it breaks me to do it, I still have to hold my position and maintain my authority with him, because at the end of the day, he’s still my bodyguard and I hold the cards here.

Giovanni obeys immediately, dropping onto the edge of the bed. His green gaze is filled with hope and unbridled expectation. He links his fingers, resting his elbows on his knees as he peers up at me, and I can tell in this moment what he wants me to say.

But I can’t do it.

I can’t give him the false hope he desperately needs, because it wouldn’t be fair. We still don’t know where his daughter is specifically, and until we lock down her location, I can’t lie to him.

“I need your help,” I say on a breath, moving to the corner chair. I rest my arms on the sides, crossing my legs to adopt some kind of power. But looking at Giovanni still makes me weak. A part of me still wants to have him, even though it’s wrong. It was always wrong.

“Anything,” Giovanni answers gruffly, trying to mask the deflated look he gives me.

It breaks my heart that I can’t give him what he needs, but I have to remain strong. “We’ve found Luisa, Levi’s sister. She’s being held at a compound out in Vegas.”

Giovanni nods silently, always the patient type, always listening.

“We have a plan to get her back, but…” I sigh, “I need you with me. More importantly, I need you to arrange the meeting.”

“Why?” he asks, raising a brow.

“The Verdis have your daughter. If they think you’re betraying me to get her back, they won’t think twice about it.”

Giovanni drops his head, his shoulders slumping defeatedly. “I…I can’t betray you. Not again.” Sadness fills his words, making my heart tighten in my chest. I can see the battle he’s fighting, the one that tells him he needs to do this for me, for his daughter. We both know the price we’d have to pay if this plan doesn’t work, but we have no choice.

I push off the chair and step towards him, lifting his chin with my finger. “You want your daughter back, right?”

“More than anything.” The intensity of his stare makes me swallow heavily, the weight of his decision hanging by a thread. All he needs to do is agree to this.

“Then we need to do this,” I tell him, pulling out a burner phone from my jacket pocket and handing it to him. “Raf already programmed the number, all you need to do is hit dial. We want to meet at the Royal Ace Casino. Do what you can to get us there but don’t tell them anything else.”

“You trust me to do this?” he asks, doubt making his voice waver.

“Does it matter if I do?” I quip. “Now’s your chance to prove your loyalty.”

“By betraying you,” he chuckles incredulously, taking the phone from me. “Sei pazzo.”

My heart skips a beat at the sound of his gentle laugh. Heat curls in my stomach, catching my breath. I haven’t heard his laugh since well before we were taken. Though it hasn’t actually been that long, I feel like it’s a distant memory, one I selfishly want to forget.

Leaning down, I cup Giovanni’s chin in my hand. “There’s nothing crazy about me,” I whisper, unable to contain the deviant smile that curls my lips. “But I can get angry.”

I’m so close to his mouth, painfully close. All it would take is a brush of our lips for me to forget what we’ve been through. A gentle press of his mouth against mine and I’d melt into him. My head and my heart immediately war against one another, forcing me to face everything.

I can’t deny that I want him. Giovanni has a piece of me, just like Levi and Luca, and now Enzo. Giovanni was the one I turned to who I knew would listen and not question me on everything. All it would take is one look into those forest green eyes and I’d rethink everything I’m risking for the men under my command.

Slowly but surely, I step away, opening the space between us. “Make the call, Giovanni. Bargain with whatever you want, but you report it to me.”

“How do you know I won’t lie to you?”

I huff out exasperatedly. If he’s trying to push my buttons, it’s working. But I know why he’s doing it, and as much as I want to console him and reassure him that I do trust him, there’s still a part of me that wants to maintain some power here.

So I turn around and head towards the door, knowing that every step I take, Giovanni is watching. With my hand on the door handle, I finally turn back to face him. We both know what will happen if he’s caught again. If for some fucked up reason this plan doesn’t work, he knows he’ll have to deal with the consequences. He knows the lengths my men will go to in order to ensure my name isn’t forgotten so quickly. Giovanni has already had a taste of Enzo, but with five other men directly under my command and protecting me, things could get a whole lot worse for him.

“Because if my blood runs, so does yours, Gio. So, don’t let me down.”
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Giovanni


Gabriella .

Serafina.

I don’t want to lose either of them.
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Levi


“Istill don’t like this plan,” Enzo mutters as we all step out of our respective cars. He hands me my earpiece, hesitating for a second when Giovanni joins us to take his.

“You don’t have to like it,” Sera replies nonchalantly, brushing a palm over the front of her dress. “But you do have to follow it.”

Her no-nonsense attitude leaves little room for argument. Since we’re already on a tight timeline, we can’t afford to delay things. Sera steps towards Enzo, resting her hands on his shoulders. They stare at one another for a moment that makes me feel like I’m intruding on something intimate, and while it should stir up some feelings of jealousy, I know by now that there’s no stopping Sera from getting what she wants. And if she wants Enzo, there’s more than enough of her to go around. There’s no room for petty jealousy in our dynamic, even if I still haven’t forgiven him for what he did.

“Just stay out of sight,” she murmurs, fiddling with the lapels of Enzo’s suit jacket. “You’re our backup if anything goes wrong.”

Though we’ve all traveled in convoy, there’s a reason we’re splitting into two teams. Below the casino is a vault. It sounds like something out of Ocean’s Eleven, but that’s how things actually operate. Where better to conceal a tunnel than in a basement full of protected cash? That’s our first hurdle; to get in unseen, though Raf has assured us he has that covered. The last thing we want to do is get into a war with the Russians since they pretty much run Las Vegas.

Although Enzo will be with us, he’ll be taking a back seat in the farthest corner of the casino. His presence is still unknown to most, and we can’t afford for his cover to be blown just yet. So he’s going to be our lookout while Giovanni continues his pretense as the betraying bodyguard. Should things go awry, he’ll ensure we all get out safely.

And though I don’t like the idea of splitting up from Luca, I know he’ll be safe joining the twins to get Luisa.

The plan is water-tight, we just have to hope no cracks form.

Enzo affirms with a gentle nod, stroking his fingertips across Sera’s cheek. He pushes the long dark strands from her face, and that simple gesture conveys his immense respect and adoration for our leader. Pushing the earpiece into her ear, he leans down and presses his lips to her cheek. “I won’t be far, baby,” he whispers.

The twins and Raf are lingering behind our vehicle, leaning back against their own as they patiently wait for Luca, who insisted on driving with us before departing with them. He rounds the vehicle, securing his own earpiece before pinning Sera to the side of the SUV, in that sexy as fuck, brooding way he has perfectly mastered. His hard body cages her in, and the sight alone is enough to get me hot under the collar, memories of our weekend resurfacing and reminding me of what we shared together.

“Stay safe, Dolcezza,” Luca orders Sera, leaning in to plant his lips briefly on hers. His words are weighted with a commanding tone, but there’s also adoration underscoring his words. It’s hard not to fall even harder for the man since he’s taken it upon himself to oversee my sister’s rescue. At the same time, he’s making sure we’re safe. I’m pretty sure if I was a cartoon character, I’d have hearts in my eyes right now, because Luca Fontana is doing all the right things while looking downright irresistible in his black mission gear.

I didn’t know a bullet-proof vest could be so damn sexy, yet here I am, resisting the urge to drool because he wears his black cargo pants and tee so well. The sleeves cling to his tanned, toned biceps, the vest itself looking weightless upon his muscular form.

Luca turns to me and gives me the same treatment as Sera, cupping the back of my neck as he presses his forehead to mine. “Il mio sole, don’t do anything stupid.”

I roll my eyes, trying to ignore the way my heart flips at the dark promise flashing in his eyes. This side of Luca is something I’ll never get used to—nor do I want to. Because Luca never says things for the sake of it. There’s thought, sincerity, certainty behind every word he says, and an even deeper meaning hidden within.

“I’ll see you soon, Pretty Boy,” I smirk.

Luca scoffs inaudibly, dropping his lips onto mine briefly before pushing away. The emptiness he leaves me with is always so alien, like my body craves his presence. I shouldn’t feel so reliant on one person’s company, but since Luca and I started this journey, it’s been anything but ordinary.

As soon as Luca and Enzo split off to head to their respective positions, Sera turns to me. She loops her arm through mine while Giovanni takes his position as bodyguard behind us. To an outsider, this is just an outing with me and my leader. To everyone in Sera’s circle, this is our distraction.

Giovanni made contact with the Verdis two days ago. He planted the seed by telling them he had information on where we would be tonight and they took the bait. No doubt they’ll be coming to us, thinking they have the upper hand. They won’t though, because we’ve teamed up with The Vultures, who have also split up into two groups: one helping the twins and Luca, and the other surveilling the casino, waiting for our signal if shit gets ugly.

All we need to do is buy enough time for the twins to get into the compound and get my sister out. After that, we’re expecting things to get messy, but we’re prepared.

“Let’s go,” Sera mutters, nudging me gently. That one single action sets the wheels in motion, and before I know it, we’re approaching the steps to the obscenely expensive building.

Guards stand by the entrance, glancing our way as we amble towards them. Seemingly, these men don’t need to know who we are, and if we look like trouble, they haven’t noticed. The two men open the glass doors they’re guarding, nodding and muttering into their earpieces as we glide through–no doubt alerting Don Verdi of our arrival.

Once we step inside, I have to blink a couple of times just to clear my vision. The main entrance gleams with opulence, bright lights and freshly polished metal shimmering against glistening marble floors. Even the overhead chandelier looks like it’s been hand polished to perfection with the way it shines above us. We step through another set of gold embellished glass doors, immediately met with music and laughter and the distinct ringing of slot machines.

Staff weave between tables, carrying silver trays displaying an assortment of food and drink. My eyes follow several waiters until I spot a poker table in the far corner, away from prying eyes, but not so shadowed that we won’t be found.

With Sera still hooked onto my arm, we pace through the red carpeted room. It’s no surprise that heads turn as we pass by, eyes gleaning curiously. But it’s not me who has their attention, it’s the beautiful goddess beside me.

She looks radiant tonight, dressed in a tight black dress with thick straps over her shoulders. The way the material wraps around her is almost like a bandage, clinging to her body and accentuating every sultry curve that I’ve had the distinct pleasure of touching and tasting. It should be a crime for a dress to look that good on someone—she looks sexy as sin and it’s distracting as fuck. Maybe she wore it tonight for that very purpose, though she’s going to be distracting the wrong people judging from the way everyone’s attention is currently fixated on her.

“Have I told you how stunning you look tonight?” I murmur as I guide her to the vacant poker table.

“No.” She smiles brightly as she rests her purse atop the red felt, then turns and leans back on her elbows, allowing me to tower over her and get a magnificent view of her cleavage. “But you can start.”

Cupping her neck, I tilt her head upward to trace her lips with my own. The scar on her cheek makes her look alluringly fierce. Like a black widow about to trap her prey; it’s too irresistible.

“Get a room.”

I pause, just a hair's-breadth away from her mouth, and roll my eyes. “Later, Bellissima. Wouldn’t want Big Man to get jealous.”

“You know I can hear you,” Enzo huffs into the earpiece.

Sera lets out a giggle before twisting on her stool, cutting our interaction short. She’s already tapping her fingers along the table as I round it, stopping in front of Giovanni before I take my seat.

“You remember your role?” I ask with a hint of warning.

He nods in affirmation, standing resolute with his arms crossed at his front. Just like Luca, he’s wearing all black, though the bodyguard is wearing a suit that I’ve seen Sera glance at appreciatively one too many times.

I won’t lie, the guy is good looking, but the past discretions of betrayal are still raw for me. Once upon a time, I would have trusted him with my life, with Sera’s too, but in the blink of an eye he showed us who the real Giovanni Cruz is. It’s not something I’m willing to forget about as easily as Sera, which is why I insisted on coming with her. He can’t be trusted to be alone with her, despite his compliance so far.

Taking my seat opposite Sera, I cast a wary glance at Giovanni, clearing my throat as we wait for the dealer to hand our chips out. Once he starts to shuffle the cards, I’m in the zone—or at least I try to be. Having Sera as my opponent is never a good thing. She’s good. Too good.

“I’ll go easy on you,” she smirks, checking her cards.

“Easy?” I reply, sarcasm lacing my voice. “I’m going to wipe the floor with you and then I’ll have you on your knees.”

“We’ll see,” she smirks confidently.

With our two cards dealt, the game begins. I’m looking at an Ace and a five of hearts. When I look up at Sera, she’s got her eyes locked on me, her chin resting in her palm as she taps her fingers against her jaw.

“Raise,” she says, tossing two maroon colored chips into the middle of the table.

Lifting a brow, I observe her carefully. The last time we played poker together, we ended up naked. Calling each other’s bluff seems to land us in those sorts of situations—not that I’m complaining.

“Call,” I challenge, tossing my own chips onto the table.

The dealer lays the flop, an Ace and two fives. I have two pairs.

The dealer looks to Sera, who is flawless as she loses herself in thought. She never used to be able to conceal her expressions, especially when she had a good hand. It’s like I’m looking at a completely different person because she isn’t giving away one single tell, and that makes me nervous. Though this is just a way for us to pass the time until the Verdis join the fun, I’m not looking forward to losing my money.

“Raise,” she declares, adding another two chips to the pile. She’s confident, I’ll give her that. Too confident. I’m struggling to get a read on her, which only makes me second guess myself.

“Fuck it,” I mutter. “Raise.” I toss five maroon chips into the pile.

“Call.”

We’re sitting on sixteen grand, which leaves a nauseating sensation in my stomach. Though I know we can both afford these bets, my competitive side doesn’t want to lose that much money.

“I thought you were going easy on me?” I chuckle, rolling a chip between my knuckles.

She shrugs bashfully. “I was bluffing.”

Damn. This is going to be harder than I realized, even though I try to convince myself I shouldn’t be taking this so seriously. Sera just upped the stakes and I’m considering my odds.

The dealer draws the turn card, a nine of clubs. I might just be able to win this hand. But that’s all dependent on whether Sera stands her ground. Who am I kidding? She’s the one who’s going to wipe the floor with me.

Another round of betting has the stack sitting at twenty-four grand. I swallow back my nerves, sliding my gaze to Sera. She’s relaxed, eyeing up the cards in front of her boredly.

The dealer lays the final card, six of spades.

Sera’s eyes light up, but that’s all she gives away. She raises me another five grand, confidence oozing from her as she slides the chips across the felt, tapping with her nails once they meet the middle.

I take another look at my cards. I have a good hand, but there’s a chance Sera has a better hand. There’s also a chance she’s bluffing, and I can’t decide which I’m pissed at more; the fact she might beat me or that I don’t know her as well as I thought. I consider my options. Raise my way out and risk losing more money, or cut my losses now, because there’s no way in hell Sera is folding.

Decision made.

Huffing out, I throw my cards into the center of the table. “Fold.”

Sera’s eyes widen, her mouth gaping as she shakes her head. “You shouldn’t have done that.”

My brows furrow as she turns her cards over, and I drop my shoulders in defeat when I see what they are.

Two nines.

“Best out of three?” she asks coquettishly.

Nodding, I watch as she scrapes the chips back onto her side of the table.

The dealer shuffles, his hands moving at lightning speed before he deals our cards. I swallow back my nerves as I look down at my hand. A king and a seven. This time, I’m not going to second guess myself.

“I taught you well.” I hear Enzo say into the earpiece, sounding smug as fuck.

Sera doesn’t shift her gaze from her cards, but I don’t miss how she smiles to herself. “The only thing you taught me was not to get caught with the wrong hand.”

“Touché.”

Clearing my throat, I toss my chips into the center, tapping my fingers on the felt impatiently— or maybe it’s nerves. Either way, I’m determined to win this hand.

“Call,” Sera says, matching my bet.

I watch the cards land on the table and battle my excitement. A seven and two kings. There’s no way Sera has a better hand. The odds of her having the other king and a higher card are slim, but I won’t put it past her to bluff her way out of this.

Tossing a few more chips onto the table, the stack is at thirteen grand. Sera is looking a little more thoughtful—probably working out whether she can bluff her way out of this or if she should fold.

She picks up her chips, stacking and unstacking them rhythmically. She chews on her bottom lip, a sign of her uncertainty peeking through.

“What’s the matter, Bellissima?”

The glare she sends my way is filled with playful agitation. She rolls her eyes, raising my bet again. I can tell by the way her eyes dart across the table as the dealer reveals the turn card. Eight of hearts.

Another round of betting gives us thirty grand on the stack. I lick my lips through nerves alone because I’m prepared to go all the way, but Sera’s stubbornness might win out here.

Finally, the dealer turns over the final card, revealing the two of clubs. Sera huffs, exposing her two queens.

The breath I didn’t know I’d been holding eventually bursts out of me as I slam my cards over on the table to display my hand. Full House.

“Unlucky, baby.”

Call me a bad winner, but I’m laughing up my success, snatching the chips away before anything happens to them. I feel bad for Sera losing this game, but it’s a one in a million chance I get to beat her at anything, and if I held back on her, she’d know and make me pay in other ways.

Which reminds me; we agreed to best of three and we’re one apiece now. The next winner gets to decide on the loser’s forfeit. Though I don’t think either of us will be losers with what I have planned.

A waiter arrives at the table, dropping two glasses of whiskey onto it. Sera glances at him, frowning as a silent question floats between them.

“It’s from the gentleman over there.” The waiter points to a table a few yards away, my mood immediately souring as soon as I see him.

Ronaldo.

He raises a glass in our direction, instantly dampening the atmosphere with his smug look. At least we know the plan has worked, and now the next step in retrieving my sister can start.

“Looks like you’ve been spotted,” Enzo remarks.

“Unfortunately,” I mutter, lifting up my tumbler and raising it in the air. The whole gesture is fake, a facade I have to force upon myself because I can’t afford not to. The man has my sister—probably had her doing all kinds of sick shit. I don’t even want to think about it, so I just knock back the whiskey, allowing the alcohol to burn its way down my throat.

Abruptly, the dealers change. A new guy takes his position with the cards. And though he’s wearing the correct uniform, he seems to stick out like a sore thumb amongst the rest. I narrow my eyes on him. There’s a vague familiarity about him, something I can’t quite pinpoint.

“He’s one of Verdi’s men,” Enzo’s voice sounds in my ear.

That’s one thing we didn’t prepare for, but then again, it doesn’t hinder our plan in the slightest. As if it doesn’t faze Sera, she nods at our new dealer, commencing a new game.
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Giovanni


I’ve been watching Sera and Levi playing poker for the better part of an hour now. The dealers have changed, and we now know the guy dealing the cards is one of Verdi’s men. It’s probably a way to keep us here at this table while Ronaldo awaits his father’s orders, because he’s always at his beck and call.

The call I made confirmed as much; that Ronaldo and Don Verdi would both be here. In fact, their words were, “we wouldn’t want to miss it.” And while that ominous response sets me on edge, I have faith in Sera and her team to succeed.

“Incoming.”

Levi looks up at the sound of Enzo’s voice through the earpiece to see the man we’ve been waiting for marching towards us. With two guards following behind him, he’s wearing a look of surprise and smug satisfaction that leaves me feeling uneasy. Though this is all part of our plan, I still don’t like the idea of subjecting Sera to the Verdis any more than necessary. And with the way Ronaldo prowls towards us like we’re his prey, I’m overcome with the territorial urge to step between them and protect Sera at all costs. I failed once, I won’t fail again.

Like his brother, Ronaldo is a slender man who walks with cocky prowess. Unlike his brother, he wears his emotions on his face. Ironic that he’s at a casino, yet he couldn’t bluff his way out of a field because he wears his expression like an accessory, one that is eternally latched onto him. Ronaldo is an easy target, gullible and self-assured. If anyone was going to believe my pleas for a bargain, it would be him. And knowing his father will do whatever it takes to see Sera taken out, it was easy to fool them.

While Ronaldo approaches, I hear Enzo dishing out orders to the twins, confirming the rescue plan can go ahead. I pretend not to be bothered by the fact Luisa is about to be saved from her hell, meanwhile we have no idea where my daughter is.

I know that Sera will keep her promise. There isn’t a bad bone in her body that would deprive me of happiness, even though I deserve her ire. I deserve to be shunned, to be tortured to within an inch of my life. I don’t deserve her forgiveness, and I certainly don’t deserve her help. It’s just one of the many things I’m in awe of when it comes to Serafina Bianchi. I’ll never forget what she’s done for me; what she’s still doing for me. We’re not in clear waters yet, but I hope that one day, when all of this is dead and buried, we can have some kind of relationship—even if it’s just platonic.

“Fun’s over,” Ronaldo badgers.

I battle against my instinct to intervene as he presses himself against Sera’s back, but she doesn’t flinch. I have to fight myself to stay rooted to the spot I’m standing in, because the fact he has a weapon pressed at her back can only mean one thing.

“Is that a gun?” Sera asks nonchalantly, stacking her chips like the enemy isn’t standing right behind her, poised to shoot. “Or are you just happy to see me, Ronaldo?”

I don’t like the way Ronaldo leans down, his mouth so close to her ear that his lips almost brush the shell of it. Her body recoils slightly, moving against the gun he presses into her back. They’re so close that I can hear the threat he delivers as he nudges his piece against her spine. “Don’t act smart. I won’t hesitate to pull the trigger.”

“Well, that’s no way to talk to a lady,” she mocks, spinning around on her stool. She glances down at the gun now pressing against her stomach and smirks. She fucking smirks.

Levi shoots up from his seat, slamming his palms into the table and grinding his jaw. But when Sera lifts her hand to silently tell him to back down, he obeys. As far as Ronaldo goes, we need to play our part. Acting surprised, pissed off, and protective is equally real and a part of this game we’re playing. Ronaldo just doesn’t know he’s the pawn.

“I’m not here to play games, Bianchi. If you don’t want your blood spilled here, I suggest you come with me.”

“I don’t know, Marchese.” She glances over her shoulder at Levi, batting those dark eyelashes that could make a lesser man fall to his knees. “Do you think it’s safe?”

“That depends on what you consider safe,” he remarks.

She’s teasing now, taunting the man in front of her. Though I know it’ll only irritate Ronaldo more, I have to give her props for the way she carries herself. Never the one to back down—because she knows we have her back—she stands from her seat with an exasperated sigh and grabs her bag. She stops when Ronaldo’s resolute figure prevents her from passing, raising a brow at him in defiance as she pushes his gun away.

“Lead the way, then.”

As we follow Ronaldo through the maze of tables full of gamblers who are here to catch cheap thrills, I catch sight of Enzo. He offers me a curt nod from the shadows before leaving his table, following us discreetly through the throngs of people.

We head into the reception area, where Ronaldo leads us to an elevator. Expensive vases decorate tables around us, surrounded by red velvet chairs and vibrant colors that reflect off the white marble floor.

“Where are we going?” Levi asks, darting his gaze around the opulent room.

“My father would like a word,” he smirks.

My blood pumps loudly in my ears as the elevator doors open and we all step in. This is where we need to be careful, remain alert. We knew that Don Verdi would want to get Sera alone, so we’ve come armed. But I have no doubt that things are about to escalate.

“Not you!” Ronaldo says, pressing his gun to Levi’s chest and halting him in his tracks, backing him out of the elevator.

“You really think I’m going to leave her alone with you?” he snarls, swiping the gun away angrily.

Ronaldo glances over his shoulder, locking eyes with me. “I think she’ll be just fine with her bodyguard.”

“Levi,” Sera warns, shifting beside me. “Go.”

A flicker of judgment and irritation passes over Levi’s features. In the minute it takes him to decide what to do, Ronaldo’s guards have pulled their guns on him, the threat evident as he waits for the moment Levi defies her, just so he can be the one to put a bullet in his chest.

“Please,” Sera whispers, her gaze softening.

That seems to be all it takes for Levi to obey her, taking a step back from the elevator. The look he throws at me is filled with warning, and I don’t need words to understand what he’s saying. I won’t let her down again. I won’t mess this up. I swore to myself to trust Sera when she told me she would help me get Gabriella back. This is just another step in her plan to reach that goal. Once Luisa is safe, we have a better chance of finding and retrieving my daughter.

The solid ping of the doors sliding shut seals our fate, and suddenly the tension in the elevator is thicker than ever. It’s practically suffocating—but that might also be because there are five of us crammed into a tiny metal box.

“Check them,” Ronaldo barks, his back facing us as we travel upwards.

Upon his command, one guard turns and starts patting me down, removing my earpiece and gun from its holster with an incredulous smile–like he really thought we’d go anywhere unprotected? I resist the urge to knee him in the face when his hands travel down my left leg and he finds the concealed knife in my boot. Figlio di puttana.

He drops the earpiece to the floor while pocketing my gun and knife. The plastic crunches under his heel, cutting my contact with everyone. I only hope he doesn’t take Sera’s.

He moves to Sera next, leering at her with a creepy gaze. He licks his lips as his eyes rake down her body. I don’t know what he’s going to find on her, though. Her hair covers her earpiece, so I wonder if he’ll even think about checking there.

I watch his hands follow her curves, the dress clinging to her gorgeous figure. I’ve had to readjust myself too many times for her not to notice, but if she has, she doesn’t make it obvious. What I wouldn’t give to have a taste of her again. That ship has long since sailed, though. She has Levi, and Luca, and Enzo to keep her occupied now. There’s no place for me.

“Slide that hand any higher and I’ll break your nose,” Sera warns, snapping me out of my temporary daydream.

The guard is on one knee, hands on her right thigh. He glances up at her and I see just a glimpse of indecision warring in his dark eyes. If he pushes his luck, it won’t just be a broken nose. I’d break his neck in a matter of seconds and I wouldn’t even flinch. I’d toss him over the wrap around balcony of this hotel and watch as his body plummeted from ten floors up. My mind churns with scenarios of how I could end this man’s life, even though I know Sera wouldn’t allow it. Plus, we’re not here to start a fight just yet. We need to buy the twins and Luca enough time to get through the tunnel and into the compound, and that means playing along and following Verdi's orders until we know Luisa is safe.

I realize I’ve been holding my breath in anticipation, waiting for the guy to push not only Sera’s buttons, but mine too.

He doesn’t.

As he retreats, Sera’s hand slides against mine, her pinky finger wrapping around my own. I don’t know whether she’s doing it for her benefit or mine, but I relax a little with that tiny gesture because it tells me she knows what she’s doing.

That’s the thing about Sera and I; we always had a connection that could speak volumes in the silence. She never needed my words, she never needed my conviction. She just needed someone to listen to her, to believe in her, to trust her. And I do. I trust Sera with my life, and despite what has happened up until this point, I know with that simple touch that she’s telling me the same thing.

The journey in the elevator doesn’t last very long. When I glance up at the screen, we’re only at level fourteen, though I’m certain there are at least thirty floors here.

Ronaldo is the first to step out when the doors slide open. Confidence oozes from him as he clips the toe of his shoe impatiently on the marble floor.

Before I can even contemplate stepping forward, Sera’s body is shoved by one of Verdi’s guards. She stumbles, barely catching herself on me as the guard laughs cruelly.

A growl rumbles through my chest as I square up to the imbecile. I’m so close to snapping that all it would take is one word from Sera and I’d end him.

“Down boy,” Ronaldo threatens me.

Sera gives my hand a comforting squeeze, a reminder that I have to keep my head on straight and focus on our goal.

Stepping out of the elevator, Sera and I walk side by side. A white marble hallway sparkles before us. The floors look so clean you could probably eat a seven-course dinner off them. The walls are decorated with thick gold frames—much like downstairs— hosting paintings of artists I should probably know the names of.

“Time to face the music,” Sera mutters, and I can only assume that she’s signaling Enzo her earpiece.

While we head into the lion’s den to attempt to distract the beast, the team rescuing Luisa will need to move fast. I look down at my watch, noting the time. We’ve given ourselves two hours in total. It should be long enough for the team to get through the tunnel and into the compound. Once they have Luisa, they plan to seal the tunnel behind them, because there’s no knowing what state they’ll find Luisa in. One thing we do know for certain is that she won’t be in any condition to make it through that tunnel as quickly as the twins and Luca. Especially if that tunnel is a mile long.

The sound of our shoes clipping the floor is like a morbid countdown. Every step we take is leading us closer to danger, closer to the unknown, closer to what could be our final moments. I try not to think about the latter because the plan was always for Enzo to be nearby. We just need to trust that he and Levi know how to find us now.

“In!” Ronaldo snaps, gesturing to an open door.

I step through first, the scent of bourbon and cigars filling my nostrils as I take in my surroundings, sizing up who is here. Apart from Don Verdi and one other man, there’s no one else in the room, which means the Verdis have indeed taken the bait. I doubt they even suspect that we have a team downstairs just waiting for our signal, or another infiltrating their compound.

Don Verdi sits at the far end of the room, slouching back on a white vintage couch embellished with the same gold as the rest of the room. He puffs on a cigar, attempting to look almighty and powerful. He just looks like a cliché with his slicked back silver hair and three-piece suit.

Sera pauses at my side, glancing up at me. Though she looks every bit confident and in control, her mask slips a little, giving me a momentary glimpse of the anger behind her eyes.

“Bianchi,” Don Verdi announces, a thick plume of smoke escaping his mouth. “Please sit.”

“I’d rather not,” she counters, stepping in front of him and crossing her arms. “What do you want?”

“Why don’t you ask your bodyguard?” Don Verdi smirks. He taps his cigar in the ashtray beside him, uncrossing his legs as he stares at me.

Her eyes widen, feigned shock rooting her in place as she whispers, “What have you done?”

I swallow, slowly turning my focus to Sera. Even though she’s acting, seeing the look of betrayal flicker in her eyes all over again does something to me. It’s like a stab to the gut, the knife being twisted as Ronaldo comes up behind her and leans down.

“It seems you can’t trust anyone these days,” Don Verdi comments boredly.

“Betrayed by those closest to you,” Ronaldo whispers in her ear, locking his bright blue eyes on me. “How does it feel to know you were just a pawn in this game?”

Slap.

The sound fills the room as Sera’s palm connects with my cheek—the good side. The sting of her assault radiates through my face. As much as I deserve it, I see the guilt flickering in her dark eyes. But this is part of the plan. We need the Verdis to believe this is real. We don’t have time to consider each other’s feelings or apologize.

Quickly, Sera schools her expression, stepping forward to challenge me. “I hope it was worth it,” she growls. She’s playing the role of a scorned woman perfectly. If I wasn’t in on this act, I’d believe every second of it.

Suddenly, Ronaldo yanks her backwards, shoving her onto the couch opposite his father. “Enough of the dramatics,” he huffs, slumping down beside her. “We know why you’re really here.”

Sera’s eyes blow wide as she shoots her gaze to mine, her mouth fallen open for a second before she reels in her emotions. The fear and worry etched in her features makes my chest pinch, bleeding with my own dread. The room starts to close in on us, Verdi’s men stepping closer. I’d like to think I could take them all on, but then again, I don’t have a gun, and last time we were taken by surprise by the Verdis, it ended badly. Really bad.

I can still feel the ghost of Luciano’s blade slicing through my stomach, the pain soaring through me as he twisted and twisted. The stitches from Sera’s doctor are still in place, the wound barely healed. Enzo’s torture didn’t help either—my wrists have definitely seen better days. But compared to the gunshot wound, that hurt more. I’d never tell Sera that, though. She experienced the most heinous torture that I could never begin to comprehend. She went through pain ten times worse than my own, and she wears her scars like badges of honor.

“Fine,” Sera huffs exasperatedly, crossing one leg over the other. “You caught me.”

Don Verdi nods with successful speculation, sucking harder on his cigar. The end lights up for at least five seconds before he exhales, the cloud circulating above his head before dispersing.

This wasn’t a part of the plan.

We were supposed to distract the Verdis, give the twins enough time to get Luisa. I was supposed to get my daughter’s location, or at the very least, an idea of where she could be.

“I’m tired of all this, Verdi,” Sera sighs, standing up to pace around the couch. She looks elegantly powerful as she prowls towards the liquor cart and lifts a decanter filled with whiskey, pouring out a glass. “I want peace between the families.”

“You should have thought about that before you killed my son,” Verdi retorts.

I’m not sure how much he knows about what went down a few weeks ago. Luciano never showed any signs that his father knew we had been kidnapped or tortured. From what I recall, only Luciano and his guard visited us. They’re all dead now, so there’s no way Luciano could have told his father he had us. Not until Sera’s death was announced, and even then, there would have been an inquiry held by the Elders. If the Verdis were caught, they would be exiled from La Famiglia. La Cosa Nostra has its ways. Strange ways that don’t fit with the norms of our society. But that’s the world we live in. That’s the world I live in.

“I didn’t kill your son,” Sera replies with a huff, leaning against the cart to take a sip of her bourbon. “But I know who did, and I can give you the name if you agree to stop this.”

The exchange between the most powerful people in the room is unmistakably toxic. Sera is faking her way to buy time, while Verdi is probably contemplating how he can take her position. But with the way things are unraveling at a rapid speed, I don’t think time is on our side.

“So are you finally here to hand over your title?” he muses.

“Is that what it will take?” she probes. We all know that’s what this family really wants. We all know how far they’d go to claim her seat of power.

“Sera,” I warn, clearing my throat. I don’t know where she’s going with this, but I don’t like it. My palms grow hot, my nails digging into them as I lock eyes with her.

“I want one other thing though,” she adds, coming back over to perch on the arm of the couch.

Ronaldo scoffs, looking up at her. “I don’t think you’re in any position to ask for anything.”

“Go on,” Don Verdi nods, dismissing his son. “I’m listening.”

“Gio’s daughter. You give her back,” she glances at me briefly before returning her gaze to Ronaldo. “Alive.”

No. Is she really considering this, or is it all a distraction? My mind is reeling, pulse pounding so loudly in my ears that I can’t think straight. There’s got to be another way. There has to be. Raf is skilled; he found Luisa, and I have no doubt that he’ll find my daughter with time because I refuse to let Sera bargain her position for me. Especially after everything I’ve done.

“And if we don’t?” Ronaldo questions.

“Then you gain nothing. I don’t see why you need the girl. I’m here, willing to hand over what you want, so take the deal.”

Ronaldo and his father share a silent exchange, Don Verdi’s mouth tipping up into a sickening smirk. “She has her uses,” he says, stamping out his cigar in the ashtray before standing. “They all do.”

The distinct memory of the docks floods my mind. Images of those women and young girls, younger than my Gabriella, spill into one another. I feel the hairs on the back of my neck stand up, white hot rage filling my lungs as my palms grow sweaty. “If you’ve touched her—”

“You’ll what?” Don Verdi laughs, the tenor of his cackle sending a nauseating feeling into the pit of my stomach.

“Verdi,” Sera pulls his attention away from me. “Give us the girl and not a word will be mentioned to the Elders.”

The room lulls into silence, a tension blanketing us as Verdi ponders Sera’s words for a second. I don’t even want to think about what Gabriella must be going through. The disgust I feel, the guilt that’s festering inside of me is enough to force me to see how much mess I’ve caused. I’m left drowning in my thoughts, my uncertainty; questioning whether I should have even taken this job in the first place.

I tug at the collar of my shirt. The room feels hot, stiflingly so. The spots that dance across my vision have me clearing my throat, desperate for a sip of the whiskey in Sera’s hand. The tension between us all is so thick and suffocating that it isn’t until I hear the sound of a gun cocking that I snap back to reality. One guard is whispering in Don Verdi’s ear while another closes in, pressing the barrel of his gun to my head.

My attention snaps back to Ronaldo, who has his own gun pressing into Sera’s side. My chest heaves with unfiltered rage, breaths flowing shallow and fast.

“Tut tut, Topolina.” Ronaldo is close, too close to her. His hand runs along her thigh while his gun rests against her body.

Sera remains still, unfazed by the weapon threatening her life. She continues to sip her alcohol like this is playing out exactly how she expected it to. Either I was left out of some crucial details—well deservedly—or she’s acting.

“What’s going on?” I bark, shoulders heaving with my worried breaths.

“They know,” Sera murmurs before finishing her drink. She taps her ear, and in less than a second she’s swinging around and smashing the glass on Ronaldo’s head.

He screams out, clutching his head as blood pours down his face.

Everything happens so fast after that. Don Verdi sets his guards on us, guns pointed in our direction.

Cazzo.
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Luca


“Keep moving!” I yell as we push through the tunnel.

The twins are beside me, our footsteps echoing through the dimly lit corridor. Only the emergency lights lining the walls guide our way as the stench of stale water and damp rock penetrates our senses. Add in the fact that emergency lighting lines the walls of the roughly hewn tunnel, and it isn’t hard to deduce that this place isn’t quite as untouched as we may have believed.

We’ve been down here for fifteen minutes. As soon as Enzo said Ronaldo had made his appearance, we didn’t waste any time. It was surprisingly easy getting down to the basement. Too easy. I’ve kept that doubt tucked away in the back of my mind since we stepped underground, though. I’m leading this group and I don’t want them to back out. I need them to complete this mission.

“We’re almost there,” I tell Raf.

Somewhere above ground, he’s monitoring our mission. He had the three of us wear trackers just in case things go awry. He also has eyes on Sera and Levi, which means I can focus on what we set out to do.

I tap my earpiece twice when I don’t hear Raf’s response; he’s usually quick to reply. But as the sound of static grows louder and louder, the nerves start to kick in. “Raf?”

Suddenly, I’m hit with the piercing sound of screeching in my ear, the sound slicing through my brain. We all slam to a stop, the three of us ripping our earpieces out.

“What the fuck was that?” Matteo calls out, his voice echoing down the tunnel.

“We must be too deep,” his brother replies, unfazed as he pockets the small device.

“No.” I shake my head, pulling out my phone. There’s no signal on my cell either, which means something is blocking us. “Raf said we’d be fine.”

“Then something’s not right,” Marco speculates

Cazzo. If something is blocking our communications, then we’re on our own down here, and we need to stay alert.

“Let’s keep moving,” I order the team.

“But Sera said if we lost contact—”

“Keep moving,” I repeat with more authority, glaring at Matteo. I might hold the same rank as them, but it’s my responsibility to ensure we complete this job. Double checking my weapon and flashlight, I nod at the twins. “Raf has our positions. We keep going.”

“Luca,” Marco grumbles.

“We don’t have time to debate this!”

I have to trust that Raf will come through for us. Until we need him, we need to focus on getting Levi’s sister. The team can argue with me all they want, but I’m leading this group under Sera’s orders, so they have no choice but to follow me. And I’m not going to let Levi down. I made him a promise—more to myself—and I’m going to make sure I get Luisa back to him.

Moving as one, we navigate the hollow structure together. Another five minutes of jogging passes before the iron door we’ve been looking for finally comes into view. Just like the rest of the place, the door looks like it’s seen better days. Rust clings to the handle and hinges, dampness blanketing it like sweat.

I wipe my own brow as I glance over at Marco.

“Ready?” I whisper.

He nods confidently, cocking his rifle. “Ready as I’ll ever be.”

There’s an ominous feeling in the air, all of us collectively holding our breath as Matteo pushes through the rusted door. The hairs on the back of my neck stand on end as we step into the basement level of the compound, and I immediately take a moment to survey my new surroundings. This room is exactly like what we’ve been walking through. There’s a distinct sound of dripping water coming from the darkened corners of the room we’re in, an eerie sense of uncertainty creeping beneath my skin.

Marco takes out his phone to pull up the blueprints to the compound. His eyes scan back and forth over the screen, like he’s memorizing them one more time. When he’s done, he pockets his phone again, nodding his head towards the concrete steps ahead. “Follow me.”

Silence accompanies us as we ascend to the first floor. Even our steps are quiet, despite there being twenty of us. Marco leads the team with me and Matteo following close behind, and I still can’t seem to shake the feeling that something doesn’t feel right.

I’ve always trusted my gut because it’s never steered me wrong. Very few times have I ignored it, and when I have, well… let’s just say I’ve immediately regretted it. The night of Greco’s wedding, I felt something was off. I couldn’t quite pinpoint what it was, so I just chalked it up to the Verdi’s presence. That moment still slithers through my mind, haunting me when I least expect it, because that night could have turned out so differently.

Shuddering, I refocus my thoughts. Marco stops at the top of the steps, peering around the corner with his rifle poised to fire. He shifts left and right, checking every angle before he announces it’s clear.

We advance in tandem, the team splitting off. Marco points two fingers in one direction, signaling for his team to follow Matteo. “Fontana, you and I will take our team that way.” He points in the opposite direction. “Luisa is on the next floor.”

My blood starts pumping heavily at the mention of her name. We’re another step closer to getting her back, and all my nerves and excitement start to blend together in a heady mix of adrenaline and anticipation.

With one last cursory glance at Matteo, Marco and I advance towards where we suspect Luisa is being held. The corridors are dark and suspiciously silent. Marco slows his footsteps, turning towards me. “There’s nobody here,” he frowns.

“Yeah,” I mutter my own agreement of his conclusion, stepping around a corner sharply. My gun is pointed, but there’s nothing for the end of my barrel to meet. I exhale, letting my shoulders droop for just a moment. “We better take advantage of that before things change.”

Sweat beads down my temple as we push forward, twisting and turning down a few more of the winding corridors until we reach a staircase. Only the gentle glow of the sconces on the walls guide us, adding to the already creepy vibe that I’m getting from his place. The entire layout screams evil lair. But the strange little details like the pristine chandelier hanging from the middle of the ceiling and the dust free rugs that decorate the marble floors, tell me that this place isn’t just somewhere to hold Luisa; it’s actually liveable.

Is this where the Verdis have been hiding?

Sprinting up the staircase, I follow Marco down another long corridor. Dark wooden doors line each side, ornate paintings pinned to the walls. But that’s not what captures my attention—it’s that every door is wide open, like someone left in a hurry.

My senses are on high alert as we reach the final door, finding it closed. Marco jiggles the handle, but it doesn’t budge.

“I don’t get it,” I whisper to Marco as he crouches in front of the door.

He pulls out a small pouch, drawing out two tools and placing them in the lock. “Why is this door locked and the others aren’t?”

“And where the hell are the guards? You said there would be a change over.”

“I guess luck is on our side,” he comments, shifting the tools in the lock until we both hear the audible click.

“I don’t believe in luck.”

“Yeah,” his responding chuckle bounces lightly. “Me neither.”

I nod, relaxing a little with the knowledge that I’m not the only one on edge. And my damn gut is screaming at me now. Pulling out my second handgun, I prepare myself for whatever might face us on the other side of the door.

With bated breath, I nod at Marco. The doorknob twists slowly, the gentle creak of wood and unoiled hinges breaks the silence, and the breath I was holding slowly releases as I lock eyes with Luisa.

Her eyes go wide as she sits up on her bed. “Hello?”

“Luisa?” I say softly, relief lacing each breath as I step into the room. “I’m here to get you out.”

“Out?” She frowns, confusedly pushing up off the bed. The shadows conceal her, but I can just make out her sullen features, the way her eyes are sunken and the sorrow that rounds them. She’s wearing leggings and a baggy t-shirt that’s seen better days. Her hair is a mess, like it hasn’t been brushed in days, but I’m surprised that the room she’s in is actually pristine.

“Levi sent me.” I reach out for her, but she flinches away. So I move slower, taking each step as carefully as I can, approaching Levi’s sister like she’s a frightened animal. “It’s okay. You’re…”

The glow of the moon shines through the small window of her room, illuminating the space within. Silvery rays highlight her lithe figure, but as my eyes survey her, the rest of my words get stuck in my throat.

“You’re pregnant.” It’s not a question. It’s a statement; one I don’t even have the capacity to comprehend right now. All I know is that we need to get her out, and taking the tunnel might not be an option anymore. My instincts are telling me that there’s no way we can get back to the tunnel unseen, and it’s time I listen to them.

Luisa rests her arms over her protruding belly protectively.

“It’s okay,” I soothe, reaching forward again.

“You can’t be here!” she whimpers. “You have to leave.” She steps towards me, pushing on my chest to try to force me from the room, but she’s too weak to put sufficient strength behind the gesture.

Capturing her hand, I offer her a gentle smile. “Not without you. I promised your brother.”

“Levi?”

I nod, letting the smile at the mere mention of his name lift my lips. Our eyes lock for what feels like minutes. Even though she’s clearly malnourished, I see the familiarity in her features. My heart pinches in my chest, the reminder of my promise seeping into the forefront of my mind.

“You don’t understand, if you’re here, then they know.” She glances over my shoulder at Marco. The fear in her eyes is so real that it gives me pause. I don’t even want to think about what she might have gone through to reach this point; the thought is too harrowing to grasp.

“Luca, we’ve gotta go.”

I spin around to find Marco tapping his earpiece. I pull my own out of my pocket, tucking it inside my ear to hear the static has gone and Raf is repeating my name over and over.

“Fontana?”

“Here,” I answer.

The loud exhale of relief from Raf fills my ear. I can’t deny that I feel the slightest bit of comfort that he’s been trying to reach us. Running this mission without him isn’t exactly terrifying, but I won’t ignore the fact that we rely on him. It wasn’t until our communication was cut off that I even realized how much.

“Please, leave. I can’t go with you,” Luisa begs.

“I’m sorry, Luisa. I can’t leave you here. It’s not safe.”

“It’s not safe out there!” Her voice wobbles as she peers up at me.

My jaw flickers with indecision. Usually, I’d just throw her over my shoulder and be done with all this shit. But she’s pregnant—very pregnant—and Levi would probably put a bullet in me if I left her behind in this condition.

Marco steps towards us, his voice gentle as scoops an arm around Luisa’s shoulders and guides her to his chest. “You’re safer with us than here.”

Luisa melts against him. Those simple words are filled with so much conviction that she seemingly doesn’t need to be told again. She gives a small nod, sniffing as she reaches for her shoes.

With Levi’s sister tucked under Marco’s arm, we step out into the corridor, the eerie silence following us like a shadow. I still can’t shake that damn feeling, either. Every time I glance over my shoulder, Marco gives me the same worried look. This all feels too easy, but I don’t have time to second guess myself—not with Levi’s sister here.

Peering around the corner, I spot the stairs ahead of us. “Clear,” I tell them as I edge around the wall and start to descend the steps.

“Luca,” Raf’s voice comes through my earpiece. “You need to get out of there!”

“What?” I question, freezing on the steps. I halt Marco and Luisa, protecting them with my body as heavy footfall surrounds us. I push them back up the stairs, my pulse pounding in my ears as I try to get them to safety.

But it’s too late. We reach the top of the stairs, only to be met with boots and rifles. A group of at least ten men have their guns raised at our heads, and my blood runs cold.
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Enzo


Ikick back my foot and rest it on the wall behind me, locking eyes with Levi as I suck on my cigarette. We’ve been standing in this stairwell for the past ten minutes, absorbed in silence as we listen to Sera’s conversation with the Verdis through our earpieces. My fist clenches and relaxes rhythmically, while my other hand grips the cigarette as I take a long drag of nicotine. I hate how clear I can hear Ronaldo’s voice; not because the earpiece picks up every single fucking sound, but because he’s so close to her.

“How does it feel to know you were just a pawn in this game?”

My jaw clenches as I attempt to rein in my anger. It’s taking everything I have not to storm in there already. I had my reservations about getting Giovanni involved in this plan, but now that he’s alone with her and the Verdis, I’m even more anxious. Sera will always be my priority. I swore I would protect her—not just to her father, but to myself. I’ll do whatever it takes to accomplish that, including taking out her bodyguard if he so much as touches her.

“Why did you come back?” Levi questions me from the opposite wall. He wears irritation like a second skin, and I have no doubt my reappearance is the reason.

“I don’t know what you wanna hear, cuz?” I huff, taking another drag of nicotine.

When Levi’s gaze darkens, I know I have some making up to do. Sera might have already forgiven me–to a point–but my cousin still harbors resentment for me. I can’t say I blame him. He’s family, and I hurt him. Sera’s words from last week echo in my head as I take a deep breath and look him in the eyes.

“I’m sorry,” I confess into the silence. “I hurt you, too.”

“You’re damn right you did,” he glowers.

“I don’t know how I can make it up to you. I’m really trying with Sera, and I know that’ll take time as well but–”

“Just so we’re on the same page. You being here won’t change anything. Luca and I are as part of her life as you want to be. I won’t let you make her choose, so if that’s your angle, I suggest you take that gun and do what she didn’t.”

I resist the urge to snap back because I can’t fault his words. I see how much he cares for my best friend, how much he makes her happy. The moment Sera and I shared on the beach, I was completely honest with her. I do want to be the reason she has a smile on her face. But I’m also unsure how this works. Sharing was never a part of my vocabulary but Sera’s happiness is a big part of my life now.

“I’m not going anywhere, Marchese.” I lift my head defiantly. “Accept that.”

After a brief silence where Levi seems to think over my statement, he nods. “So what’s the plan here?” he asks, changing the subject quickly.

“We wait,” I reply boredly.

“We know why you’re really here,” Ronaldo’s voice comes through the earpiece. And while I’m pretty sure we can all hear what’s being said, my breaths seem to freeze in my chest, my instincts edging me closer to the fire exit. All it would take is three steps and I’d be in that room, pressing the barrel of my gun to the back of Verdi’s head. I’d take the greatest pleasure in ending Ronaldo and his father’s life. I didn’t have much time to relish in Luciano’s death, but I plan to rectify that with the remaining Verdis.

“I’m tired of all this,” Sera sighs. There’s movement in the background, the sound of glass clinking and gentle footsteps–her footsteps– thudding across the floor. “I want peace between the families.”

“You should have thought about that before you killed my son,” Verdi retorts.

I take another drag on my cigarette, listening intently to everything being said.

“Enzo, we have a problem.” Raf’s voice cuts through the earpiece, and his panic can be felt instantly. “We’ve lost contact with Luca and his team.”

I lock eyes with Levi as he straightens, eyes blowing wide as his gaze darts from me to the door. Panic sets in as I hear Raf repeat Luca’s name over and over, only to get no response.

“What about the twins? I ask nervously as I discard my cigarette on the floor, stamping it out under my heel.

“Nothing. It’s like they’ve hid a dead spot, or…”

The line goes silent for a moment. The tapping of his fingers on his keyboard resumes, and though I know I shouldn’t be worried, my pulse quickens as the tapping increases. “Raf?” I growl, reaching for my weapon tucked into my slacks. “Now would be the time to talk, or I’m marching in there and getting Bianchi out.”

“Something’s not right. Cazzo!” Raf bangs his fist, and the sound is almost deafening, the high pitch of the communications being interrupted piercing through my eardrum.

Levi and I wince, cupping our ears as if that will somehow protect them. There’s a sense of dread in the pit of my stomach. I rarely listen to that feeling because most of the time it’s only my life on the line, but right now we have a team of twenty, including Luca and the twins, who’ve put their lives in jeopardy to bring Luisa back safely. If anything happens to them tonight, it won’t just be Sera feeling the pain of it all.

I glance at Levi, who’s running his fingers through his now unruly dark curls. I don’t know how deep he feels for Luca, but I know that whatever is going on between them isn’t just some fling. Levi has never been the type, and as far as I was aware, he wasn’t even into guys before Fontana. I can’t allow him to lose his sister and boyfriend.

In my earpiece, I can hear Sera trying to buy time. She’s bargaining with my name, negotiating the identity of Luciano’s killer. There’s no way Don Verdi will bite, but I admire the effort.

“I want one other thing,” she tells them, which has my own interest immediately piqued.

I hear Ronaldo scoff in the background, the sound setting my teeth on edge. “I don’t think you’re in any position to ask for anything.”

“Go on,” Don Verdi says, and I can tell Sera’s got him. “I’m listening.”

“Raf?” I grumble. This is cutting it too close. We need information before this gets out of hand, and judging by the tone of the conversation on the other line, we don’t have long.

“Gio’s daughter. You give her back. Alive.”

I swallow my nerves as an unsettling pause ensues. Raf and I are already aware of what the Verdis have been up to– we’ve been tracking them for months, keeping tabs on their movements. They were tight with keeping their location under wraps, but as soon as their shipment was caught at Sera’s dockyard, it was no surprise who was to blame.

It might not have been planned, but those bodies were a part of something big– something not even Sera can stop– and I have a nauseating feeling that Giovanni’s kid might be stuck in the middle of it all.

“She has her uses,” Don Verdi says, and that’s all I need to know to confirm what Raf and I discovered. “They all do.”

Giovanni’s voice raises through the earpiece, his threat strong and clear. “If you’ve touched her—”

“You’ll what?” Don Verdi laughs, the tenor of his cackle causing the hairs on the back of my neck to stand on end. I’ve met this guy enough times to know what he’s like. His son wasn’t much different, and I doubt Ronaldo strays from the same path. These men have stepped out of line. Human trafficking isn’t something our outfit does, it’s never been in the interest of the Famiglia, and now I’m understanding exactly why the Verdis want to take Bianchi out and claim control. This was never just about Sera taking the seat, but about the Verdis’ rulership.

“They’ve tripped a sensor!” Raf barks.

“Who?” Levi paces towards me.

“Luca,” I mutter. “Cazzo! We need to get Bianchi out of there.” I grab my phone from my pocket, hitting send on the message I already compiled. The one thing I never go into a mission without is a backup to my backup plan. Sera will have my head for this, but I never trusted Giovanni. I had to plan ahead so I could keep my promise.

“I… I don’t know how I missed it, but—” Raf continues to blabber on.

“It doesn’t matter now. We’re going to plan C.”

“Tut tut, Topolina.” From the volume of it, Ronaldo’s voice is close–too close for my liking. But it’s not his words that have me reaching for the door. It’s the clear message behind his taunt, the one that tells me we’re not the only ones who know what’s happening back at the compound.

“Plan C?” Levi startles behind me as I yank the fire exit door open. “What’s Plan C?”

Verdi’s guard straightens up as soon as he spots us, his head snapping in our direction as he raises his gun. He’s less than a meter away from us, yet he pauses as if he doesn’t want to pull the trigger.

Mistake number one was giving this man with a nervous disposition a gun.

Mistake number two was the fact he only had to shoot me.

“You shouldn’t be here,” he says, his voice wobbling, and then I really do feel bad.

Still doesn’t stop me from pulling the trigger, though. My bullet hits him square between the eyes in less than half a second and his body drops to the floor, the thud no doubt heard from the other side of the hotel room wall. His eyes are wide and empty, blood trickling from the entry wound, but his brains have painted a pretty canvas on the wooden surface behind him.

“Neither should you,” I mutter as I kick his corpse aside.

“What’s going on?” Giovanni asks.

“They know.”

There’s a loud crash, like glass splintering and shattering, followed by a deathly scream. Chaos sounds over the earpiece, but it’s too distorted to make out what’s going on. Somewhere amidst the rumble of groans and screams, I hear Verdi shout, “Enough! Kill them.”

With my blood pumping loud and hot, I kick open the door to the hotel room, gun aimed at a screaming Ronaldo. Blood pours down his face, coating his fingers and slipping between them. From the looks of it, there are shards dug deep into his flesh. Sera didn’t waste an opportunity there. I can’t help but pause in admiration for her–she’s certainly surprised me, but then again, I’ve always enjoyed her proving me wrong.

I quickly push forward, knowing Levi is right behind me, and press the barrel of my gun to the back of Don Verdi’s head. “I wouldn’t do that if I were you.”

I glance at Sera, who looks more than pleased with herself, but when her eyes lock with mine, something more sinister slithers its way through.

“And why’s that?” Verdi sneers.

It takes every ounce of strength within me not to pull the fucking trigger and end this asshole’s life here and now. But I know there’s a bigger plan afoot, and we need at least one of the Verdis alive.

“Unless you want to be met with the same fate as your son, I suggest you let us leave.”

“Cuts will heal,” Verdi shrugs me off.

I press the gun a little deeper, and as soon as I hear the sharp wince of Verdi’s exhale, I know he’s got the message. Still, I lean down close enough to whisper in his ear, “I wasn’t talking about Ronaldo.”

Verdi suddenly snaps his head around, eyes locking with mine. They widen with shock as it finally registers in his puny brain just who is standing in front of him.

Sliding my gun to his temple, I give the room a quick once over. Levi has one of the guards in his line of sight. Giovanni has Sera shielded by his body, while Ronaldo is still a sniveling mess on the floor. The other two guards in the room have their guns pointed at me and Levi, but they’re yet to act on their boss’s orders.

“Tell your men to stand down,” I growl, slamming the butt of my gun down on his head.

Verdi hisses a curse, cowering over on the couch. His men step forward as the threat becomes even more real, but they waver again when I refocus my aim at Verdi’s head.

It feels like minutes pass before Verdi finally gives them the nod and they back away. And it’s another example of why this asshole and his offspring would be shitty leaders. They’re ready to throw their men in the firing line— or worse, give up–when hardship comes knocking. It’s a stark difference to our fearless Sera, who I know would jump in front of a bullet for any one of her men. We’re not indispensable like Verdi’s entourage. No, we’re a team; a goddamn family.

“Guns down,” I snap, diverting my focus to the guards again. “Kick them to me.”

Again, I’m met with hesitation. Each man is second-guessing who they’re supposed to be taking orders from right now. They glance from Verdi to Bianchi, then to me, confusion setting in. So I pull out the hidden knife in my sleeve, intent on making a scene if I need to. I swing my arm down so that it sinks into Ronaldo’s thigh, the blade slicing through the air and into his flesh seamlessly.

He screams out again, the agony crippling him so much that he eventually goes silent, passing out on the red carpet.

“Guns!” I bark again.

The resounding click of magazines being unloaded, followed by the thud of the weapons hitting the ground, is like music to my ears. One by one, three guns slide to a halt at my feet. “Up!” I gesture to Verdi. “You’re going to walk us out.”

“You’re free to go,” he grunts as he staggers upright. Clearly, the impact to the head not only knocked some sense into him, but threw him sideways. He’s stumbling badly, but I can’t find it in me to feel any remorse over that. After everything he’s done, after the pain he’s caused, I don’t feel one single shred of regret.

“I really fucking hate repeating myself,” I grumble. I pull my arm back, about to swing for him again, when he shudders, raising his arms in the air in surrender.

What did I say about this asshole being a coward?

“Okay! Okay!”

I smirk to myself as I nudge him towards the open door. Giovanni and Sera follow, with Levi right behind. We step past the disappointment of a guard laying still on the floor, and I don’t miss the gasp that escapes Sera’s mouth. I know exactly what she’s thinking before she even says it, so I snap my head to her, trying to convey in the single look I give her that I had no choice.

A small nod is all I get in return, but I’ll take it. For now, we need to focus on getting out of here and over to the compound. No doubt there’s already a shit show happening there, and I don’t know how far Luca and the twins got in their plan. All I know is Raf has been trying to contact them for the last ten minutes.

As soon as we reach the elevator, I shove the barrel of my gun into Verdi’s spine. Right on cue, he presses the button to call it up. “I thought you were dead,” Verdi mutters.

Rolling my eyes, I huff out my indignation. I’m really getting tired of this “I thought you were dead,” crap. I’m not. I’m very much alive, and I intend on keeping it that way.

“Clearly, God had other plans for me,” I snark.

Verdi scoffs, his shoulders bouncing as he chuckles harshly. “You really believe that?”

“No,” I say, leaning forward until my presence overwhelms him. “But I think it’s safe to say we’re all delusional, right?” I laugh at my insinuation because this asshole really thought we’d let Bianchi just walk into that room without a backup plan, without anyone looking out for her.

Yeah. Delusional.

The elevator doors ding, sliding open to welcome us in. I shove Verdi in first, making sure he’s less than two inches away from my gun at all times. When we’re all inside, Levi presses the button for the first floor.

“Your plan has failed, LaRosa,” Verdi grunts. “Thinking you could infiltrate our compound? It’s laughable.”

I spin my gaze to Levi, who’s wearing the same wary look as I am.

“Your men are probably dead by now,” he sneers.

Sera’s tiny gasp fills the silence where Verdi’s words linger. I close my eyes, counting to three before I turn and look at her. The last thing we need is for her to fall apart. Nobody knows how true Verdi’s words are right now, but I’d hazard a guess he could be right. But there’s a high possibility he’s wrong. Plan C will be underway soon, I just have to hope that the twins and Luca can hold their own for a while.

My gaze slides to where Giovanni is gripping onto Sera’s hand in comfort. It angers me still that even now, Sera allows the guy who betrayed her to be there for her in her time of need. It should be me comforting her, telling her it’s going to be okay. But I don’t have the heart to lie to her right now.

I don’t have the heart to tell her the truth either.
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“This wasn’t part of the plan,” I growl, stomping towards Enzo. The trunk of his SUV slams shut, muffling Don Verdi’s continued pleas to let him go. I can’t say I was expecting this turn of events. The man who made every attempt to take me down has been reduced to a desperate mess in the back of my car. But I don’t like where this is heading. The plan was clear— get Luisa and get out—and now we’re suddenly taking Don Verdi hostage. Despite everything, I know I shouldn’t be so forgiving—and I’m not—it’s just that I wasn’t expecting to be hosting the enemy anytime soon.

“Take her back to the house!” Enzo barks at Giovanni as he turns around to leave, as if I’m not even here. Like a damn lapdog, Giovanni immediately obeys, sliding his palm down my spine to guide me to the passenger side. “The Vultures will follow.”

“No!” I shout, swatting Giovanni’s hand away. “I’m coming with you.”

Enzo swings his dubious gaze on me, one eyebrow raised. “No. You’re not, Sera.”

I march towards his retreating form, grabbing him by the arm. Giovanni follows, hand still glued to my back. “Last time I checked, I was in charge.”

He huffs out his annoyance, shrugging me off. He doesn’t even attempt to argue with my statement, which only annoys me further.

“What about Luca?” I call after him

“I’m handling it!” Enzo replies sharply.

“And the twins? The other half of The Vultures?” I stand resolute, and Giovanni doesn’t push me to move from my position. My nerves spike at the thought of Verdi’s goons harming them. I might have gone along with the plan knowing the risks, but that doesn’t mean any of my men are expendable. Besides, Raf already confirmed that their comms went down, and while I don’t know what’s actually happened, the sinking feeling in my gut tells me it’s something bad.

“I said I’m handling it!” Enzo snaps, making me flinch back in disbelief. Who the fuck does he think he is talking to me like that? To add insult to injury, he continues to walk away, leaving me suspended in shock.

“Enzo!” I shout after him when my anger rises from the pit of my stomach.

“We don’t have time for this!” he complains.

“Enzo! You get back here!”

He barely makes it two more steps before he stops, huffs, then spins back around, marching towards me. He grabs me by the waist, pulling me against his chest and effectively removing me from Giovanni’s touch. The slight movement knocks the wind out of me briefly, but as soon as his lips land on mine, I forget about the fact he’s acting out of line.

His lips smother mine deliciously, stealing my thoughts in an instant. It’s soft but firm, like he’s branding me with his kiss. And I feel it in the depths of my soul, the parts only he can touch. Maybe it’s an apology, a way for him to convey his emotions, because I feel it with every slide of his lips and swipe of his tongue. He tastes of tobacco and whiskey, a dangerous concoction that makes my head spin with desire.

Enzo pulls away, all too quickly for my liking. I’m left gasping at a defiant man. A man who’d do anything for me—that much is clear—but who also wants to make things right.

Pushing strands of hair away from my face, he cups my cheeks and presses his forehead to mine. “Go home, Sera.” His words fall as a whisper, laced with a plea. “We’ll meet you there.”

I swallow back my frustration, relinquishing my stubbornness on an exhale. “I want to come with you.”

“It’s not safe.”

If this is his way of trying to talk me out of it, he has another thing coming. I’ve just been held up in a room with my biggest enemy, guns pointed from all directions, and he says this will be dangerous. I can fully comprehend the situation without him explaining, but I need to be there for Luca, for Levi, too.

When I don’t move from my spot, and it finally dawns on Enzo that I’m not backing down, he scrubs a hand over his face, sighing heavily. “If there’s one thing I ask, please do this for me.”

I glance over his shoulder at Levi, noticing the same look Enzo is giving me. It’s one imploring me to do as I’m told, just this once.

“At least take the team with you,” I reason, but I already know as soon as the words leave my lips that it’s pointless.

He shakes his head, his lips turning up into a weak smile. “They’re going with you. You’re going to need the protection. We’ll be okay.”

With my jaw ticking, I turn on my heel, but not before grabbing Enzo’s lapel and tugging him to me. I might not like this idea, but it’s the only one we have right now.

“Come back to me,” I order, locking eyes with his dark ones. I let him see the fiery desperation behind my gaze, because I’ll be damned if I lose him all over again. I don’t think my heart could take it a second time, not to mention we’ve just found our rhythm in this unconventional relationship.

Enzo nods firmly, gently pulling my hand away. “We’re all coming back,” he reassures me, and every part of me desperately wants to believe him. I need to. But there’s always that lingering seed of doubt ready to plant itself.

I watch as Enzo and Levi take the SUV with Don Verdi in the trunk, steering out of the oversized courtyard. The compound is less than five minutes away, but I have no doubt they’ll make it there in two if Enzo is driving. The only thing I’m worried about is if they can make it there in time.

Instead of letting my dread suffocate me, I spin around and hold my palm out. I need to distract myself, and driving home seems to be the only thing to do. It’ll be a long drive back, but that’s the last thing I’m thinking about.

“What’s the matter?” I ask Giovanni playfully when he stares at my hand longer than necessary. “Don’t you trust me to drive?”

He seems to think on it for a moment, but seemingly makes his mind up and places the keys in my hand. “You sure you want to drive, Principessa?”

Warmth simmers through my body at the nickname he uses. It’s barely been a month, yet I’m still clinging to those fragments of the sweet moments we shared. I wish I could change the past, maybe even press Giovanni for more answers before diving in deep. But there’s a part of me that knows these things happen for a reason. What’s done is done.

Shrugging the feeling away, I kick off my shoes and Giovanni instantly picks them up. I step into the second SUV, adjusting the seat and mirrors while he closes the door behind me.

“It’s a long drive,” Giovanni smirks, leaning into the open window.

“Then you’d better get comfortable.”

As soon as Giovanni rounds the car and gets situated beside me, we peel out of the parking complex. I revel in the sensation of the wind ripping through the car, catching my hair and sending it wild. It’s liberating. There’s very few things I enjoy about driving, but this has to be one of them.

“Roads are clear for you guys,” Raf says in my ear. It’s reassuring to know he’s still around, even though he’s miles away from us. I know he’s watching my back as well as everyone else’s, but I’m still uneasy at the thought of Luca and the twins held up at the Verdi’s compound.

“Any news on Luca?” I ask, anxiety lilting my words.

“They’ve got Luisa.”

A sigh of relief escapes me, but it doesn’t last for long because Raf isn’t quite finished delivering all the information.

“There’s commotion.”

“Commotion?” I snap my head towards Giovanni, but when he looks back at me in question, I remember he isn’t wearing an earpiece anymore. “What kind of commotion?”

“I don’t want to worry you—”

“Then tell me what’s happening!” I need to know that my men are safe. I have to be certain that nothing has happened to them. When I’m met with silence, my grip tightens on the steering wheel. “Raf!”

“They were intercepted leaving the compound. The comms keep dropping out, so I can’t give you much more right now.”

“Fine,” I snap as we merge onto the empty road that leads back to the city. “Keep me updated.”

Silence envelops the car as we make our way back home. Aside from the whipping of the wind, my thoughts are the only thing to consume me. But the longer we sit in painful silence, the more my thoughts take charge. Don Verdi’s words rattle around in my head, edging the worry back to the forefront of my mind.

As hard as I try, I can’t ignore the tug of something feeling off. I want to push it aside, trust that Enzo and Raf have this under control, but I can’t.

The screeching of the car tires comes seconds later as I slam my foot on the brakes. We grind to a halt, dust kicking up and surrounding the car in a cloud.

“Sera?” Giovanni shifts in his seat beside me. I can tell from the tone in his voice that he’s not just concerned, but uncertain. Unsure whether I’m going to do something stupid.

“Fuck!” I scream before pushing my way out of the car. The asphalt beneath my feet is still warm from the day, the sun barely setting over the hills. I start pacing beside the car, battling my thoughts, warring with the urge to turn the car around. I don’t know what the plan is, but I want to help. I don’t want to sit at home on the couch wondering where my men are or if they’re even coming back to me. I can’t physically sit by and do nothing.

Suddenly, I’m hit with a brick wall of muscle, Giovanni stopping me in my tracks. His big hands wrap around my arms, and that electric energy I’ve missed so much zaps through my body. The engine still idles in the background, but it’s him that I’m focused on.

“We have to do something,” I say, letting my worry envelop me. Though I try to sound firm on my decision, it comes out as a plea.

Giovanni nods, understanding creeping over his face. “We have to go home.” His words douse me like cold water, coaxing my anger to resurface.

“What if something happens to them? What if—”

“They’re going to be fine,” he reassures, but I’m still yet to be convinced.

“I don’t want to go back, not without them.” It might sound stupid, but putting even this much distance between me and my men feels wrong. It’s still a decent drive home, and the more I think about it, the less I want to take this road, leaving them back there.

Oddly enough, Giovanni understands. He opens the trunk, exposing the flat bed of it, and holds his hand out to me. “Then we sit here and wait. It’s a long drive whether we start now or later.”

His words are those of reason and seem to soothe the erratic thoughts in my head. Despite the trust Giovanni broke, I’m still drawn to the side that understands me more than I understand myself. He speaks to a part of me I never knew existed before I met him and that very same part hurts that we can’t share more of that.

Taking his hand, I let him guide me into the back of the car. His hands cage my waist and he lifts me so effortlessly onto the trunk that I almost forget to breathe. He joins me silently—always silently—and lets the lack of sound fill the space between us.

Even though my mind is racing through the possibilities of what might be happening at the compound, Giovanni’s proximity calms me. But as the night draws out and the sun disappears, the cool air starts to wash over my skin. I shiver a little under the temperature change, wishing I had a damn coat. Then again, anything that covered this dress would have been fashion suicide because I saw how the guys looked at me tonight. This was definitely a good dress to wear.

Warmth suddenly weighs me down as Giovanni wraps me in his suit jacket, as if he’s reading my mind. I mutter a thanks, yawning when my body relaxes into the familiar scent. His rainforest smelling aftershave makes my heart ache a little. I still feel a connection to my bodyguard, even though the sting of his betrayal is raw. If the circumstances had been different… I huff out my annoyance that I’m letting my mind wander to places it has no business going right now.

“They’re going to be okay,” Giovanni reassures me for what feels like the thousandth time since we hit the road. I know it hasn’t been that many, but my mind likes to conjure up these things to take the edge off.

“Tell me about Gabriella,” I plead gently, tilting my head to look at him. I need the distraction and if anything is going to ease the tension between us, I feel that talking about his daughter might help.

He bristles uncomfortably, but looks at me all the same. “What would you like to know?”

I don’t even know where to start. There isn’t much I do know about his daughter, other than the fact that the Verdis used her as leverage to get to me. That thought tugs at my heart the most, because I hate that an innocent child was pulled into my mess.

We still don’t know how the Verdis knew Giovanni was working for me. I didn’t even know until the day he turned up at my office. The more I think about that makes me realize we might have another mole. I store that information away for later. Either Giovanni missed some details when he was telling us how he and the Verdis met, or there’s another player pulling strings.

“How old is she?” I find myself starting there. Maybe it’s for my own selfish reasons to pass the time, or maybe it’s to find that bond between us that was so savagely broken weeks ago. Either way, Giovanni makes no attempt to push me away.

He runs a hand through his slicked back hair, cursing under his breath. “Eight,” he whispers. “The most grown up eight year old you’ll ever meet.”

I smile at that, not only from his words, but the fondness lacing them. “Sometimes our circumstances force us to grow up quicker than we’d like,” I tell him. I know too well what losing a mother is like, especially when I knew her so well. Maybe that’s what spurs me on, to make sure Giovanni gets to see his daughter once more. She’s already lost one parent, she doesn’t deserve to lose another.

“I wish she didn’t have to,” he admits, his voice breaking a little. Even I can feel the weight of his loss, of how much this is affecting him, and I wish that I could take that pain away. I wish he didn’t have to suffer through this.

Sliding my palm over his hand, I let our fingers tangle. It’s the simplest gesture that allows me to offer him some comfort. It might not be much, but it’s all I can do.

Time stretches on for a little while longer, our hands still connected as Giovanni answers my questions about his daughter; a good way to distract us for the time being as well as helping me gain insight into what his life was like before me.

Every now and again I check in with Raf, but he doesn’t give me anything worth knowing. It’s like he’s trying to keep my nerves at bay, only the lack of information puts me further on edge. I need to know my men are okay. I need to know they’re safe. The silence is almost deafening the longer it stretches. Raf has essentially cut me off from the guys, and I hate that I’m being kept in the dark.

Giovanni clears his throat beside me, and as I look down at our hands, I watch his thumb draw circles over my skin. My eyes trail past his touch to where his shirt sleeve has risen, exposing fresh scars from Enzo’s torture. I can’t help but reach out and touch them, tracing my fingertips over the raised skin.

“Does it hurt?” I ask, remembering the barbed wire ripping his flesh as he hung from the ceiling. I shudder, knowing just how creative Enzo can get with his torture, thankful that he didn’t get as far this time.

“No,” he replies gently, but I know that’s a lie.

I reach up to cup his jaw, my thumb brushing the edge of a bandage. “What about this?” He still wears it, probably to conceal the damage Enzo did. I’m torn between the sadness and guilt I feel over that because Enzo acted on his own merit. I had no part in that and I hope Giovanni knows that.

He closes his eyes under my touch, exhaling deeply like it pains him to even consider admitting the pain. He’d never tell me because I know he believes he deserves it. I’ve seen what guilt looks like on his face and he’s making no attempt to cover that from me. He’s punishing himself, and that only makes my heart hurt more.

“You need to be more forgiving of yourself,” I tell him earnestly.

“I’m not like you, Principessa. I don’t have the capacity to—”

“To what? Forget what happened?” I quirk a brow angrily. “I haven’t forgotten at all, Gio. The scars on my face and my back will always remind me of what happened. But I can forgive. I can forgive you because I want to.” While the anger is evident in my words, the sincerity is stronger. The only people I reserve my hate for are the Verdis. It would take up too much energy to hold a grudge against Giovanni, because he still has a piece of my heart, no matter how battered and bruised that part is; it’s still his.

Giovanni’s green gaze meets mine. “You’re something else,” he smiles, reaching up to push back a strand of my hair. “I’ve never met anyone like you.”

I swallow the lump in my throat as my eyes drop to his lips for a brief moment.

He licks them as he leans in, and I track the movement like a tasty treat.

But then my earpiece crackles and a connection sounds. I jolt away, feeling the embarrassed heat coat my cheeks. I was considering overstepping that line, the one that would for sure break me if I ever ventured down that path again.

Giovanni must sense my reluctance, instant regret plastered across his face as he moves away from me and clears his throat.

I want to say something—anything that would make this less awkward—but then I hear the familiar voice that douses me in goosebumps and makes me remember why we’re loitering on the side of the desert road in the first place.

“Dolcezza?”
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“What are we going to do with him?” I ask, gesturing vaguely behind me with my thumb. I’m referring to the asshole tied up in the trunk, something I wasn’t expecting—then again, I’ve come to expect nothing from my cousin because he seems intent on doing his own thing. Ever since he returned from the dead, it’s like he’s a different person. Sure, the betrayal cut the deepest wound because I never thought he’d do something like that to me or Sera, but it’s not just that. His entire personality has flipped. He’s angrier, more vengeful, relentless in his pursuit to make people hurt. Enzo was always able to detach himself from inflicting pain on others, but right now, his secrets are taking him to a whole new level.

At least he had the decency to apologize to me. It’s definitely a step in the right direction. While I’m not completely ready to forgive him, I’m prepared to accept that his place in La Famiglia is by Sera’s side.

“Doing what I should have done months ago,” he mutters back, but I feel like those words aren’t really directed at me, but more himself.

We take the main road that leads out of the casino. I glance in the side mirror, seeing that Sera is stepping into the driver’s seat of the second car. I shake my head to myself because that can only spell trouble. I trust her driving, but I know her well enough to know she won’t leave us behind, even if she’s keeping up the pretense of doing as Enzo asked.

“It’s time we stood our fucking ground. I’m done playing nice with the Verdis.”

“Oh…kay,” I murmur with a smile. “But what exactly are you going to do with him?”

Enzo casts a quick glance my way before returning his attention to the road. And in that one look, I know what he isn’t telling me. Ever since we were kids, Enzo has had this infinite need to protect Sera. It’s no secret that despite Sera being more than capable of taking care of herself, he’s prepared to go to extreme lengths to exact revenge. That’s the detachment I’ve been worried about.

“You know she’s not going to go home,” I chuckle. I think we both know without me saying as much that Sera isn’t going to do as she’s told, least of all by Enzo. She’s defiant to a fault, and while I don’t think she’ll join in, I know she’ll be waiting for us somewhere.

Enzo grumbles something inaudible, cutting our conversation off as he swings the car down the graveled track that leads to the compound. Thankfully, the distance between the compound and the casino is only a short drive. We probably could’ve run here, but that’s beside the point.

“I hope you know what you’re doing, cuz,” I mumble, glancing behind us. The cries for help have stopped, but I can still hear the banging of feet attempting to break through the trunk. Verdi will be there for a while if he thinks that’s his escape route.

“You think I didn’t have a back up plan?” Enzo smirks just as the gates to the compound come into view. The sun is barely setting, the vibrant pinks and oranges decorating the sky like a watercolor painting. In a way, it would be somewhat romantic, especially when I take in the sight of the mansion ahead of us. Why we called it a compound when it’s pretty much a house made for a king, I don’t know. But what I do know is that the guards pacing back and forth in front of the gates aren’t going to take too kindly to our sudden entrance.

The engine revs harder as Enzo picks up speed, and in this moment, I can practically hear his plan—if I can even call it that. He hasn’t voiced it to me, but I’m hyper aware that this was something he expected to happen. I just wish I could revel in it as much as he is.

A sadistic smile curls his lips as we collide with the gates. The wrought iron cripples and caves with a loud crash and groan, flying off the hood of the car as we slam to a halt in the courtyard. Gravel kicks up behind us as the sound of gunfire ricocheting off the car grows louder and more frequent. Luckily, the SUV is reinforced—unless you plan to stick a bomb inside—so we’re pretty safe.

“Ready?” Enzo grins, pulling his gun out and sliding the clip back to check.

With a sigh, I let the sound of bullets echo in the small confines of the vehicle, contemplating my answer. I should be more excited about this than I am, but I’m not sure what Enzo has planned other than storming the castle. I’m used to working with Luca; storming the castle isn’t exactly a well-formulated plan. And I’m not going to pretend that a small part of me isn’t worried this plan is going to go to shit.

Before I can decide to object, another SUV comes barreling through the gap we created, swinging around and kicking up gravel and turf. Tires screech as the large blacked-out vehicle parks behind us, effectively shielding us from the bullets hammering down on us. But their presence only makes my heart slam harder against my chest.

I whip my head back to my cousin, lifting a brow. “Are they with us?”

He doesn’t have time to answer, because the doors to the vehicle swing open and black, armor-clad men jump out of it, rifles pointing in the opposite direction. I guess that answers my question.

I don’t recognize anything about the men protecting us. I’m certain they weren’t enlisted by Bianchi, which can only mean Enzo has gone behind her back, again.

Shoving my frustration aside, I pull my gun out and cock it. I guess I don’t have a choice in the matter. We’re already here, after all, and I’m not prepared to leave without Luca or Luisa.

Rapid fire surrounds us as the new team takes the heat, picking off our enemies one by one. It doesn’t take a genius to work out what Enzo’s plan is now.

I follow him out of the car, the armored team shielding us as we move to the steps of the mansion. The gunshots end as quickly as they started, forcing me to glance over my shoulder. The courtyard is littered with bodies, the masked men stepping toward us like they’re on our side. I think they are, but nobody has confirmed that much.

“Let’s do this,” I murmur when we’re all in position.

Enzo wastes no time pushing through the oversized doors to the mansion, the sound of them crashing against the walls echoing through the large foyer. We’re immediately hit with more gunfire, the room sucking us in as we dive for cover. He finds a pillar situated in the middle of the room, while I squeeze myself behind a random marble statue.

The masked men are the ones to lunge forward, throwing gas canisters into the open space while releasing bullets in rapid succession.

I duck my head, ears ringing through the deafening sound of gunfire. It only lasts for a minute before the room is cleared. But as we push further into the mansion, more men come at us. We’re surrounded—by more men than we originally planned for. All the exits are blocked, and aside from the door we’ve just come through, we don’t have a chance of escape, let alone of rescuing Luca.

My pulse pounds in my ears, my grip firmly on my weapon as I watch the masked team take out more men, their bullets slicing through our enemies like butter. I dart my gaze to Enzo. I don’t even want to ask who these guys are or how he knows them, but I’m inclined to appreciate the fact he does.

The pressure builds as more bullets bounce, more chaos erupts, and the shouts and bellows of orders are drowned out. The entire house rattles with the sound of gunshots, bullets ricocheting from all angles, blanketing us in wood chips and dust. The team is making great headway leading the charge, but it’s my own doubt telling me the longer we leave it, the worse things will get.

As if he can read my thoughts, Enzo tugs me sideways to line the wall of the open room. The masked men take the brunt of the contact, working in sync to remove the enemy. More gas is released, and we have to move back to avoid getting lost in it. I gape in awe as the tactical team works quickly, seamlessly. The whole place is littered with bodies and debris, making work for us to push further into the house.

Sweat beads down my temple as we press forward, the gunfire settling until it’s replaced by piercing silence. It’s quiet; too quiet. Worry sets in and my palms grow sweaty.

But then I hear a voice, a voice so familiar it almost cripples me with relief.

“That way!” Luca barks out, his footsteps growing close. But I can’t see him, I can only hear the collective sound of feet as they make their way through the foggy mess we’ve created.

Gradually, the smoke starts to clear. My breaths stutter for a second as hope races through me. But it isn’t Luca that emerges from the fog first, it’s Marco—and he’s not alone.

In his arms is someone unrecognizable, a goddamn figment of my imagination. She has to be, because the last time I laid eyes on my sister, she’d seen better days. Right now, her skin is pale, her features sunken, and she’s gripping Marco’s neck so fiercely that I can practically feel the fear radiating from her.

One of The Vultures heads up the group, gun pointed straight at us until he realizes who we are. He drops his stance, wiping sweat from his forehead as he shouts, “Clear!”

“About time,” Marco huffs, stopping in front of me and placing my sister back on the floor so I can get a look at her.

“Luisa?” Her name falls out of my mouth like a whisper, filled with shock and disbelief. Guilt rides the same wave as my relief, confusing me with which emotion to feel the most. The last time we saw one another was less than pleasant. I was protecting Sera, not even taking the time to observe the fear she was harboring. She wasn’t scared of Sera, she was scared of what would happen to her from talking to Sera. That thought alone has me drowning in my own shame for not seeing the signs sooner.

“Levi,” Luisa sobs, lunging at me and burying her head in my neck. Relief weighs me down as I wrap my arms around her, gripping her so tightly. We’ve got her. She’s safe. She’s…

Her bony structure is a stark contrast to the plump bulge resting between us. I pull away from her, confusion rippling through me as I glance down at her stomach. “You’re pregnant?”

Luisa chews her lips, eyes rounding with sadness. They glaze over like she’s holding back more tears, and I know why. She doesn’t want me to know, she didn’t want me to know.

I silently curse myself. It’s only been four months, and I’m no expert, but I’d say she’s farther along than that. “I—”

“I hate to break up the reunion,” Marco says, smiling softly at Luisa. “But we really need to get out of here.” He turns around, just as Matteo and Luca amble through the doorway.

More waves of relief hit me, and the sudden urge to rush towards him overwhelms me. My breaths choke me though, stopping me in my tracks when I finally take in the scene. Marco has Luca’s arm wrapped over his shoulder while he grips his waist. Every step is met with a wince or grimace, one leg hanging limp as Luca tries to walk. Crimson splotches decorate the floor and as my eyes follow the trail up, I see the bullet wound.

My blood runs cold, but it doesn’t stop me lunging for him.

“What the fuck!” I wrap his other arm over my shoulder.

“I’m fine!” Luca snaps, but his protest is weak at best. With the way he bears his weight on both of us, I’d say he’s less than fine, but he’ll never admit that.

Once we’re all outside, Enzo splits the groups off. Raf confirms the compound is secure, while we wait for more transport for the rest of the team. Verdi is slumped on the grass, wrists and ankles bound so he has no chance of escape, especially with two of the tactical team guarding him.

“Who are they?” Luca asks, nodding to the two men pointing their rifles at Don Verdi.

“Enzo’s back up plan,” I shrug, because that’s all I know about it and I’ve not had the chance to question further.

“Of course,” Luca grimaces, rolling his eyes as I help him sit back in the bed of the trunk. “Because we couldn’t have used their help before now?”

“Cut the shit,” Enzo barks over his shoulder. “They fucking saved your ass!”

I can’t really argue with my cousin there, though I do understand Luca’s anger towards the situation. Plus the fact that he put his life—or leg— on the line to save my sister means I kind of have to side with him. I make a mental note to thank him properly when we get back.

“Here,” Enzo grunts, handing me a tourniquet for Luca.

“I said I’m fine!” Luca snarls when I move his leg. He swats my hand away like my touch alone burns him, and I can’t help but feel a pang of hurt from his rejection. Not one for taking his shit most of the time, I shove his hand away and grab his leg, ignoring the hiss of pain he releases.

“You’re bleeding,” I growl back, wrapping the band tightly around his thigh to staunch the blood flow. “You’re not fine.”

“Whatever,” he mumbles back.

“Stop being a stubborn ass.” My words are framed with a smile, because I can’t resist baiting the beast. I clip the band and start twisting the lever, letting it tighten around Luca’s thigh until he yelps. I wish he wasn’t so goddamn stubborn about this shit. It’s like he sees injuries as weakness, when they’re anything but. He’s just proven the lengths he’d go to for me, and I’m not taking that shit lightly.

When I’m done, he mutters some inaudible thanks, his hand resting on mine.

Cupping the back of his neck, I force Luca to look at me. “It’s me who should be thanking you,” I whisper.

The anger in his eyes should steer me away, put me off. But his storm is always something I’ve been attracted to. The mystery behind it will always be that, so I try not to think about it too much. Instead, I close my lips around his. He grips my shirt, pulling me close to him, and for a moment I forget about all the shit we’ve been through today. We have Luisa, everyone is back in more or less one piece—aside from a few injuries— and all we have to do is get back to…

“Sera,” I whisper against his lips. “She’ll be worried,” I rush out before pulling out my earpiece. I tap it twice, making sure the receiver is working, then I hand it to Luca who tucks it into his ear. I can’t help but revel in the way his shoulder’s relax as his lips kick up in a smile.

“Dolcezza?” he purrs.
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Luca


“Figlio di—” My words are cut off as the pressure builds in my leg. I take another swig of the bottle of whiskey in my hand, staving off the pain rippling through my body. It’s not the first time I’ve taken a bullet, but I sure as shit don’t remember it being this painful.

Levi lifts a finger underneath the bottle with a smile tugging his lips, coaxing me to take another swallow of the liquor. I don’t argue because right now it’s the only thing keeping me occupied, and I won’t deny it’s already starting to numb the pain.

Opposite me, Sera stands against the kitchen island, biting down on her thumbnail as she winces for me and my pain. As much as I don’t want her to see me like this, I don’t really have a choice in the matter. I said I could wait until morning but she insisted on getting me patched up. A part of me hates that she’s worrying, but I do enjoy the fact she cares—something I’m slowly getting used to.

When it was just me and my father, there was no room for that. You got hurt? You got fixed up. It was that simple. But this dynamic is different. We all care for one another. The odd relationship we’ve all found ourselves in speaks to us in different ways. Levi keeps me grounded, whereas Sera keeps me strong. We get each other, understand the levels of need we all require. I don’t think I’d ever thought that was possible, yet here I am craving the proximity of Sera and Levi like it’s the only medicine I need.

“I still don’t understand how they knew we were coming?” Matteo asks, immediately distracting me from the doctor who has his forceps buried in my thigh.

I hiss out, taking another gulp of whiskey.

We’ve all been thinking the same thing since we left the compound. Someone must have known we were coming, which means someone is leaking information, again. It’s either that or Raf seriously fucked up when he went through the schematics for the place.

“They didn’t,” Raf sighs from the kitchen island.

I guess that answers my suspicions.

His eyes are drawn to the coffee in his hands, unable to meet even my gaze as he continues defeatedly. “At least not until you entered that tunnel.”

Marco frowns. “I knew something didn’t feel right. It was too quiet, too…”

“Easy?” Matteo cuts in like he can read his twin’s mind. He probably could if I didn’t know any better.

Marco nods, releasing a sigh as he confirms with his brother. “Something like that, yeah.”

“That tunnel wasn’t as unused as I thought,” Raf admits in a defeated tone.

“Even I could have told you that,” I grind out as the doctor hits a sore spot. My hand slams onto the table as he finally clasps onto something and I have to resist the urge to punch him because I swear he’s enjoying my pain—sadistic fuck.

“There was a sensor in the tunnel that was tripped as you entered.” Raf takes a sip of his coffee, glancing up at me.

“A sensor?” My brows knit together as I glance at the twins. “A motion sensor? Heat sensor?”

Raf shakes his head. “I don’t know,” he replies, his voice laced with guilt. He runs his hand through his disheveled hair, making it even more messy. And while I want to be pissed at him for missing something that could have led to something much worse than we encountered, I can see he’s beating himself up about. I don’t need to add to that when it’s clear how much he’s blaming himself. “It’s unclear unless I take a good look. I should have picked it up, though. I should have noticed it, but—”

“But you didn’t,” Sera cuts in as she enters the kitchen. Her tone is soft, yet I feel the anger she’s trying to suppress. “We’re safe, that’s what matters right now. And we’re not revisiting, got it?”

Yeah things could have gone a lot worse than me taking a shot to the leg. We might not have gotten to Luisa at all; she could still be there, living her hell under the Verdi’s hands. Or she could very well be dead. I know that thought is the one that sits the heaviest in my mind because I swore to Levi I’d get her back and I don’t think I’d be able to live with myself if I didn’t come through on that promise.

Another sharp pinch and then a tug in my leg sees me groaning and throwing my head back. I drain the contents of the whiskey bottle, slamming it onto the kitchen table when I’m done. It was only half a bottle, but it seems to be doing the trick. The pressure in my thigh soon dulls to a numbness, and the bullet lodged in my thigh is wrenched out.

“Ah hah!”

I glare at the doctor through slitted eyelids, but he just grins at his bloodied utensil that is now clutching the offending piece of metal.

“You’re lucky it didn’t hit an artery,” he comments, dropping the bullet into a bowl beside him.

“Lucky?” I scoff. I’m still pissed that I hadn’t dodged that one. But then again, I was too busy protecting Luisa, there was no way I could have avoided it. Luckily, as soon as I hit the deck, Matteo and his team came charging through, taking out the guards who had us pinned on the stairs. It all happened so fast that it wasn’t until we made our way through the heavy fog that we realized we weren’t alone. And I’m not talking about Verdi’s men.

Enzo and Levi had brought a whole goddamn tactical team with them, and I’m still trying to get my head around that. There’s no way Bianchi authorized it, and she still doesn’t have a clue so I’m not going to be the one to break that news to her.

We managed to talk a little through the comms before we moved back onto the road. After that, I pretty much passed out from exhaustion—and blood loss— until I woke up several hours later being dragged into the house.

It’s early morning now, and the night is starting to catch up with me. There’s nothing like being woken from deep sleep to have some forceps dug into your leg to really wake you up. But I know sleep isn’t around the corner just yet. We need to finish debriefing and get a handle on the new situation.

Once the doctor has finished bandaging my thigh and given me the all-clear, Enzo walks him out.

“There’s still the matter of Don Verdi,” Sera announces to the room. “Why the fuck is he in my basement right now?”

The room falls silent. Nobody really has an answer for that because the only person who does is currently slipping bills into the doctor’s pockets.

“My guess is that Enzo wants to get him talking,” Raf answers when the silence is too painful.

“Or to kill him,” Matteo shrugs.

Yeah, that sounds more like the Enzo LaRosa I know. He’s not exactly going to let him get away once we’ve had answers, though I’m not sure what answers he would be after. No, Enzo intends to kill the bastard who put a target on Sera’s back and then make an example of him. Ronaldo won’t get far without his daddy, that’s for sure. Luciano had some wits about him at least, his little brother is a lost cause.

“He can’t be here,” she barks. “We’re lucky I’m not being investigated by the Elders for Luciano’s death. If anyone outside of this room finds out we have Don Verdi, which they will, I will have to answer for it!”

Once again, the room falls silent. I think we all feel partially to blame for what transpired tonight. Whether it be the fact we infiltrated another families’ home, took out a load of soldiers—effectively declaring war—and then kidnapped the head of the family. This doesn’t look good for Bianchi.

“I’ll talk to him,” Raf says, pushing up from his stool. “It’s the least I can do.” He goes to push past Sera, but she stops him, pressing a hand to his shoulder.

“Don’t beat yourself up,” she offers sweetly. “You did everything you could.”

Raf’s eyes trail over to me for a split second. Then he takes a deep breath and nods before continuing out of the kitchen.

Once the door closes, Sera turns around, coming towards me. Her eyes are rounded, softened only by the relief that laces her words. “I’m glad you’re okay,” she tells me, leaning down to drop a soft kiss to my lips. “I don’t know what I would have done if…”

I bring my hand to cup the back of her, bringing her face back down to mine. I’ve never been great with speaking my feelings, let alone being able to express them. But as I close my mouth around hers, not caring for the audience we have, I try to tell her exactly how I feel. No words can really explain the emotions I feel for her, but from the way she sighs against our kiss, our lips moving together, I sense she gets it.

Her tongue snakes against mine, the warmth of our kiss pulling me deeper into the feelings I’m still navigating. When she eventually pulls away, she strokes her palm down my face. Such tenderness for a woman with the world against her. “Rest,” she whispers.

With a small nod, I accept my orders. Though they feel less like a command and more caring, I’m not going to argue. I push up from the chair I’ve been sitting in, Levi catching me under the shoulder and letting me bear my weight on him.

It’s a struggle getting up the stairs, but we make it. Levi lets me into our room, helping me shrug out of my gear and torn pants. Blood coats my thigh and leg—the areas the doc didn’t clean—and I don’t miss the way Levi’s eyes follow the trail.

“Luc—”

“Don’t,” I huff, limping towards him. The pain is still excruciating, but I grin and bear through it just to close the distance between us. “If you’re going to tell me how I should have been more careful, or how lost you’d be without me. Don’t! Luisa is family, your family. I don’t regret a single thing, so neither should you.”

Levi nods, like I’ve stolen his capability to speak. In a way, I have. I want him to hear me; hear what I have to say because for once, I think I know what that is. He catches me at the waist as I lean a hand against the wall. His warm hands stroke my side, firm yet comforting—not that I need it. But there’s something swimming in those dark eyes, a secret, perhaps? Something he wants to share but doesn’t know how.

It’s the same feeling creeping through me every day, and gets stronger every time I’m around Levi. I’m drawn to him; unable to get him out of my head when we’re not together. He speaks to the depths of my soul that Sera doesn’t, but together they have every piece of me.

“I just wanted to say thank you,” he murmurs, and the crush of disappointment hits me. I guess I was expecting more than that.

“You already said that,” I growl, my fist clenching at my side.

“Then I…” he sighs, eyes dropping to the space between us. “I…”

I grab his chin with my blood stained hand, bringing his gaze back to mine. His dark eyes are swimming with lust and indecision, a dangerous concoction that I won’t deny is a turn on. He’s always taken the reins when it comes to our relationship— aside from the times we’ve fucked—it’s always been Levi leading the way. But this time, I want to take control. I want to be the one to take the lead.

Now that business is done, every muscle in my body twitches with the need to be with him, an irrational response to his absence that I’m swiftly becoming accustomed to. I used to enjoy the moments of singledom, and thrive in my own company. But with Levi, I breathe deeper, walk taller, feel lighter. With Sera, there’s so much between us that I can’t even begin to list the qualities that she brings out in me.

“Il mio sole,” I rasp and his eyes widen in response. “You’re my family.”

Levi’s lips curl into a warm smile, his hands sliding up my side until he’s gripping the back of my neck and pulling me to him. He doesn’t say anything, though he doesn’t need words to express exactly what he wants to say. He slams his lips onto mine, crushing his body against me. Our kiss is heated, desperate, and filled with so much desire that I forget about the pain coursing through my leg. Right now, there’s nothing I need more than Levi—maybe Sera—but this moment is for us.

Tangling his tongue with mine, his fingers dig into my scalp. The longer we lose ourselves in the kiss, the more desperate we both become, until we’re both panting. Levi drops to his knees, running his palms up my thighs. When he reaches the bandage, he plants a kiss on it, making me shudder.

I throw my head back to revel in the agony that ripples through the pleasurable anticipation as Levi makes his way to my hard cock. He’s always enjoyed working me up. It’s like he gets satisfaction from watching me lose my mind. And I’d be a liar if I said I didn’t enjoy it too—to some extent. The asshole definitely makes me work for it.

“Levi,” I groan when his hot breath skates over my dick. Looking down, I find him licking his lips as his fingers hook into the waistband of my boxers. My cock springs free and before I know it Levi has his lips wrapped around the head, fisting my shaft firmly.

He takes me hungrily, running his tongue along the underside of my length. Just the way he teases has me seeing stars. I’m desperate for him in more ways than one and he knows it. He bides his time pumping my cock into his mouth, sucking me like a goddamn expert. It doesn’t take long beneath his touch before I’m sinking my hand into his thick curls, thrusting all the way to the back of his throat.

My legs quiver—a telltale sign I’m so close to blowing my load. But I don’t want it to end. I want more. I want him.

“Let me fuck you,” I moan through pants of pleasure.

He chuckles, mouth full of my cock, and the sound ripples through me.

I’m on the verge of begging when he finally pulls away, lust swimming deep in his eyes. But there’s an edge of sadness in them.

“I’m pretty sure not even you can handle that right now.” He stands up, taking my hand and leading me to the bed. I’m curious as to what’s going through his mind, but as he helps me sit and starts to undress himself, I sense that having my dick buried deep in him is out of the question. He reaches for the bedside table, yanking the drawer open and pulling out a bottle of lube.

I quirk a brow, drawing another incredulous chuckle from him. “It’s time I fucked you,” he says, his tone void of anything comical.

“Don’t you think I’ve been through enough pain tonight?” I snark, but I can’t ignore the curiosity of what it would feel like to have Levi in my ass. I can’t say it’s something I ever thought about before—at least not until this moment.

“Relax,” he soothes, pulling my boxers off completely. He then pushes me onto my back, lifting my good leg so it bends.

I let out a groan as he sinks his teeth into my uninjured thigh. Then he moves on top of me, hand gripping my cock again. “Do you trust me?” he asks, pumping me lazily.

My eyes widen. I don’t know if it’s a genuine question or he’s just an idiot, but when I don’t answer, his smile suddenly falters. My chest pinches with all the unspoken feelings crushing me from the inside out. The only thing I can do is nod because I do. I trust Levi with my life. I’m unequivocally in love with the bastard, I just can’t find the right words or confidence to tell him that.

Satisfied with my meek answer, Levi leans back and squirts lube on his fingers, then slowly reaches down and teases my ass, toying with the ring of muscle.

“Fuck,” I pant, suddenly enjoying his touch more than I realized. The cool gel shocks me for a second, but as Levi strokes my shaft, I soon relax.

Sliding one finger into my ass, he leans forward and swallows my gasp with his mouth, stealing a heated kiss from me. Our lips move together, his tongue exploring mine. And with each hungry swipe of his mouth on mine, he pumps his finger in and out of me.

Cazzo.

My breaths pitch to an unsteady speed, and I find myself unable to suppress the groan that rumbles from me. “Levi,” I groan.

“I know,” he smirks against my lips. He slides a second in and fuck, I swear my dick gets harder. If this is what it’s like then I don’t want to stop. At all. There’s an odd sense of pleasure curling through me, sweeping me into a blissful state. I find myself relaxing further, until all I can think about is Levi’s cock seated inside of me.

“Do it,” I moan out, my hands gripping the back of his head. “Fuck me, il mio sole.”

He doesn’t need telling twice. He retracts his hand to squirt more lube out on his thick cock and, shit, I forgot how big he was.

Levi laughs lightly when he sees my eyes bulge, leaning back over me to steal a quick kiss from me. “Don’t worry, Pretty Boy. I’ll take it easy on you.”

Without another word, he lines his cock up at my ass and pushes slowly. At first, it’s tight, uncomfortable. I genuinely don’t think he’ll fit. But as Levi returns his attention to my own cock, jerking me slowly but firmly, I don’t even notice the pain as he sinks further, until he lets out a blissful groan. His eyes are locked on where our bodies connect, his eyes unblinking. Like if he tears his gaze away for even a second this might all be a dream.

“Holy shit!” His voice is husky, filled with restraint and desire as he pulls out before sliding back in again, hitting that spot that has my eyes rolling to the back of my head.

“Hmm…” I mumble unintelligibly.

With his hand hooked on my good leg, he starts pumping into my ass with determination, the lube making it easier for him to move. And thank fuck for lube and whiskey because I’m almost certain we wouldn’t be doing this otherwise.

Levi starts to pick up the pace, his cock hitting me deep while his other hand works mine. His eyes lock with mine and all the unspoken words seem to spill silently in that look. It’s a look of adoration, devotion. A look that could break me in two if he had the chance. I realize then just how much I love this guy. Maybe it’s the near death experience—though I can’t really consider it that—or maybe it's just the connection we have. It’s a bond I’ve never had before, not even with Sera. What we have is different, special. He’s tethered to me, and I to him.

With his forehead pressed against mine, the world around us seems to evaporate. It’s just us. And with each punishing thrust, I’m sent closer to the edge. Each stroke over my length has me moaning for more, until there’s nothing left to do but to fall.

I don’t fall though. I crash.

My balls tighten and my hips buck to meet each punch of Levi’s hips. I stutter for a moment before ropes of cum spurt out, covering my stomach. I cry out, unable to hold back when my climax sweeps me up.

Levi crushes his body against mine, sealing our lips as he groans hard into my mouth. And then I feel his own release. Hot cum fills my ass as Levi shudders before collapsing on top of me. Our lips are still caressing one another, slow kisses that are filled with so much emotion.

He pulls away slightly, his lips turned up in a sated smile. “You’re my family, too.”
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Serafina


Iwatch as Luca and Levi leave together before I storm out of the kitchen. I can’t even keep my anger at bay long enough to think clearly because all I see is red. Once again, Enzo is overstepping. He just doesn’t know when to fucking quit it and it’s starting to really piss me off. The guy just can’t accept that our dynamic has shifted. He’s not my second, he’s not in charge. I am. And he’s jeopardizing that by stowing Don Verdi in my fucking basement.

Storming through the house, I locate Enzo in the courtyard, walking the doctor to his car. I wait until the taillights are a blur in the distance before I march over to confront him.

He spins around as soon as he hears my heels clipping the concrete, his brows knitting together.

And before I can even think about what I’m doing, I crack my palm across his face, knocking his cigarette from his lips.

Pain radiates through my hand and wrist, but I ignore the ache over the satisfaction of seeing Enzo’s shocked face. “What the fuck were you thinking?!” I scream at him, my face flaring with heat.

He palms his cheek, rubbing the mark I’ve definitely left on his skin. Good. I want him to remember this; remember my anger, my fury. Remember that I am in charge.

“I was thinking that I was doing you a favor,” he answers smugly.

“A favor?” I screech. “You know the Elders are going to investigate me for this!”

Enzo rolls his eyes. “Like they investigated the Verdis when they attacked you four months ago?”

My fists clench.

“Or the time they ran you off the road?”

My jaw tightens.

“Or what about when—”

“Okay! I get it!” I scream.

There’s a long pause where Enzo sighs and I stand like a furious statue, considering whether I’d be able to get another hit in. Despite his beautiful face, I wouldn’t mind giving him a black eye just for his insolence because Bianchi is nobody’s bitch. I make the decisions around here and he just stomped all over them.

“You want to find Gio’s daughter, right?” He reminds me and it gets on my last damn nerve.

I huff a sigh because yes, he’s right. We have no idea how to locate Gabriella, and it’s only a matter of time before it becomes a lost cause. But that doesn’t excuse his behavior. I haven’t forgotten about the way he spoke to me earlier, snapping at me like I was the nuisance. I’d be in my right mind to stick in his own makeshift dungeon, maybe have Luca inflict some pain on him just for the fun of it.

“You kidnapped the head of another family,” I growl.

“And?” He shrugs like my point doesn’t even make sense. “It was only a few weeks ago that Luciano was about to—” he cuts himself off, chest rising and falling so fast that I can see that memory still haunts him as much as it does me. It takes everything in me not to snap at him, instead taking a deep breath and refocusing my energy.

We haven’t even spoken about that night, about what he walked in on Luciano almost doing. I can’t imagine it was my finest moment because I remember being stark naked, almost broken—though I’d never admit that. It takes me a moment to remove my thoughts from that haunting part of my past. But when I do, I hit Enzo with a hard stare.

“We are not the Verdis,” I remind him. “I am not out for their blood unless they come to me!”

“It’s a bit late for that, don’t you think?” he scoffs.

My jaw ticks over as my anger returns. Nothing I say is going to get through to him.

“Besides, once he gives us the location, he’ll be no use to us. If you really want me to let him go, I’ll consider it.”

My eyes widen. Call me skeptical, but I don’t really believe Enzo will do as he says. Maybe it’s intuition. I’ve known Enzo my entire life, so when he passes up the opportunity to get revenge, I’m immediately curious.

Don’t get me wrong, the thought has already crossed my mind that Don Verdi is our best source of information right now. If anyone is going to know Gabriela’s location, it’s him.

“You’ll let him go?”

He tilts his head, and I finally get a glimpse of the mark I’ve left on his skin. The dull glow of the lamps covers most of it, but even the pink handprint can’t be missed. “I said, I’ll consider it, baby.”

I growl in frustration, rolling my eyes. “You’re such an ass!” I shove him backward, but all my strength is barely enough to make him move. No, Enzo is a fucking wall, and not even my own authority can shake those foundations.

He grabs my wrists and yanks me into his chest. Our breaths are a mingled symphony of vexed desire. Between his hands, I close my own into fists and attempt to tug myself out of his grip. But he’s too strong, and I know fighting Enzo will only spur him on. Even as kids, he thrived off my stubbornness. Why should now be any different?

“You’re angry at me, I get it.” He says before he releases me gently.

Well at least he got one thing right. I still don’t give him my words though. Instead, I fold my arms and huff out another sigh of annoyance.

“Trust me when I say that I did it for you.” His voice is soft, tender. It speaks to all the girly parts of me, and I hate that his sincerity is such a turn on right now.

“How does this benefit me when my head is on the line?”

My heart flutters as his dark eyes lock onto mine. “Because, baby, you made a promise to Giovanni. And I’m not about to let you break it.”

Cazzo. He knows all the right words to say to me, all the buttons to press to have me believing him. Even though I know there’s an element of truth in his words, it still angers me that he did this without consulting me. When Enzo put Don Verdi in the back of the car, I assumed he was just going to use him as leverage to get the guys out of the compound safely. Now, I know there was another motive, and I feel like I need to tread more carefully around him. I’ve already noticed the darkness in his eyes. Three months apart can’t stop me from being able to read my best friend like a book, and as I look at him now, I know there are things he’s keeping to himself. I don’t like it, but right now I don’t have a choice but to go along.

“I hate that you went behind my back,” I mutter, though the anger has long since left my tone.

Enzo strokes a thumb down the scar on my cheek. I shudder against his touch, noticing the sorrow that fills his gaze briefly, like he blames himself for the mark Luciano left on me. But I’m sure he realizes that Luciano scarred my soul a long time ago, a few visible scars have nothing on the real damage he inflicted on me when I was just a girl. “I hate that you kept this from me,” I frown.

“You watched me put him in the trunk,” he laughs.

“Fuck you. You know what I mean,” I growl, breaking his contact on my cheek with a swipe of my hand. The cold air replaces the warmth he left, turning my mood even more sour. “Is it really so difficult for you to be under my command?”

The muscle in his jaw flickers.

“Are you still pissed that I won’t reinstate you as my second?” I bark, pushing forward with a finger to his chest. This time, Enzo stumbles back with a surprised look on his face. All the heat within me rises to the surface, unfiltered rage soaring through me. It’s like something snaps inside of me. I want him to know that I’m not some innocent girl he can walk all over. I’m not the type of leader that accepts insolence and barbed comments. I advance over and over, jabbing my finger into his chest as I start to run out of accusations. “Is it beneath you to—”

Suddenly, I’m spun around, the front of my body landing on Luca’s Maserati. The air escapes my lungs and I let out a pained oomph as my chest is crushed against the metal. I struggle underneath Enzo’s hold, but he has me pinned by my nape, chuckling deeply as he runs a finger down my spine. It’s a sexy kind of sound that makes my thighs clench and ignore the pain in my ribs for a moment.

“Get off me, LaRosa,” I spit out bitterly, ignoring how every cell in my body is begging for him to contest it.

His hands snake down my body just as I’d hoped, following the curves my dress clings to. I knew exactly what I was doing when I chose this outfit; I’d hoped for the night to end a lot differently to how it has, especially with the way Levi couldn’t take his eyes off me as we played poker.

Enzo nips my earlobe softly, but hard enough that I shudder under his assault, trying not to enjoy the way my body melts into his.

“What are you doing?” My question is weak at best, because I know exactly what he’s doing, and I’m powerless to stop him. I want it.

“The only thing I want beneath me…” he kisses my shoulder tenderly, “...Is you.”

The promise his words hold is confirmed when he drags my dress up, baring my ass to him. I try to wriggle free, but Enzo keeps a firm hold on me, and I quickly realize it’s no use. Enzo wants to fuck his dominance into me, and while the thought is all too tempting, we’re out in the open right now. My guards only have to turn away from the gates and they’d see what we’re doing.

“Enzo,” I plead.

But he ignores me, running his hand over my ass and squeezing the flesh. “Tell me the thought of this doesn’t turn you on and I’ll stop,” he groans.

“Someone will see,” I reason, though at this point, I don’t know whether that excites me or terrifies me.

Enzo leans down, swiping the hair away from my neck to lay a kiss beneath my ear. “Then you’d better keep quiet.”

I don’t even hear him unfasten his pants through my aroused state. Not until he thrusts into me with one hard shunt of his body, his piercing hitting me deep and making me moan.

“Ssshh!” Enzo chuckles, sliding back out of me. He slams into me once more, fully seated, his groans of pleasure ringing in my ears. How does that sound turn me on even more? Why is this dominant side of him so sexy?

I don’t have time to consider the answers to those questions, because my mind becomes foggy when Enzo starts pumping into me. His cock slides seamlessly in and out, stroking my inner walls so fiercely that it steals my breath.

“To answer your questions,” he grunts as his hips slap my ass. “No, it’s not difficult being under your command.” He pounds into me, his words never faltering. “I love you being in charge. Your ferocity. Your stubbornness.”

I sense there’s a but in there somewhere, but I’m too drunk on the way he’s drilling into me to question him further. My eyes practically roll into the back of my head with the way he draws out my pleasure.

“And yes, I am pissed that you chose Levi over me, but…fuck… you deserve to have the best by your side. And I wish that was me.”

His thrusts slow, his breaths puncturing the air above me.

I frown when the silence becomes too much. “Enzo?”

Warmth surrounds me as Enzo cages me in with his body. The stark contrast against the cold metal of Luca’s car makes me feel fuzzy—or maybe that’s Enzo’s cock throbbing inside of me. Enzo nuzzles my neck, dropping sweet kisses to my skin. “Sei tutto per me,” he whispers breathlessly.

“I know,” I say back, my own breaths stuttering.

Slowly, Enzo starts grinding against me so that his piercing rubs my g-spot. It’s cautious, filled with intent to build me up until I’m begging for release. My entire core fires up with the burning need, but I want to revel in this moment. Enzo’s vulnerability starts to show with every careful thrust. He circles his hips, coaxing a strangled moan from the depths of my throat.

It’s tantalizing the way he makes little movements, yet the pleasure spreads through me like wildfire. I’m teetering on the precipice, my body ready for that one stroke that will set me alight.

Enzo continues fucking me slowly, his piercing doing criminal things to my pussy. I swear it’s like a drug, the way he uses it to get me off. I’m addicted and I don’t want to stop. The slow, measured punches of his hips draw me closer to my orgasm. My pussy throbs, my body aching for release. There’s just something so sensual about this change of events that has me careening off the edge into the blissful abyss.

I shatter without warning, my body convulsing as I cry out with Enzo’s name on my lips.

He slams a hand over my mouth, but it’s too late. Someone will have definitely heard that. Enzo takes that as his cue, wasting no time in picking up the pace. He pushes back upright, slamming into me hard. My hips bounce against the harsh metal of the Maserati, his punishing thrusts only drawing out my orgasm.

And then he groans, stifling it with his fist. I watch over my shoulder as he shudders, filling me with his release. It’s breathtaking the way he falls apart, knowing that I did that to him. It’s fascinating that I never considered that with Levi and Luca, but that’s not to say they’re not equally as addictive to watch. There’s just something different about the way Enzo’s walls drop a fraction and I can see right into his veiled soul.

“Enzo?” I say after a minute of silence ticks by.

He leans down, turning my chin to press his lips to mine in a sweet kiss. “Yes, baby?”

“Luca is going to kill us if we’ve scratched his car.”

Enzo lets out a chuckle, slowly pulling out of me and turning me around.

I wince, feeling his cum trickle down my leg but before I can do anything about it, Enzo is lifting me onto the hood of Luca’s car. “Shit,” I hiss out when the metal presses against my sensitive pussy.

“Let’s make it worth it then, baby.” Enzo kisses my lips as he steps between my thighs, cupping my ass. Then he pushes me onto my back, lifting my knees over his shoulders and drops to my dripping pussy. He works me over two more times before relenting. There’s no way in hell Luca hasn’t heard us, but like Enzo said.

Totally worth it.
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Iwatch from the shadows as Enzo delivers blow after blow to Don Verdi. His punches are faultless, and he’s barely breaking a sweat as he rains pain down on the man who put a target on Sera’s back. Enzo hasn’t even gotten to the interrogation part yet. He just throws his fists at the man’s face over and over, seemingly relishing in the torture.

I attempt to suppress the memories that crawl through the recesses of my mind. My wrists tingle with the reminder of what this room and Enzo’s torture brought me. Sure, it was agonizing, but there wasn’t a single part of me that didn’t think I deserved it. Enzo was only doing what came natural to him.

Under the dull glow of the ceiling light—which is just a naked bulb hanging from a wire—Verdi swings from side to side, suspended from the rafters by barbed wire. His head lolls to the side as he spits out a glob of blood. We’ve been here for just under an hour. It’s just Enzo dishing out the pain like it’s a hobby, his cigarette hanging out of his mouth while I stand and watch.

Eventually, Enzo steps away, wiping his bloodied fists on a stained towel. He dumps it next to a table full of tools, and my eyes immediately go to the pliers. The same ones that removed six of my teeth. Thankfully, the doctor saw to it that they didn’t get infected and confirmed I can still eat fine, but aside from that, I still feel the ghost of them in my gums.

The door creaks as it opens, Sera stepping into the room wearing a black pant-suit that clings to her perfect figure. Her eyes travel between Don Verdi and Enzo, finally landing on me and staying there. “Anything?” she asks Enzo without looking at him.

“Not yet. I’m just warming up. We thought we’d wait for you before getting the party started.” He exhales a cloud of smoke before squashing the cigarette under his heel.

She doesn’t react to that, but months of close proximity tells me that inside, she’s growing impatient and restless. What she said yesterday in the kitchen runs through my mind. I know that’s what she’s thinking about, too. If the Elders found out what was really going on, they’d have her head. So far though, they’ve proven to be near to non-existent–or they just don’t care. Which is only confirmed further by the fact they’ve not acted when it comes to Sera’s own kidnapping.

I watch Enzo drop a kiss onto Sera’s temple—an act so innocent, yet I’m vibrating with jealousy. It’s like Sera’s replaced one traitor with another. It’s my own damn fault, though. I destroyed any possibility of Sera and I having any semblance of a relationship. As brief as our time together was, I still find myself reminiscing about it, wishing that I was waking up to her.

Brown eyes find me from across the room. She offers me a subtle nod before stepping towards me. “Then let’s get started,” she sighs.

That’s the only encouragement Enzo needs before he closes the distance between himself and Verdi. He grabs his bloody, bruised face in one hand, squeezing his cheeks together to force the man to look at him. “I think you know why we haven’t killed you yet,” he sneers.

“I don’t know a thing.” Verdi spits again, thick globs of bloody saliva landing on Enzo’s face.

I can see the rage ticking there, and like a time bomb, he detonates. He rears his hand back, crashing his fist into the center of Verdi’s face.

Verdi screams, groaning and grumbling. It’s just a tidal wave of unintelligible sounds.

“Let’s try that again,” Enzo taunts, stepping back to wipe his face and grab a pair of black leather gloves from the table. He slides them over his hands. “You have something we want. Tell us where the girl is.”

“I don’t know!” Verdi cries. “Please!”

The hairs on the back of my neck stand on end, unbridled anger making it difficult to keep a cool head. The man is playing with fire if he thinks I wouldn’t scour the ends of the earth to find my daughter. The sooner he tells us, the easier it will be for him. But then again, I doubt he even cares. If it means prolonging our search, he won’t give that information up so readily.

“I’d hate to make it easy for you,” Enzo huffs. “But I’m willing to make an exception.”

“I told you! I don’t know anything!” Verdi wheezes. I can hear the whistle of his twice broken nose—because there’s no way Enzo didn’t break it within the first ten minutes of torturing him. “And even if I did, you’re going to kill me anyway.”

“True,” Enzo answers boredly, tilting his head towards me and Sera as he approaches Verdi. They share a look that I can’t decipher, but something tells me there was a conversation had and the rules are changing. “But the duration of your pain depends on the information you give us.”

“What information?” he frowns.

Enzo’s shoulders dip with feigned defeat, disappointment rolling them back as he moves his gaze to our captive. “Wrong answer.”

I watch with undiluted interest as Enzo works methodically. He grabs a sledgehammer from beside the table of tools, and the metal doesn’t even glisten in the low light—it’s that used. He storms over to Verdi, the tool swinging in the air with every rotation of his arm. Then he swings it all the way back before slamming it forward.

The sickening crack ripples through the room as the sledgehammer connects with Verdi’s left knee. He screams out in pain and the raw agony of it makes me flinch. A tool like that is strong enough to take out a wall, and Enzo is using it like a goddamn toy.

Sera gasps, whipping her head away from the scene. But Verdi’s cries drown out her own shock.

Instinctively, I wrap an arm around her waist, pulling her into my side. It doesn’t matter what her position is here, not everyone can be immune to such violence. She shudders against me, showing just how much she’s trying to control herself.

“Try again,” Enzo commands. There’s a nauseating perversion to the way he grins as he swings the hammer round and round, preparing for his next attack. “Where is Giovanni’s daughter?”

“I—”

Enzo lines up the hammer against Verdi’s right knee this time, lifting a brow as he waits for Verdi to continue.

“No, no, no! Please! I don’t know where she is!”

Enzo shrugs like he’s not content with the answer, but doesn’t really care. He’ll still get what he wants out of this, which is to inflict as much pain as possible on the man who started this feud.

Crack!

Verdi screams out again. A bone protrudes from his knee, sticking out of his pants sideways while blood trickles to the floor. The injuries to both knees has him collapsing, but the barbed wire slicing through his wrists holds him up, barely. The sound of his cries echo around us, bouncing from wall to wall.

And then it stops.

Silence.

Enzo huffs, his agitation growing more intense. “Guess he wants it the hard way.”

He smirks at me as he waits for my response, probably expecting disapproval, but he won’t get it from me. My daughter’s life is at stake here. She’s somewhere out there, experiencing god knows what, and I’m helpless to do anything. We have no lead, no direction to take and minute by minute I’m trying to contain my restlessness. I don’t think I’ve slept properly since I first found out she was taken, and the longer I am without her, the less sleep I get.

Levi’s sister has been held captive for so long that she doesn’t even know how far along she is in her pregnancy. There’s no way the Verdis allowed her to know vital information about their business so we can’t even fish for information on my daughter’s whereabouts. And even if they did, it’s doubtful that she’d remember. She’s so malnourished that Sera demanded she be taken to a hospital. The twins are with her now, watching over her and making sure Ronaldo doesn’t show up.

“Do you think he’s telling the truth?” Sera asks Enzo.

“Does it matter? He’s still going to die.”

“Enzo!” she scolds.

The tension between them is so thick that not even Enzo’s sledgehammer could break through it. There’s something unspoken there, but I’m not privy to what’s going on, nor do I want to ask.

Groans start to fill the room as Verdi comes to. His face is a deathlike pallor, his lips thinning as he grimaces. I didn’t peg the guy to hold out this long through torture; I didn’t think he’d be able to. The man is a weak excuse for one, so the last thing I expected was his ability to endure so much pain without giving us what we want.

“I swear,” he whimpers. “I don’t know where she is.” Through his swollen face, he locks eyes with me. Not one ounce of me feels sorry for him. In fact, I want him to beg. I want him to plead for his life, because it’s what he deserves.

“I’m afraid that’s not good enough Verdi. You started a feud against Bianchi. You used her vulnerability as a means to get to her. And now you say you don’t know where your only remaining bargaining chip is?”

I shudder at the reference, but he’s right. That’s all my daughter was in this game. A goddamn concession.

“The last time I saw her, she was with Luciano.” Verdi whimpers again as his feet scrape against the ground. The pain is no doubt excruciating for him, but there’s not a thing he can do.

“Where?” Enzo barks.

“You know where.” Verdi glances warily at Sera and me, his swollen, split lips wobbling. I know instantly what he isn’t saying, and it takes everything within me not to launch myself at the fucker. If he’s insinuating that Gabriella was in that very same compound as us, under our noses this entire time, Verdi is about to meet my fury.

As it happens though, Enzo blocks his view, leaning in close to Verdi. “That’s a goddamn lie and you know it,” he snarls, but I don’t miss the sliver of uncertainty that laces his statement. “I burned that fucking place to the ground and everyone in it.”

My fists clench at those words. The muscles in my neck work overtime to control my anger. If what Verdi is saying is true, and Enzo did destroy that place, it means…fuck! I shift nervously, my rage teetering on the edge.

But Sera’s palm slides against mine, and the fury I feel building up simmers away. “She isn’t there,” she whispers with conviction.

I want to ask how she could possibly know that. I want to believe what she’s saying, but we are no closer to finding out her location, and this situation is pissing me off more and more as the minutes tick by. There’s no room to believe anything without clear evidence, and we have none. Don’t get me wrong. I’m grateful that Enzo has taken it upon himself to find out what he can, but Verdi is stalling, maybe buying time. And for what?

“Her blood is on your hands, LaRosa,” Verdi grumbles. “You killed an innocent girl in your attempt to play the hero.”

“The fuck?” I lunge forward, but Sera jumps in front of me, stopping me in my tracks. I could easily bypass her if I wanted to, but the look she gives me is telling me to stay in my lane. Stay where I need to be so Enzo can do his thing.

With a sharp nod, I huff my annoyance and lean back against the wall.

“See, that’s where you’re wrong,” Enzo laughs, ignoring my outburst and heading back to the table to collect the sharpest knife in the pile. It’s small in comparison to most, but l’m all too familiar with what he can do with it. It doesn’t matter how small his weapon of choice is, he’ll make every goddamn second hurt.

“You want to know how I know?” He circles Verdi like a vulture, his eyes scouring the body of the man before him. I have no doubt he’s imagining all the ways to make him hurt, to make him sing. I know because I’ve felt that deathlike stare on me, the way he surveys you like he’s picking out your weakness. He stands behind Verdi now, grabbing a fistful of hair and yanking his head back so he can whisper in his ear. ”Not even you would be stupid enough to risk losing your leverage.”

Verdi doesn’t answer, but the confirmation that what Enzo is saying is true is clear in his gaze. That doesn’t stop him locking eyes with me, goading me, though the moment doesn’t last long.

“So let me ask again. Where is the girl?” Enzo reaches up and grabs a finger, sliding the blade so quickly and seamlessly over his flesh that it’s done within a split second. The finger falls to the floor with the softest thud, but it’s the screams that penetrate my ears that make me wince. Blood pours down Verdi’s hand, staining his white shirt.

“I don’t… I don’t know!” he shouts and cries, but it does nothing to stem the pain he must be feeling.

“You have nine more chances, Verdi.” Enzo taunts, tilting his head while twisting the blood-coated knife between his gloved fingers. “I wonder how many you’ll take?” He grips another finger, intent on staying true to his word.

“Greco!” He cries out before Enzo gets the chance to dismember him again.

My blood runs cold.

“Greco has her!” he whimpers.

“You have got to be kidding me,” Sera mutters beside me.

The silence that falls between us all is eerie, a sickening thought penetrating my mind. Greco was meant to be on our side, or at least to some extent. He agreed to side with Bianchi, help protect her. But that only lasted a short while. They didn’t do much in the way of protecting her, so there’s no mistaking Greco’s motives lie elsewhere, though.

“Why is he helping you?” Enzo asks the question we’re all thinking. He rounds Verdi’s hanging body, reveling in the pain he’s inflicting. He stands in front of him once more, glaring at him like that will give him all the answers. “His alignment is with Bianchi, not you.”

Verdi’s sharp breaths catch my attention. “You didn’t think I was the only one after her head, did you?” While there’s malice in his words, I know there’s more to it than just misogyny at work.

“What does that mean?” Sera growls. She steps out of the shadows to join Enzo, her earlier unease subsiding to make room for a strength I haven’t seen since… well, since we were taken.

Rolling his eyes, Verdi scoffs indignantly. “It’s not just me that has a problem with this bitch!”

Smack!

Enzo’s fist connects with his face a split second later. All the force he puts behind that one punch knocks the man clean out, his head lolling to the side. It’s hard enough that Enzo shakes his hand out, hissing in pain.

“Why did you do that?” she snaps. “We were just getting answers!”

“You think he has more to offer? Be my guest.”

Sera shifts on her heels, seemingly torn with how to answer him.

A sharp shrill rings out before Sera can respond. She pulls her phone from her pocket, sighing with agitation as she excuses herself from the room. I don’t get to see who’s calling, but judging by the way she retreats fast, it’s not a conversation she’s looking forward to.

“We need to find Greco,” he says between clenched teeth as he places his knife back on the table.

Returning my attention to our captive, I nod at his hanging form. “He must have had contact with Greco. Does he have a phone or anything?”

“No phone,” he confirms. “I ditched that when we left the compound.” Despite his words, he gets to work searching Verdi’s pockets. Whatever he’s searching for, he’s intent on finding it. He pulls out a wallet, emptying the contents onto the floor. It’s just cards and a few hundred dollar bills—which is no surprise for a man of his supposed standing.

But then my eyes catch sight of something strange; something that stands out amongst the usual contents of a wallet. It’s a playing card, the back of which is black and decorated with an emblem. I lean down and pick the card up, turning it over in my hand to examine it carefully.

Enzo takes it from me, conducting his own inspection of the card like he, too, finds it strange that Verdi was holding onto this. He glances back at me, his brows knitted in confusion. “Queen of Hearts?”
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Ileave the piece of shit Verdi hanging there a little longer, relishing the silence his knocked-out state brings. It allows my thoughts to circulate clearly. He’s not dead by any means, but he’s not far off. There’s still a few more questions that need answering, so for now, I’ll let him stew in his own demise.

Meanwhile, I have other matters to attend to, like the playing card in my hand. It shouldn’t spark my interest like it does. To anyone else it would just be a regular old playing card, but there’s something sinister and uncertain lingering in the corners of my mind. Why would Verdi have this? Why the Queen of Hearts? And whose emblem sits on the back?

We thought we knew what we were dealing with; a misogynistic asshole with a god complex. Although the man is powerless now, that doesn’t mean shit anymore. There are more players in this game than we thought, and we need to think fast before things get out of hand.

There’s only one person I trust enough to look into this, and he’s sitting upstairs. Turning on my heel, I pace out of the basement and head up in search of Raf. Giovanni is hot on my tail, slamming the door to Verdi’s makeshift cell behind us.

“We need to tell Sera about this,” Giovanni urges beside me.

“Not until we know what this means. It could be nothing.”

“Enzo—”

I spin around, immediately cutting the bodyguard off. His green gaze blows wide when I close the distance between us, leaving no room for arguments. “Not a word until we know what it is.”

“You and I both know what that is.” His tone is full of warning, and I hate to admit he’s right, but I have to be sure.

The Mafia use various ways to communicate their standing when it comes to things like secret societies, groups set out to fight against another family, ways to identify their true alliances. It wouldn’t surprise me if this was a loyalist group. Like Verdi said, he’s not the only one after Bianchi now.

I huff a sigh of resignation. “Let’s get Raf to confirm it before we tell her.”

Giovanni doesn’t seem convinced, but he doesn’t argue with me. Instead, he follows closely behind as we make our way through the kitchen and down to the den.

I find Raf there with Sera, tapping away at his computer from the couch. He’s so lost in what he’s doing that he doesn’t hear me enter, and I clear my throat to get his attention. Sera is busy at her desk, concentrating on her computer screen, which gives me the perfect opportunity to speak to Raf alone.

When he eventually looks up, I gesture with my head for him to come. He does so without hesitation, closing his laptop before stepping out of the room. He looks agitated, wary as he approaches me. I can tell he’s still blaming himself for what happened to Luca the other night. It doesn’t matter how many times we tell him it’s not his fault, he still feels responsible.

“What’s up?” he asks gruffly, folding his arms across his chest.

I wave the black playing card in front of his face, the Queen of Hearts staring straight back at him.

Raf blinks at it blankly, like he’s trying to figure out if he should recognize it or not.

“We found it on Verdi. Could be nothing, could be—”

“Something,” he finishes my sentence with an apprehensive nod of agreement. “It’s not something I recognize, but I can look into it.”

“Like I said, it could be nothing.” I pocket my hands and glance over at Giovanni.

“So Verdi hasn’t said much then?” Raf questions us.

“Only that he’s not the only person after Sera now.”

Raf’s eyes widen, his gaze darting between Giovanni and me. “I thought this was all the Verdis? Now you’re saying there are others that want to take her down? We have to tell Bianchi.”

“No. We don’t tell her about this until we’re certain,” I snap.

“Certain of what?” he whispers.

All my doubts seem to creep in as I battle with the words. I’m really hoping that this is nothing, but hope has gotten me nowhere so far. I can’t afford to rely on hope when facts are facts. With a sigh, I run my hand through my hair. “That that card isn’t what I think it is.”

Raf seems to understand the gravity of what I’m implying. If this is nothing, we can push it aside and focus on finding Giovanni’s daughter. The sooner we do that, the sooner he can leave.

“Do you think her father might know?” Giovanni asks tentatively.

I cut him a glare, hating that I didn’t think of that. But then again, would it be a risk to get Alfredo involved?

“I could ask,” I reply. “I should really check in with him anyway.”

“I take it he doesn’t know you’ve been here?” Raf chuckles.

The answer to that question is an affirmative ‘no’. As far as our communication has gone, I’ve only been keeping him updated with intel. I haven’t told him everything, and I certainly haven’t divulged the fact that Sera knows I’m alive. As far as he’s aware, I rescued her without going noticed and that’s that. The whole reason my death was announced was for the element of surprise. We thought the Verdis were the ones after Sera, so it made sense for me to disappear so Raf and I could run surveillance on the family. So far, that’s gotten us nowhere, and now that we potentially have another family—maybe more– involved in this assassination attempt, there’s no point in keeping up pretenses. Plus, the Verdis now know I’m alive.

Carding my fingers through my hair, I notice Sera watching us from her desk. Though she probably can’t hear our conversation, I can tell she’s wondering what we’re doing lingering in the doorway to her office. I glance back at Raf. “It never came up in conversation.”

“He’s going to find out sooner or later,” he grins.

All I can do is agree with him, though. Maybe it’s time we put all the cards on the table—so to speak. The less secrets, the better, right?

“See what you can find,” I tell Raf. “I need to make a call.”

“I’m on it.”

Turning away, I push past Giovanni and make my way back upstairs. The thought of what I’m about to do has my stomach lurching, but I know it’s necessary. I don’t want to hurt Sera anymore than I already have, and pretending to Alfredo that she still doesn’t know about my existence is going to end badly. I need to rip the bandaid off.

I make my way into the courtyard alone. The guards are down at the gate and running checks around the perimeter. It’s the only thing that’s keeping Sera safe now. She still doesn’t know about the reinforcements I called in to get Luca and the twins. I never leave anywhere without several backup plans. Ever since the first attack on Sera, I ensured I had one in place for everything. And it just so happened I had a favor to call in.

Swallowing back the dry lump in my throat—because I don’t know how Alfredo is going to react—I pull my phone from my pocket and dial his number.

It takes less than three rings before his voice breaks in, forcing me to take a harsh inhale as I prepare myself.

“Enzo,” his deep voice lilts. “You’re late.”

“I know,” I sigh, leaning against the side of my car. “Things have escalated. The Verdis are up to something.”

“Tell me something I didn’t know,” he remarks.

“We have Don Verdi in Sera’s basement.”

The line goes quiet for a moment. Aside from the steadying breaths coming from the other side, not another sound is made.

“So she knows you’re alive?”

“Yes, sir,” I grimace.

“Well that explains the fact she won’t talk to me.”

“I’m sorry, Mr. Bianchi. It wasn’t—”

“Don’t worry about it,” he says, cutting me off. “She needed to know. I saw how broken she was after your death. I hate myself for doing that to her, but I just wanted her to be safe.”

“You and me both,” I comment under my breath. I won’t deny that I still feel guilty about the turn of events that day. If things had been different, though, I’m not so sure I would have had the courage to tell her how I feel. I guess that’s what near-death—or deathlike— experiences do to you; they make you see things in a different light. But Alfredo is right. I had to watch from afar, witness how my death broke her. I hate that I caused that grief; that unrelenting pain.

“Just… promise you’ll keep her safe, Enzo.”

“You have my word,” I reply with conviction.

“I know I do.” Alfredo sighs loudly, then refocuses his attention on why I called him in the first place. “Tell me what happened.” His tone is monotonous, a level of exasperation lacing his words.

“The Verdis had Luisa. We needed a distraction in order to get to her, and well… Sera was the distraction while we got our team into the Verdi’s compound. After that, we had no choice but to take Verdi. Which is what I’m calling about.” I push up from my position, pacing back and forth. The last thing I want to do is worry him, but he needs to know what’s going on.

Steadying my nerves, I take a deep breath. “I found something. It might be nothing, but I think it’s a calling card. I just don’t know where it came from.”

“A calling card?” he grumbles. “What makes you think that?”

“It was a playing card. Queen of Hearts. It’s too distinct not to be anything.”

“But you hope it isn’t?” he clarifies with a low chuckle. “I don’t know any outfits running with that as a calling card, but I can look into it. I can’t promise anything, though. I don’t have the same pull, especially now.”

“Thanks, sir,” I sigh with relief. My heart stops racing as fast, my breaths settling now that he isn’t ripping my head off about putting his daughter in harm's way.

Still, I can’t block out the guilt. Sure, Sera was unharmed, but things could have gone so differently the other night. I won’t forget the look in her eyes when I told her to leave. I knew she wouldn’t, but I hoped she would at least keep far enough away that she didn’t become another body in the chaos.

“Is she safe?” Alfredo asks, interrupting my thoughts.

“She is,” I confirm.

“Good. Let’s keep it that way.”
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Levi


The silence is almost deafening. Aside from the regular beep of my sister’s heart rate monitor piercing the thick tension of the room, there’s no other sound. My knee bounces rhythmically as I nervously try to calm my erratic thoughts while staring at her still form. Her features are sunken, the ghostlike pallor of her face telling me how much she went through these past few months. And I did nothing to stop it.

She’s okay now, but for how long?

The doctors have said my sister is in a stable condition. They’ve been checking her vitals every couple of hours just to be on the safe side, because there’s no certainty. But that only leaves me guilt ridden because I should have protected her. I should have been there for her, been a better brother and prevented her from going within ten steps of Ronaldo Verdi. I knew from the moment she announced their engagement that it would be the end of her, but I did nothing. I should have tried a lot harder to prevent their marriage, but instead I walked her down that fucking aisle and gave her away to the monsters like she was property to be passed on.

Cazzo!

My fists clench at the thought of what he’s done to her. Luisa, the golden child of the Marchese family, is now nothing more than skin and bones lying in a hospital bed. You can barely see that she’s pregnant, the slightest bump protruding from her stomach. And from what the doctors have said, she should be five months pregnant, but the baby’s growth isn’t where it should be. The whole situation leaves me deflated and ashamed.

I don’t know how long I sit there, just watching her from afar like she’s a treasure to guard. It isn’t until my phone vibrates in my pocket that my attention is stolen away. I leave the room before Luisa can wake, closing her door with a soft click before leaning back against the wall with a sigh.

Alfredo Bianchi. The name flashes on my screen like a warning. I should heed it, but I know that I should talk to him sooner or later. Sera has been avoiding his calls for weeks now—not that I blame her—but the guy has all the best intentions when it comes to his daughter.

“Sir,” I sigh as I answer the call.

“Marchese.” His voice is cut with authority, the same authority Sera possesses. “We need to discuss Serafina.”

“Of course,” I nod with agreement, even though he can’t see me. I turn to peek through the window into Luisa’s room. She’s still asleep, her chest rising and falling so slightly that it’s almost undetectable.

“I’ve been updated on the Verdis and what happened. I’m sorry to hear about your sister. I was unaware of just how cruel that family could be.”

I shudder at his words. There’s no way he was unaware of what Luciano put Sera through ten years ago. Even I knew the extent of Luciano’s wrath when it came to our leader. He tortured her— mentally and emotionally—and when things turned physical, it was Enzo that took matters into his own hands. Unfortunately, he was unable to do anything other than threaten the man who thought laying hands on a woman was acceptable. It served a purpose for a short while, until Sera came into power.

“Now that Sera knows LaRosa is alive, I think it’s time to make amends.” He doesn’t need to tell me much more than that. From what he’s already said, I’m assuming Enzo has spoken to him and he’s fully aware that Sera knows what happened.

“I don’t think that’s up to me, sir.” I lean back against the wall again.

I’m too tired to have this conversation, but I know it’s my duty. Knowing Sera, she’ll point blank refuse until she’s ready. Nobody can force her to make her decisions, despite what her father believes.

But Alfredo disagrees. It’s evident with the way he continues like I haven’t just told him it’s impossible. “You’re her second in command, her confidant, her…” he doesn’t finish that sentence, which makes me smile.

Obviously, the idea of his daughter being involved with me and Luca rattles him, but I’m curious how he would react if he knew the full extent of our relationship. That she was also sharing a bed with Enzo, too.

“It’s her birthday next week,” he continues with a sigh, “and I would like to see her, to explain myself.”

“Is that a command or a request?” I challenge, exhaling loud enough for him to hear how reluctant I am to help.

“Please, Marchese. She’s my daughter, my only child. She’s been declining my calls, ignoring my messages. I just want to fix things.”

His words grate on my nerves. With the lack of sleep and overwhelming worry, I’m already a short fuse, ready to explode. I want to tell him he should have thought about that before hurting Sera in one of the worst possible ways, but as I turn around once more and lock eyes with my sister, I know what he’s not saying.

It’s the thought of losing her without apologizing. He doesn’t want to let her slip away before he’s able to explain himself. No matter what paths we take in life, regret will always follow us, reminding us of the actions we took to get to our destination; the actions we didn’t take. And I feel those sentiments far too deeply.

“I’ll see what I can do,” I answer sharply. “I can’t promise anything, but I’ll speak to her.”

“That’s all I can ask for.”

A few more words of confirmation are exchanged before I tell him I need to go. I don’t have the time to cater to his needs when my sister is lying in bed, so fragile that she might break at any point. I need to focus on repairing my own relationship with my family before convincing anyone else to do the same. I’d be the ultimate hypocrite if I didn’t atone for my mistakes.

As soon as I enter the room, Luisa shifts her position.

“You need to rest,” I remind her as I come to stand at the end of her bed.

“Don’t do that,” she frowns at me. “Don’t treat me like I’m made of glass, Levi.” Her tone is sharp and irritable, and I don’t know whether it’s intended for me.

My answer comes in the next breath when she tells me to stop hanging around the edges of the room like she’s contagious.

“I know what you’re doing,” she smirks, grabbing my hand. “None of this is your fault.”

I pull up the chair beside her bed and sink into it. “I should never have let this happen,” I croak. “Family protects family, and I failed.”

Luisa’s expression droops, sadness filling her eyes. Her fingers stroke over my hand, attempting to soothe my torrent of emotions, but no amount of consoling can really take away the guilt I feel.

“You didn’t fail me,” she smiles weakly. “I’m a big girl, Levi. I can make my own decisions, my own mistakes. As poor as it was, I made the decision to marry Ron—” she cuts herself off, averting her gaze to the window of her private room. “I’m not the little sister you had to protect when we were younger.”

“Lu, you will always be my little sister. I’m always going to want to protect you.” Even though I couldn’t do it this time. “I wish I could have done more.”

Luisa shakes her head, her lips widening slightly. It doesn’t feel like twenty four hours ago she was holed up in some room, being fed the bare minimum. I’ll never understand why the Verdis did that to her, to a pregnant woman who could be bearing the next heir.

“I love him,” she replies simply, then realizes her words and corrects herself. “Loved. Or at least I thought I did.”

“Well, that was your first mistake,” I grumble.

“No,” she sighs. “Loving him wasn’t a mistake. Thinking he loved me was.” Her free hand moves to her belly, idly stroking the tiny bump. Her gaze follows the movement, her smile lost on the baby growing inside of her. “At least something good will come out of this.”

“How so?” I frown.

“When the Verdis are gone, there’s going to be a new regime. This little one won’t be anything like those assholes.”

I can’t help but chuckle at her. The weight of our conversation has lifted. Even though she would never admit it, I still feel partially to blame. But she’s right; once the Verdis have been eliminated, a new regime will take place. “That day can’t come soon enough.”

Luisa nods slowly, understanding flowing between us, giving me a new fondness for my sister. I’m seeing her in a new light, a light that shows me she doesn’t care that her child will have no father after this. That’s a strength I admire, but then again, she already knows she’s not alone in this. Not if I can help it.

“So what have I missed?” she asks excitedly, wiggling her brows at me. “I saw you and Fontana.”

A deep chuckle releases from my chest, like Luca’s name can bury all the shitty emotions inside and make way for the better ones. The ones that bring a smile to my face and make my heart race.

“I think I love him,” I say quietly, though I’m not sure for whose benefit.

“You think?”

I shake my head affirmatively. Of course I don’t think. I know.

But taking that step to actually saying it is frightening. I came so close last night to telling him, but I chickened out because… fuck, I don’t even know why. It was the perfect time, the perfect moment and I bottled it. I’ve known Sera a hell of a lot longer and it doesn’t scare me half as much to admit what I feel for her as what I feel for Luca.

“Levi,” Luisa laughs, squeezing my hand. “You need to tell him.”

“I have!” I chew my lip. “Well, sort of.”

“Sort of?”

I shrug my response. Does saying it with your eyes count?

“Tell him, Levi. He deserves to know.”

“And what if he doesn’t feel the same way?” My nerves spike at the thought of Luca laughing at me as I declare my love for him. We’re not exactly known for talking through our emotions. We fuck each other until there’s nothing left to say, because our actions speak much more than actual words could.

Luisa groans, throwing her arm over her face. “How are guys so damn clueless?” She glances back at my dumbfounded expression. “I saw the way he looked at you, until he passed out on your shoulder,” she laughs. “He cares for you just as much as you do for him. He came for me. He wouldn’t leave without me! He did that for you, not for me. That’s love, Levi.”

Her words pierce the very depths of my soul. I know that what she’s saying is true, but that still doesn’t stop the lingering seeds of doubt from taking seed. I want nothing more than to bear my soul to him; to tell him he’s the only person who truly sees me. Sure, Sera has a piece of my heart—she always has. What I feel for her is unmatched against anything I could possibly compare it to. That alone is something I have to declare to Sera on my own terms—but Luca is the other half to every fiber of my being. In the small space of time we’ve been together, I’ve forgotten what it felt like to be without him—without both of them.

That’s the thought that scares me the most.
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Serafina


Giovanni’s broad form towers over me, his presence looming yet comforting while the scent of his aftershave envelops me. For the last two hours, he’s been helping me sort through the bids from the contractors to remodel The Vault. Since The Vultures did a shit job of burning the place down a couple of months ago, I’m left with making sure the place gets cleaned up. I kind of delayed on doing anything about it since we were busy not dying.

Thankfully, the foundations are stable, so it’s mainly the interior I need to focus on, despite the contractors telling me otherwise. It’s amazing what some men think they can get away with when they’re dealing with women. Clearly, misogyny is rife.

“You don’t want to use them,” Giovanni grumbles, pointing to a quote in the pile of paperwork. “That company cuts corners while charging full price.”

I nod my acknowledgement, pushing the bid to the rejections pile. “What about these?” I hand off another quote to him, hoping he can give me more advice because I’m so far out of my comfort zone when it comes to construction and managing these projects. Stick me in front of a target with a loaded gun and I’ll rip right through it, but when it comes to planning and approving companies to work on my club, I’m lost.

Giovanni nods, placing the paper back on my desk. “You should ask to see more of their work before committing. But make sure they don’t tell you need extra work doing to the place.”

“Great,” I mumble to myself.

“If anyone can do it, it’s you.”

I turn my head towards him. The fresh scar on his cheek is red and sore, but it gives him an extra edge of handsomeness. He’s so close that I can feel his breath skate past my cheek. His green eyes hold me in place, stealing my breath away like I’m seeing them for the first time all over again. He doesn’t attempt to move away, nor make any attempt to close the distance between us, despite the way he’s looking at me. The temptation sits idly between us, the magnetism pulling me towards him with every shallow breath I take.

I’d be a liar if I said that I didn’t want him to kiss me. My body still remembers how he touched me, how he claimed me—even though it’s been weeks. If I could go back to those moments, I’d choose them in a heartbeat.

I find myself leaning towards him at the mere thought of those soft lips on mine. It’s like my body knows what it wants, and it doesn’t matter that my mind is telling me the opposite. The connection we have is palpable. The way his hand gently strokes mine. The way his eyes pin me in place, touring the seam of my lips. All it would take is a steady breath of courage to lean in further and let him remind me how it felt to be with him.

But I can’t.

Since the moment we were kidnapped, things have shifted between us. Our relationship has been like a ball, bouncing back and forth. One minute, I’m determined to keep him at arms length, but then the next minute I want nothing more than to melt into him. I haven’t known Giovanni long enough to know the ins and outs of his personality; what makes him happy, what makes him tick. But I do know that what we had wasn’t just a fling—at least not for me. I wanted so much more than that, probably more than he could give me.

That’s why it’s so hard to separate myself from my feelings. A part of me still wants him, even though his betrayal is the very thing telling me to steer clear. Maybe that’s why I want to help him so badly; to give him the happiness he really deserves so I can let him go.

But could I really let him go?

The door to the den swings open and I jolt backwards in surprise. My heart races, pulse pounding in my ears as Levi bounces in with his boyish grin pinning his cheeks up.

Giovanni sighs like we’ve been interrupted, pushing away from the desk to take a seat on the couch.

With the way Levi waltzes in, you wouldn’t have thought he’d just returned from the hospital after discovering his little sister is five months pregnant, not to mention malnourished to the point she’s barely recognizable. Yet again, Levi defies any perceptions I should have of him as he rounds my desk and plants a kiss on my cheek.

“What’s got you so happy?” I chuckle as I tidy up the paperwork in front of me, making sure I keep Giovanni’s preference on top.

“Can’t I be happy to see you?”

Rolling my eyes, I swing my chair around so that I’m looking up at his playful smile. “You can,” I smile back, standing up to wrap my arms around his neck. “But I sense that’s not the reason. How’s your sister?”

His arms slide around my waist, pulling me against his hard body. “She’s getting there. The doctors are monitoring her and the baby, and the twins have agreed to keep watch over her.”

“Good.” We’re still locked in a soft embrace, staring into one another’s eyes. There’s a hint of something more serious swimming in the depths of his gaze, leaving me questioning what’s got him so happy. “So?”

“I spoke to your father.” All the playful banter Levi entered with has now diminished. His face straightens into a serious expression and he levels me with his dark eyes. “He wants to see you.”

“No.” I snap, trying to push away from Levi, but his firm hold keeps me in place. It’s unfair that he has strength on his side, because in any other circumstance, he’d be letting me go. “Levi,” I warn.

“Everything okay?” Enzo’s deep voice zaps straight through me, causing me to snap my head in his direction. He’s standing in the doorway, wiping his hands on a cloth. Splatters of blood mar his face and arms. It’s dangerous how sexy he looks with stubble lining his jaw and evidence of torture staining his skin. I’ve never been one for enjoying the pain reaped on others—I’d much rather a clean and quick death—but I know that inflicting pain is Enzo’s forte, and with the look of enjoyment plastered on his face, I can easily set my nerves aside to revel in how hot he looks.

“Yeah,” I sigh when Levi eventually releases me. In a split second, I’m able to collect my thoughts and take a deep breath before dropping back into my chair and running my hands through my hair. “It’s nothing.”

Since everything came out about Enzo and what my father forced him to do, I’ve not been in the mood to speak to him. I don’t think I ever will be, because his actions hurt me so much that even looking at Enzo sometimes feels like I’m imagining him being here; being alive.

“It’s not nothing,” Levi huffs, perching on the side of my desk. “Her father wants to see her, and I think it’s about time they cleared the air. We could use another Bianchi in the mix.”

I resist the urge to punch Levi out of frustration. The whole situation annoys me, as if my father can just snap his fingers and forget about the fact he took my best friend away from me and made me believe he was dead. I know there are reasons behind his actions, but I’m not sure I’m ready to hear them from him.

Enzo sighs, pocketing the cloth as he takes a seat on the sectional opposite Giovanni. “I think you should hear him out.”

“Not you too,” I groan, rubbing a palm over my face. Of all people, I didn’t think Enzo would be on Levi’s side about this. My father did order him to fake his death, after all. That day was horrific for everyone involved. Enzo not only lost me, but his family, too. I don’t even know whether his mother knows he’s still alive.

“Come on, Bellissima,” Levi coos. “One dinner, that’s all.”

“One dinner that will put me in an even shittier mood than I am already,” I snark, quirking a brow. “No. I’m not ready.”

“You don’t need to be,” Enzo answers sharply. “Just give him five minutes to explain, and if you don’t like what he has to say, you leave.”

He says it like it’s that simple. Like my father won’t run circles around me until I’m dizzy. Because that’s what my father does. We have the kind of relationship where we can be close one minute and almost enemies the next. He’s the champion of gaslighting, always finding a way for himself to look good.

Back when I was a child, there would be days where I was his pride and joy, the apple of his eye and all that bullshit. But then there would be days when he would return home and his foul mood would stink up our entire home. It wasn’t until my mother died that I realized the true depths of my father’s behavior. I quickly learned to stand my ground because of it. Maybe that’s where I get my stubbornness from.

The threat of a headache starts creeping in, the throbbing radiating through my skull. I rub my temple with two fingers, thinking of Enzo's words. Five minutes is an awfully long time to give to a man who couldn’t spare me the same when he broke the news about Enzo’s death. Sure, holding a grudge is petty and immature. I’m well aware of my standing when it comes to mine and my father’s relationship. But my stubbornness calls out, telling me not to give in so quickly.

“You know your father had his reasons,” Enzo reminds me.

I roll my eyes, sitting back and folding my arms over my chest. “And I have my own,” I challenge.

“Bellissima,” Levi leans forward and hooks a finger under my chin, turning my attention to him. “Your father cares about you. In his fucked up way, he cares. Just let him explain.”

“Are these my father’s orders, or yours?” I reply sarcastically. “Because you answer to me, not him.”

Levi chuckles, the sound rippling lightly through the room. “Keep up that bratty attitude and I’ll tell Luca.”

Though it’s meant as a threat, I can’t deny the temptation those words bring to me. I haven’t spent any real time with Luca since he was shot, and I’m definitely feeling guilty about that. My heart aches just thinking about spending time with him. But I have to remind myself, one thing at a time.

“Don’t threaten me with a good time,” I murmur to Levi. Then I turn my head to Enzo, who’s watching with rapt curiosity because I doubt he just heard what Levi said. “One dinner. And you all have to suffer through it with me.”

Enzo shakes his head, eyes crinkling where his incredulous smile reaches. “I expected nothing less.”

“Anything else from Verdi?” I ask, swiftly changing the subject. From the state of Enzo, I’d say Verdi has nothing else to give us.

“He’s about as much use to us as a wet bandaid,” he grumbles. He’s been torturing him for days now, which is more than enough to know the man has no valuable information for us. I suspect that there are more personal reasons as to why Enzo is keeping our enemy locked in our basement, but I don’t question him on that. I have more important things to think about, like the irrational fear of the Elders getting wind of the situation. I need Enzo to finish this thing with Verdi so we can concentrate our efforts on other things.

Like finding Giovanni’s daughter.

With a long exhale and rub of my brow, my decision cements itself. “He’s got to go,” I finally tell Enzo.

The way his eyes light up is both scary and sexy as hell. The flash of excitement, the glint of sickening satisfaction; there’s no way Enzo isn’t going to enjoy this.

“Any particular way you have in mind?” he asks, standing from his position on the couch. “I could make it look like another family.”

“No,” I shake my head. “There’s no need to get other families involved in this. Just get rid of the body carefully. I don’t want to have to deal with the Elders just yet. And make sure Ronaldo isn’t a problem, too.”

“Done!”

And with that, Enzo leaves the room, mirroring his cousin’s entrance. You can’t miss the eagerness that puts a spring in his step, or the way his ass shakes a little as he leaves, because yeah, I was totally checking him out.
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Luca


Pleasure slowly ripples through me, drawing me from my haze of sleep. “ Fuck,” I rasp as I reach my hand under the covers and chuckle deeply. “I could wake up to this more often, Marchese.”

“Not Levi,” Sera’s soft voice replies with a lilt of amusement right after she releases me from her mouth with a pop.

I should have known by the soft lips and soft hand that grips my length, but I’m just coming out of a deep sleep. Clear thinking isn’t yet on the horizon for me, at least not while my cock is buried in Sera’s mouth.

My hand slides into her long silky hair, the strands tangling around my fingers and coaxing her to continue. “Dolcezza,” I moan. “I missed you.”

She laughs lightly, the sound filled with desire that makes me even harder as she licks my shaft. “I missed you, too.”

There’s no more room for conversation as she sucks me like her life depends on it. Her hand strokes me firmly, her tongue and mouth teasing the tip until I can’t take it anymore. I grip her head and thrust my hips up, my dick hitting the back of her throat.

She holds still, her tongue sliding over the head like a pro. She doesn’t choke or gag, she just holds still while I continue to punch my hips harder. When I know she’s had enough, I release her. Sera’s breaths are stunted and gravelly, but she keeps her mouth around me, pumping my cock into her mouth until my balls tighten and fists clench in her hair.

“Dolcezza…” A harsh shudder racks me and white hot pleasure ripples through me, my whole body on fire. My orgasm hits me by surprise— it’s like an out of body experience the way my limbs go numb as I come hard. All I can feel is her throat constricting as she swallows every last drop, and fuck, it’s the hottest fucking thing ever.

“Good morning,” Sera smiles as she peeks out from beneath the covers. Her hair is a mess and she’s wearing a red glow on her cheeks, but she still looks just as fucking beautiful as the day I met her.

I run my thumb over her swollen lips. “Good morning, indeed,” I chuckle.

She slides up my body, planting a soft kiss on my lips. I won’t deny that the past few days have been both hazy and lonely. Levi restricted me to bedrest after thoroughly fucking me into oblivion. Even with a gunshot wound, it didn’t stop me from getting at least another fuck before he refused me. Apparently, Sera has had the same idea until today, but I’m not going to complain. There’s no better way to wake up than with your girlfriend’s lips wrapped around your cock—well, unless Levi was here, too.

My heart is still racing, my breaths stuttering as I pull Sera close to me. She must notice my attention wandering, because she strokes my face, drawing my focus back to her. “He’s downstairs getting coffee,” she answers my silent question. “I wanted some alone time with you.”

Something pinches at my chest as soon as I hear those words. I’m losing myself to both of them. They both have a part of me, and I, them. There’s no competition when it comes to Sera and Levi, and I’m starting to understand the gravity of this relationship. Because if something happened to either of them, I’d never be able to choose. I’d be lost without the other and I don’t think there’s any question about whether they feel the same.

“How’s your leg?” Sera asks, pulling me from my thoughts.

“Much better now,” I admit. While the pain is still evident, I’m over the bedrest now. The past few days have been boring, and I want nothing more than to just get out of here. I glance at the clock on the wall. It’s almost eleven in the morning, and my stomach grumbles in protest.

There’s a faint blush staining Sera’s cheeks as I peer down at her. I stroke my thumb over her skin, unable to contain the smile on my lips. She’s so damn gorgeous that I swear it takes my breath away.

“Good morning, princesses!” Levi bursts into the room, making us both jump. He all but skips in carrying a tray of mugs, looking far too chipper considering the series of events that have taken place this week. The past two days he’s been incredibly irritating. I don’t know what he’s been taking, but it’s annoying as hell.

I cut him a glare at the new nickname—because I’m anything but a fucking princess.

Sera giggles beside me, sitting up to take a mug from the tray.

Levi places the tray at the end of the bed, then rounds it to come to my side. “Come on,” he says with a gesture of his hand. “Up!”

“Why?” I grumble, frowning at him.

“Because, princess, I need to change your dressing.”

That’s another thing he’s been more than happy to do; act like my own personal nurse, tending to my medical needs. If it wasn’t so damn cute it’d be infuriating. As it happens, though, I don’t actually mind this part of being bedridden because it’s not just my bandage he tends to when he comes to change it.

He whips the covers off of my body, gasping mockingly when his eyes don’t land on my thigh. No, he’s firmly taking in my wet cock, still relatively hard. Of course, he knew full well what Sera did to wake me up. He smirks, glancing over my shoulder at Sera. “Guess that part has been tended to.”

I roll my eyes and shift sideways so he can get to my leg.

Levi hands me some painkillers and a glass of water, then drops to his knees and grabs a fresh bandage from the bedside table.

“You feeling up for a trip today, princess?” Levi asks as he unravels my dressing. It’s not soiled or stained in any way, so I’m sure this is just an excuse for him to touch me—not that I mind.

Sera groans behind me, and when I glance her way, she’s rolling her eyes.

“What kind of trip?” I frown, because my interest is definitely piqued after seeing that reaction.

Levi smirks as he peels the dressing from my leg and exposes my stitched wound. The skin is red and sore, irritated by the stitches the doctor patched me up with. “The kind that Bianchi doesn’t want to take, but we’re forcing her to anyway.”

“Don’t remind me,” she mumbles.

I’m filled with curiosity as Levi helps me stand. It’s not that I can’t do it on my own, but it’s kind of sweet that he wants to help. I’ve protested enough to him about my ability to stand and walk. Sure, I’m a lot slower and I lean more on my left, but I haven’t completely lost my mobility. That’s what my cane is for apparently, though that doesn’t stop Levi from holding my waist and guiding me towards the bathroom.
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The SUV rolls out of the driveway, silently, save for the soft crunch of gravel under the wheels. Enzo and Giovanni are up front, while Levi and I cage Sera in between us in the back seat. Despite the frosty atmosphere, it’s nice to finally be out of the confines of the house with Sera and Levi.

Apparently, this trip is to see her father; a visit he insisted on despite Sera’s reluctance. It seems one of her conditions for agreeing to her father’s dinner was that we all come along with her. And while I’m grateful for getting out of the house, sitting in his company is probably at the bottom of my bucket list—right next to taking a bullet in my leg.

I think we’re all wary of this visit in some way. Levi filled us in on the conversation he had with Alfredo a few days ago, and it’s all left us with mixed feelings. After what Sera’s father did, I can’t blame Sera for ignoring him. Enzo’s death, the massacre that occurred that day—even my father’s death; she felt responsible for what happened even though she was the intended target. Her father allowed her to feel that way regardless of the truth, and I can’t help but feel protective of her in light of that.

But on the flipside, I know firsthand what it’s like to lose a father, especially one I was so close with. The loss still weighs heavily on me, even after four months. The grief has lessened thanks to Levi and Sera, but there are still moments where I think back to my last conversation, my last interaction with my father before he left for Sera’s inauguration. I can never blame her for his death, and even though I know the truth, I still feel that she should hear her father out.

I slide my hand into hers, earning a grateful smile in the process. But she doesn’t speak; nobody says a word. The entire journey to her father’s place is silent. Every now and then, Sera huffs impatiently, adding to the tension in the car. By the time we park up in the courtyard of her childhood home, the atmosphere in the SUV is almost suffocating.

“Let’s get this over with,” Sera sighs, her mood souring as she glares at the obscenely large mansion.

Enzo and Giovanni exit the car first, then Levi pushes his door open. He holds a hand out for Sera, but she hesitates.

“Give us a minute?” I ask Levi, who nods in response, softly shutting the door again.

Sera turns to me with knitted brows, confusion setting in her features that only softens when I reach for her cheek.

“I know this is the last thing you want to be doing,” I say to her, cupping her face. “But you need to do this.”

“Do I?” she challenges, sliding her palm over mine.

I let out a steadying breath. “You do. Because one day you’ll wake up, and you won’t have the chance to forgive him. You won’t have the chance to tell him how his actions hurt you. One day he won’t be here for you at all, and that will hurt so much more.”

The silence is deafening as I stare into Sera’s dark eyes. A single tear slips down her cheek, catching itself on my thumb.

“You don’t want to go through what I did, Dolcezza, trust me.” Sincerity pours from my words. This is the only time I’ve truly allowed Sera to see the vulnerability that comes with my grief over my father’s death. This kind of pain is something I wouldn’t even wish on my worst enemy, let alone her, and she must realize the depth of what I’m saying because she slowly relaxes into my touch.

Sera nods softly, a gentle smile gracing her lips. “For someone who can’t express their words, you do a damn good job.”

I brush off her comment with a laugh, pushing my door open and sliding out. “Come on,” I say, holding my hand out for her to take,

She places her palm in mine, slipping out of the car. She moves away, giving me just enough room to slide my body against hers and cage her against the car.

Cupping her nape, I press a soft kiss to her lips. “It’s a shame,” I comment playfully against her lips. “I was going to resort to bribery.”

She lets out a soft sigh, her eyes closing briefly. “And how would you bribe me?” She smirks, eyes peering up at me. Even with heels, I still tower over her. It gives me just enough height to pin her with my gaze.

“You think I don’t know what you did to my car?” I murmur in her ear, hungry for her reaction.

Her eyes widen in response, her mouth gaping. The blush flaming her cheeks is the only confession I need.

“Don’t worry, I’ll make Enzo pay for that.” My voice is husky and filled with desire. After this morning, I’m looking forward to more time with Sera, especially now I’ve been deemed fit. My cock twitches at the reminder of waking up to her lips wrapped around me.

Excitement rounds her eyes as she licks her lips. “I can’t wait.”

I track the way her tongue follows the seam, instantly taken back to this morning. If I had it my way, we’d still be in bed and I’d already be making her pay for letting Enzo fuck her on the hood of my car. The mess those two made… I’m just glad it was Levi who cleaned it up and not me because I’d be using Enzo as the goddamn wash cloth.

We make our way to the ornate front door, where the rest of the guys are still waiting patiently. It takes me a minute to limp up the steps, but with Sera’s hand in mine, it makes it a little easier. When we reach the guys, Levi slips me an inquisitive look. I’m sure he has questions about the conversation I just had with Sera. It’s the first time I’ve said my thoughts out loud, albeit brief. But she deserved to know that what I experienced isn’t something she should herself.

Untimely death is part and parcel of our line of work. Men die at the hands of others over trivial things. Sera doesn’t need to experience the same loss I did, at least not while she holds a grudge for the man who tried to keep her safe. His actions might have hurt her, but at least he’s trying to fix it now.

I watch as Levi takes her other side, slipping his hand into hers to offer the support and strength she’s entitled to.

Footsteps sound through the doorway, and we all take a collective breath.

Alfredo Bianchi appears in all his powerful glory. Though he doesn’t hold his title anymore, I still feel the unmistakable authority that emanates from his tall stature. His silver hair glistens as the sunlight reaches him, his face creased with surprise and confusion as he glances between all five of us.

“I see you brought the whole family,” he comments. There’s no anger in his words, but there’s a sliver of distaste.

“Is that a problem?” Sera repostes.

“Not at all,” Alfredo smiles, stepping aside to let us in. “The more, the merrier.”

One by one, we enter the house and for the first time ever, I get a glimpse into Sera’s childhood. Every wall is bare, no pictures of Sera or her mother. No familial portraits or paraphernalia that would make this house a home. Aside from the bare minimum decoration of lamps and plants, there’s nothing to suggest this place was a nurturing home for her.

And now I’m beginning to understand her more.
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Alfredo Bianchi always was a man who sought to provide nothing but the best for his family. Whether it be nursing his sick wife or ensuring his family name continued with Serafina, he always made sure that they were well taken care of, and he’s always been proud of them.

Like right now, even though our crew crashed this dinner, he makes every effort to compliment Sera on her accomplishments. He even offered Giovanni a seat at his table, which has all of us eyeing him up warily because he’s just as much the enemy as Alfredo is at this point.

That’s also the reason why I’m helping Sera stick to her promise. Because once Giovanni has his daughter, he’ll be out of the picture. He’s still a threat in my eyes, but with Sera keeping him close, there’s not much I can do to remedy the situation. I can’t knock his chess piece off the board until Sera fulfills her promise and willingly lets him go. Though the more I see them interacting, the more I believe she won’t be able to.

We sit through an entire dinner filled with awkward remarks and sarcastic replies. Serafina doesn’t make it easy for her father, and by the time we’ve moved through three rich courses, I’m not only bursting at the seams, but I’m certain I’ve got whiplash from all the back and forth. I’m definitely going to need to hit the gym after this, and then get a massage because my neck hurts.

“I didn’t come here for niceties,” Sera finally snaps as she pushes her plate away. “You wanted to explain yourself, so go on…” she gestures with a palm to the whole table. “Speak.”

“Perhaps we can discuss this in private?” Alfredo asks in a low voice, his eyes scouring each of us. I’m not sure why he wants privacy all of the sudden. He must know by now that Sera trusts us all; there’s nothing he can say that won’t eventually reach our ears through her own repetition. Except he’s trying to save face. His regard for his daughter is a rollercoaster of twists and turns. For as long as I can remember, Alfredo flits between his love for his daughter and resentment, and I’m sure Sera senses that too.

“Whatever you have to say to me, you can say to my men,” she states. The way she calls us her men holds more meaning than just the fact she’s our boss. Her tone is laced with adoration, protectiveness, a stubborn need to prove her father no longer holds the cards.

With a huff, Alfredo places his cutlery on his plate, wiping the corners of his mouth with his napkin. “Very well,” he sighs defeatedly. “I’m sure Enzo has explained everything, so there’s no need—”

“To repeat yourself?” she finishes, glaring daggers at her father. I can feel her irritation, the anger rolling off her in waves, threatening to crash against the man who raised her. “I think you do need to repeat yourself, Dad. If not for me, then for my men who constantly stuck their necks on the line for me, countless times.” Her voice raises as she drills her point home. “You didn’t just lie to me. You lied to them, too!”

Alfredo’s jaw ticks over with abated agitation. As much as he tries to keep his cool, I can see how difficult it is. He’s not the type to sit and take a berating from his daughter, so I have to commend the guy for not reacting vocally. Instead, he keeps his eyes locked on his successor, letting her rage infused breaths break the silence.

“You hurt me.” Her voice cracks with the weight of her returning grief, stunning us all with her admission. “You used someone I love. Why would you do that?”

“Tesora,” he soothes from across the table. “I thought I could protect you. Enzo was all but dead, he almost died protecting you.”

“Almost,” she counters. “But he wasn’t. And you took that from me, you took him from me.”

Her words spark a flame within me, the certainty that her feelings for me are more than just fleeting. It only confirms that what I’ve been feeling for so long is unmistakably reciprocated.

Alfredo darts his attention to me for a split second, but if he thinks I’m about to offer him any support, he’s sorely mistaken.

“Did you ever stop to think about what your actions would do to others around you?” she interrogates bitterly. “Did you ever think that maybe it wasn’t for my own good?”

“Many times,” he mutters.

Sera’s eyes blow wide in disbelief. “And yet you still did it.”

“Sera, I won’t pretend that I regret my actions. I don’t.” He swings his gaze around the table, acknowledging each and every one of us until he lands on his daughter once more. “At the time, it was something I believed would help. I knew the Verdis were to blame for the massacre at your inauguration, I just didn’t know what depths they would go to. The fact that Enzo took that bullet and not you is something I will always be grateful for.”

“And yet you show your gratitude by faking his death?” she scoffs. “Taking him away from his family to save your own. It’s selfish at best!”

“I show my gratitude by not killing your men for failing to do their job!”

Sera’s fists slam on the table as she pushes up from her chair. It takes everything within me not to say something, but this isn’t my battle. I’m not here to seek an apology from Alfredo, I’m here to support Serafina.

“Don’t you dare pin this on them!” She points a sharp fingernail at her father. “You did this!”

“To protect you!”

“Yeah, and how did that plan work out?” she screams back, the tension thickening with every passing minute. Between Sera’s stubbornness and her father’s determination, I’m not sure these two will ever see eye to eye. Sera’s chest heaves as she glowers down the table, but Levi is there to slide his hand into hers, calming her gently.

Alfredo catches the gesture, rolling his eyes as he pushes back from the table to stand. “I didn’t ask you here for an argument,” he confesses. “I wanted to explain myself and my actions. I wanted to apologize.”

“Apologize?” Sera breaks into an incredulous laugh. “I haven’t heard you say those words, ever. Why would you say them now?”

“Because I understand that I shouldn’t have kept this from you. I should have told you months ago what was happening. Though, I’m certain you would have fought me on it, I still stand by my decision because it did keep you safe.”

“Hardly,” Levi mutters, causing Alfredo to snap his focus to the man who dared to speak out.

“I tried my best,” he snarls. “As did all of you.” He returns his attention to Serafina. “For what it’s worth, I am sorry. I’m sorry I hurt you. I’m sorry I lied to you. And I’m sorry I couldn’t protect you how I wanted to.”

For a moment, Sera stands motionless, speechless. Her mouth moves but no sound comes out. She’s like a gaping fish, floundering without water, and I’m too stunned to jump in.

Did Alfredo Bianchi just apologize?

[image: image-placeholder]


The general mood of the dinner soon lightens. It’s like a weight has finally lifted, and even though Sera still has her guard up, I instantly notice the relaxed demeanor that emanates from her as we sit in the lounge drinking whiskey. The pair aren’t exactly reminiscing over old times, but at least they're not screaming or ignoring one another.

I watch with rapt attention. She’s locked in conversation with Luca and Levi, talking about Luisa, while Giovanni remains resolute in the doorway, keeping up the pretense of Sera’s bodyguard despite the fact he’s proven worthless in my opinion. I might not be much better at protecting Sera so far, but I wouldn’t ever walk her into the lion’s den or give away secrets for the price of someone else’s life. Then again, I don’t have a child, so maybe my statement is void.

That doesn’t mean I like him, though.

“Any news on what you found?” Alfredo asks me, keeping his voice low as he pours me another helping of whiskey.

“Mancini is on the case, but I’m not sure if he’ll find anything.”

Bianchi pauses, brows furrowed with his hand closed over the decanter. “And what makes you think it’s a calling card?”

Digging out my phone, I produce the photo I took of the card. There’s no way that thing is being caught in my possession, so I thought it was safer to just take a picture of it. I hand my phone to Alfredo, displaying the image of the black playing card. “The Queen of Hearts, it’s too strange for Verdi to have it in his possession.”

Bianchi inspects the screen, tapping his chin in thought, his eyes taking in the details. “What did Verdi say about it?”

“Nothing, he’s proven himself useless and we don’t have time to chase empty information.”

Bianchi nods, brows furrowing as he investigates the image further. I don’t need to say anything more than that. We both know that in this line of work, if you don’t have the right information, you’re as good as dead. And after Sera’s order, that’s exactly what I did–give or take a few days.

It was a lot less eventful than I would have liked. Verdi was already on the precipice of dying. After days of torture, there wasn’t much left of the old man, so the only thing to do was to run my blade across his throat. It was by no means a small mercy. I watched him kick and flail, blood oozing from his throat so slowly that it took at least five minutes for the light to die in the man’s eyes. And I watched every moment of it, letting me be the last thing he saw before he was dragged to hell.

“That emblem,” Alfredo murmurs, tearing me from my recent memories. “I recognize it.”

My eyes widen eagerly. “What do you mean?”

“I can’t recall where from, but… yes… I’ve seen it before, I’m sure of it.” He hands the phone back to me, keeping his voice low. “Does Sera know?”

“Know what?”

I spin around, coming face to face with the other Bianchi in the room, the one that terrifies me more than I’m willing to admit. She glances down at the phone in my hand.

She snatches it from me before I have time to react, turning her back so she can inspect the image. “What is this?”

All eyes turn on me, making me the main feature. There’s no way I can escape this now, as much as I wanted to keep it quiet until I knew more information. Up to this point, all my good intentions have proven worthless, and I know keeping more secrets from her will only hurt us both.

Guess It’s time to come clean.

“I found it in Verdi’s pocket,” I reply hesitantly. “We don’t know what it means, yet.”

“We?” She spins around to face me, her brows knitting together into a deep scowl. “Who’s we?”

Before she can point blame at the rest of the group, I stop her with a hand on her shoulder. “Me and Raf. He’s looking into it. It could be nothing.”

“It could be something! And you kept this from me!”

Shit. There’s the infamous rage firing up again. “No. Yes. I—”

“Which is it?” she hisses, slamming the phone into my chest.

“I wanted to be sure before bringing it to you, Sera.” I reach out for her, but she flinches away from my touch. Guilt seeps in, her reaction stinging like a freshly cut wound. “Please—”

“We’re done here,” she snaps, slamming her glass onto the side table. “I want to go home.” She turns around before I can say another word..

Levi and Luca are already standing while Giovanni guides our leader by the small of her back. A possessive growl rumbles through my chest, unsettling me. Regardless of the fact those two have a history, I still don’t like the way he touches her. Levi and Luca I can settle for, but not Giovanni.

Alfredo clasps a hand on my shoulder, giving me a knowing look. There’s no chance I’m battling my way out of this one. Much like him, I’m going to have to grovel to get back on her good side.

“I’ll be in touch if I find anything,” I provide before stepping past him.
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It was too much to ask for the journey back to hold a less grim atmosphere than the trip here. I sit up front with Giovanni the entire ride, and even then, I’m iced out. Guess the guy is pretty good at keeping silent after all.

By the time we make it home, Sera all but storms out of the car. Her anger is palpable, and I hate that I’m the reason for her sour mood. I really was looking out for her best interests because I didn’t see the point in worrying her over nothing. But I’m not naïve. I know that as my leader, she should know everything, but as my—fuck, can I call her my girlfriend?—I want to protect her.

I follow her steps across the courtyard, catching up to her quicker than she’d like. “Sera, talk to me,” I plead, reaching for her wrist.

She spins around, her expression seething as she yanks it out of my grasp. “Talk to you?” she huffs. “What’s the point? You’ll just keep lying to me!”

“It’s not like that and you know it.”

“When were you going to tell me?” she steps forward, anger roiling off her.

“I don’t know,” I admit, running a hand through my hair. “When I knew what we were up against.”

“And what are we up against?” she pushes.

“I don’t know!” I yell back. “I don’t fucking know! I just know that it can’t be good.” My admission makes her pause, her eyes blinking up at me. But instead of yelling back, she just sighs. It’s a discontented sigh, but it’s also filled with understanding.

“When will you learn to stop keeping shit from me?” She grips the lapels of my jacket and pulls me close in a way that should be threatening, yet it only makes me want her more. The scent of her designer perfume fills my nose, her signature smell enveloping me. It’s so goddamn addictive that I almost forget that we’re even fighting. “Enzo, I—”

“I know. I’m sorry. I just…” I sigh, wrapping my arms around her waist and resting my forehead against hers. “I’m sorry.”

“We can’t keep doing this,” she rasps, moving to bury her face in my chest. “You can’t keep lying to me. You can’t keep secrets from me.”

I agree with her. It’s not healthy for us to keep things from each other in the name of protection. We both have a right to the truth. “I know. But you must know that it was never to hurt you.”

She gazes up at me from beneath her eyelashes. “Promise me, no more secrets.”

Fuck. That’s not something I can promise right now, not even for Sera. I shake my head, hating the wounded look she gives me. “I can’t promise that right now.”

“Then what can you promise?”

I smile at her question. She doesn’t push me for an answer as to why I can’t give her exactly what she wants, but I know her patience will wear thin eventually. I lean down, pressing a kiss to her nose. “I can promise to protect you.” I kiss the left corner of her lips. “I can promise to make you happy.” I kiss the right corner of her lips. “I can promise you that I will destroy anyone who tries to hurt you.”

My lips hover over hers, desperately wanting to close the sliver of distance between us.

Her breaths falter, stuttering in the tiny space between our mouths. “What else?”

“I can promise to love you because fuck, I love you, Sera.”

“I love you, too,” she whispers without hesitation, and damn, I love how those words sound coming from her. “Just promise me no more lies?”

“No more lies,” I confirm because that’s something I can promise. “Now can we go inside and make up?” Aside from the slight chill that threatens the air, there’s nothing more I want to do than to make up with Sera physically. I want her body beneath mine, writhing in the pleasure only I can give her to make up for being an ass.

“Not tonight,” she smiles mischievously, stepping away from me. “I have something to take care of.”

I shake my head with a smirk, knowing exactly what she’s referring to. “You mean someone,” I chuckle, not even the slightest bit annoyed, but definitely jealous.

She doesn’t answer me, though. She just leaves me standing in the courtyard, watching her walk away.

But damn, I’m not complaining about the view.
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Iwake up to the delicious scent of coconuts and something flowery. Dark hair smothers my face, and I know instantly that it’s Sera, but I don’t remember when she got into bed with Luca and I— not that I’m complaining.

Wrapping my arms around her waist. My first question is answered when I pull her back flush against my chest. She’s completely naked, and I’m here for it.

A soft groan escapes her when she wiggles her ass against my already hard cock.

“Careful, Bellissima,” I growl in her ear, earning a shiver.

“Or what?” she challenges. Her voice is husky, filled with sleep and mischief.

“Or I’ll have to put that ass to good use.”

She sucks in a sharp breath, her body going rigid. I can’t tell if it’s excitement or fear, but when I slide my hand down between her legs, smothering the tip of my finger in her arousal, her moan lets me know she’s not afraid. Her hand wraps around my wrist, begging for me to continue, and I comply.

“You’d like that, huh?” I tease her clit gently, making her mewl softly. “You want my cock in your tight little ass?”

She nods hesitantly, her stilted breaths cutting off any attempt for her to speak.

I dip a finger into her hot center, her pussy dripping arousal over my knuckles. “Fuck, Bellissima! You’re so wet.” I can barely control myself when Sera rocks her hips, her ass pressing against my eager cock. But it’s her moans that have me achingly hard for her. Those sweet sounds are like music to my ears; a pornographic song that I want to lose myself in.

Me and Luca heard her and Enzo the other night. Aside from the fact they were fucking on Luca’s Maserati, we could barely ignore her cries through the courtyard. I’m not even ashamed to say that I fucked Luca to that melody, coming when she did and imagining her with us. That’s another part of this dynamic that I love; that we can all be ourselves around one another, and none of us would ever stop the other from spending time with her.

“Please,” Sera whispers, hand tightening around my wrist as I pump two fingers into her. “Don’t stop.”

“I don’t plan to,” I murmur in her ear before running my lips over her neck. She cranes her head, her back arching as I pick up the pace, my fingers thrusting faster into her pussy.

Her soft whimpers penetrate the silence, our breaths picking tempo as I draw her closer to her orgasm.

“Levi,” she gasps as a shudder racks through her body. Her pussy is soaked, her walls clenching around my fingers with every thrust. She’s so fucking beautiful when she comes. Her voice is a drug, so dangerously addictive. Her body starts to convulse, and the way she fights the scream that tears from her throat is so hypnotizing it would make anyone fall to their knees.

She fails to conceal her pleasure-filled cries, though.

Luca’s eyes widen like he’s just been shocked awake. But as they lock onto me from the other side of our girl, they soften. His gaze slides to Sera, writhing in pleasure. I can only assume her eyes are closed, because she doesn’t notice Luca turn onto his side, or close the distance between them until his lips land on hers.

“Luca!” she rasps against his mouth, voice gravelly and infused with lust. She bucks her hips, riding out her orgasm, and I keep up the tempo until she throws her head back against my chest, her breaths slowing to a more rhythmic pace.

“Good morning,” Luca smirks, eyeing me over Sera’s shoulder.

“I didn’t mean to wake you,” Sera whispers, drawing a finger down Luca’s cheek.

He chuckles deeply, the sound making my throbbing cock twitch. “Thought I was dreaming,” he mumbles before kissing her lips. “But the reality is so much better.”

Sera hums an inaudible response, sliding her hand over her shoulder to run her fingers through my hair. She tugs lightly and I chuckle, sinking my teeth into the flesh between her neck and shoulder.

“Hey, Fontana,” I muse, my lips curling into a smirk. I move my hand, my fingers soaked from Sera’s release and start to circle her tight hole.

She shudders at my touch, excitement lacing each husky breath she takes.

“I think someone is desperate for our cocks,” I tease. My finger slips into her ass easily. There’s no need for lube when she’s drenched like this.

“Levi,” she stutters, fingers practically tearing my hair out. “Please.”

Luca chuckles beside her, and I feel his hands slide over her ass, feeling what I’m doing to her. When he hitches her leg over his, I don’t miss the wince he tries to mask, no doubt catching his wound. “Who am I to deny our girl?”

In one swift move, Luca rolls onto his back, taking Sera with him. Grabbing her by the nape of her neck, he tugs her down to his lips, stealing a deep kiss from her. Their tongues tangle as he mumbles incoherently against her mouth.

It only earns a soft moan from Sera as she pins his hands beside his head, fingers twining. It’s something else to see a man of Luca’s demeanor submit to Sera, especially considering he’s always the one in control. It’s sexy as hell.

Pushing up onto my knees, I position myself behind Sera, sliding a finger between her slick folds. She whines against Luca’s lips, her hips grinding on his thickening cock. I slip a second finger into her pussy, coating my fingers with her juices.

“Please, Levi,” she pants desperately. “Fuck me.”

I chuckle deeply, pulling my fingers out and spreading her arousal around her back hole once more. It’s more to tease her than anything else, and it’s working.

“You sure about this, Bellissima?”

She pushes back her hips in response, and that’s all the confirmation I need.

My fingers sink into her ass, her answering moans telling me she’s more than ready for me. But I don’t want to hurt her. I want it to feel just as good for her as I know it will for me and Luca.

Eyeing him over Sera’s shoulder, he nods like he’s just as ready for it as she is. She’s practically begging for it the way she grinds over his cock while riding my fingers.

“Fuck, I want to be inside you so badly.” His voice is filled with impatience and lust.

I can’t fight the smile that curls my lips as I reach for the drawer with the lube in and deposit a generous amount over my throbbing cock. Ever since Luca was shot, he hasn’t spent much time with Sera—if any at all. A part of me feels bad that he’s got to share her with me this time, but I don’t think he’s going to complain.

Luca wastes no time in lifting Sera up just enough to impale her on his length. The groans of ecstasy fill the bedroom and it’s so euphoric that I have to bite my lip just to contain myself. That’s the problem when you have the sexiest people in the world below you, ready to take all the pleasure and deliver just as much. I’m vulnerable to any sound they make because it’s like a direct line to my dick.

Sliding my hand around her throat, I pull her up until her back is pressed against mine and I have the space to smooth my hand over her ribcage to cup her gorgeous tits. “How bad do you want it, Bellissima?”

She rolls her hips in response, spoiling herself with the pleasure Luca’s cock gives her. Her long chocolate tendrils sweep over her shoulder, giving me the room to run my teeth along the column of her neck. I can still smell her perfume mixed with the hazy scent of sleep and desire. “So bad,” she whispers, her breaths labored with anticipation.

“Say it.”

“I want you to fuck my ass. Please, Levi. Fuck me.”

Well shit, I don’t need to be told twice.

Pressing against her ass, I line my cock up at her back hole. At the same time, I push her forward, pinning her against Luca’s chest. “Relax.”

My words are met with a groan of satisfying approval, her body relaxing just enough for me to push through the ring of muscle. It’s tight. Especially with Luca filling her pretty pussy, but it feels so damn good.

Sera does as she’s told, relaxing more and allowing me to inch in a little further. She lets out a moan, her fists gripping the pillow either side of Luca’s head as she drops her own. “Don’t stop,” she begs through a rattled gasp.

For a moment, my breath is stolen from me. The feeling of her walls wrapped around my cock, the tightness from Luca filling her pussy is all too much. There’s no way I’m going to last, but this is too good an opportunity to pass up. I punch my hips until I’m finally seated, then let out a sated moan, closing my eyes. I can’t say how long I’ve wanted to have Sera like this, filling her up with Luca in this position. It’s about to be a dream turned to reality and I’m so fucking here for it. I rock my hips, testing her threshold, and her gratifying whimpers are all the permission I need to continue.

Together, Luca and I work Sera up. I thrust into her gently, allowing her to get used to the sensation, while Luca’s cock rubs against mine through her inner wall. “This feels even better than I thought,” he rasps.

Damn right it does.

I reach forward, guiding Sera upright to increase the angle. Her nails drag down Luca’s chest leaving possessive red marks. She pushes her own outwards, and I take advantage, reaching around to roll her nipples between my fingers.

“You like this, Bellissima?” I murmur in her ear.

Her mouth hinges open to speak, but Luca cants upwards, stealing her words with a heavy thrust and heightening my own pleasure until I’m seeing stars.

“Fuck!” I cry out. Sweat trickles down my spine, heat crawling through my veins. My hands grips her hips with bruising force, driving my own forward. Every time my cock slides into her ass, I can feel Luca’s matching rhythm. It’s a joint effort, keeping Sera satisfied while trying not to blow our loads because—fuck—I don’t want this to end just yet.

As if Luca can read my mind, he reaches up and pinches her nipples, making her cry and shake around our cocks.

Sera throws her head back, and I use the moment to wrap her hair around my fist, still fucking her ass as I slam my lips onto hers. She melts into our kiss, moaning, grinding, giving into every sensation Luca and I assault her body with.

“Harder,” she cries through a graveled breath.

“You want it harder, Dolcezza?” It’s meant as a rhetorical question, but Sera nods anyway, still leaning against me.

Luca delivers thrust after thrust, pushing deeper and harder under I feel my balls tingle and Sera’s walls clench around me. “Fuck!” I groan. “I can feel everything you do, Fontana.”

Luca seems to like that because he picks up his pace, making sure I feel every damn movement he makes. Every thrust, every slide of his cock. Each time, Sera’s walls clench around us both and I can’t fight the explosive orgasm threatening me.

Suddenly, Sera cries out with both our names on her lips. She shatters so beautifully, her body writhing with pleasure. Her orgasm floors her. She goes boneless, dropping onto Luca’s chest. But I know she can go again, so I pull her hands behind her back and push her forward, until her ass slaps against my hips vigorously.

Luca uses the space to rub her clit, and with just a few more punches of my hips, I tumble into ecstasy. I throw my head back, overwhelmed by the euphoria of my orgasm. Warmth fills her ass, my cum spurting hot and fast inside of her.

“More,” she moans her encouragement.

I pull out slowly, releasing her wrists and replacing Luca’s fingers with my own. I watch with rapt fascination as Sera rocks over Luca’s cock, riding him how he wants her to until he groans deeply. The look of bliss creases his features, his brow furrowing and eyes closing as he bites down on his lip.

“I’m… I’m…” Sera pants but she’s unable to finish her sentence.

I rub harder, faster, until she convulses just as hard, falling apart with a loud cry that could rock the foundations of this house.

She falls limply onto Luca’s chest, and I take the moment to lean down and press a kiss to her back before diverting my attention to him. “Morning, Pretty Boy.”

“Good morning, il mio sole.”

Our breaths all mingle as one as we come down from our morning sexcapades. Sera is a vision; a heady glow painting her cheeks.

Luca is sweating, and while I’d like to think that it has something to do with his vigorous exertion, I’m worried he might have overdone himself.

But it’s the sight between Sera’s legs that has me raring for round two. Cum drips down from her ass and onto Luca’s balls. It blends with the cum slipping out of her pink used pussy, which is sexy as sin.

“Come on, gorgeous.” I say to the pair of them. “Let’s get cleaned up before I decide to fuck you both again.”
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Serafina


After my morning writhing in pleasure at the mercy of Luca and Levi, I’m left with a delicious ache between my legs that refuses to go away. I try to concentrate on Raf’s briefing over the playing card and the casino night, but I’m constantly distracted by Levi and Luca. Every look they send my way has my core throbbing as I mentally relive our threesome. I wish I could say that it ended in the bedroom, but I’d be lying. We were barely in the shower for five minutes before Levi was fucking me into oblivion on the tiled floor while he sucked Luca’s dick.

The man has talent.

I didn’t think these men could get any hotter, but seeing how they treat one another as well as me is next level. I’m not into gay porn, but I’d watch the two of them a million times over and easily get off on it.

“So, what you’re saying is there’s no trace of this kind of communication being used?” Enzo clarifies.

I finally snap out of my daze long enough to understand what’s going on. Raf is breaking down everything he found out about the playing card; the Queen of Hearts. The irony isn’t lost on me. The significance of that card is more than just face value, it’s confirmation of the target on my back. Why else would someone choose that suit and that royal face?

“There’s no history of this sort of thing being used in our organization, or any for that matter. You know the old ways; matchstick boxes, signet rings. They all varied from the obvious to the more obscure, but I haven’t found a playing card ever being used.”

“It’s new, then?” I find myself asking. The first thing on the agenda has been to figure out where this playing card came from, but so far we’re falling short of finding anything of significance.

Raf replies with a quick nod. “But the fact your father has seen this emblem means something.”

I let out a sigh, rubbing my brow. After what Raf’s discovered, or rather hasn’t discovered, it’s safe to say this isn’t something we can shrug off. We can’t chalk it up to a coincidence or a random card just sitting in Verdi’s pocket. He had this on him for a reason, and the reason is me.

“Are we actually any closer to finding out what it means, then?” Luca pins Raf with the question we’ve all been thinking. It’s all well and good telling us what he hasn’t found, but I’m more interested in what he has found—which is apparently nothing of consequence.

“Actually, I did.” Raf pulls out a device from his laptop bag, which has my interest piqued. He runs it over the card, the screen behind him displaying the image that looks like something you’d see in airport security. Yellows and blues—mostly lines—cross over one another, like some kind of electrical board; a gridline of wires. And as Raf continues to move the device back and forth over the black card, I spot it.

It’s so minute, so undetectable that you’d miss it. But it’s there, it’s something.

“A chip,” Raf answers our silent question.

“A chip for what?” I frown, squinting my eyes—not like that will do me any good.

“I don’t know, but Enzo was right. It’s definitely a calling card. I’ll have to do more digging to find out what it links to. So far it’s been unhackable, so whoever made this was good. Too good.”

“Well,” Enzo chimes in, slapping his hand on Raf’s shoulder. “If anyone can do it, it’s you.”

Raf smiles at the encouragement Enzo provides, but soon enough his gaze drops nervously to his laptop. Usually, the man keeps his cool, but he’s been rattled ever since Luca returned with a gunshot wound. I recognize the guilt written all over his face because he’s still blaming himself.

“What’s wrong?” I ask. The room falls silent, all focus now intently on Mancini.

“Nothing,” he mutters. “I just don’t have a good feeling about this.”

My lips curl into a dry smile as I lean back in my chair and fold my arms. “Welcome to my world,” I say to him before turning my attention to Enzo.

“What about Greco? Has anyone tried to make contact?” My gaze flits between the other men in the room. Since there’s only five of them, it doesn’t take long. The twins are still up at the hospital, keeping guard over Luisa, which I am forever grateful for. But it would be handy to have them back in the group. Those two are definitely a force to be reckoned with.

Luca clears his throat, drawing my attention to him. “I located his son, but Don Greco seems to have gone into hiding. I don’t know whether he’s heard what happened at the casino, but he’s not contactable.”

“And his son is openly available?” I scoff at the idiocy. If the son has anything to do with Greco and Verdi’s motives to take me out, he’s doing a lousy job of staying hidden. And if he was that precious to Greco as the next heir, why isn’t he protecting him?

“It seems that way,” Luca confirms. “Though, he’s not answering my calls.”

With all this back and forth of information, I’m starting to get a headache. We’re no closer to pinning Greco down or finding Gabriella, despite knowing his son’s whereabouts. We could take the offensive and kidnap the guy, try and draw Greco out, but I don’t know how effective that would even be.

“Does Luisa know anything?” I already know the answer to that question before Levi even shakes his head, though. I had hoped we could use her intel to avoid unnecessary bloodshed, but at this point I know that effort is fruitless.

“She’s been lucid the whole time, but they never let her out of that room,” Levi sighs, drawing his fingers exasperatedly through his thick curls. “She doesn’t even know what day it is.”

After being here for what feels like hours, we’re no closer to a plan. I need to change tactics, get creative. I need to come up with a plan that will both help me and Giovanni. But all I’m coming up with is dead-ends. Someone here must have an idea of how to get to Greco, but the lingering silence tells me nobody has a clue. Or if they do, they’re not willing to speak up.

“How else do we get to Greco?” I sigh, rubbing my temple where the impending headache is starting.

“We lure him out,” Enzo suggests simply.

“How? If he won’t even protect his own son, then he won’t show his face full stop.” I groan inwardly, exhausted with the drama. What I wouldn’t give to just have a peaceful job, one where I don’t have to fight misogyny on a daily basis. I doubt there’s even such a thing, but a girl can dream, right?

“What does every Don enjoy?” Enzo smirks in response, quirking a mischievous brow in my direction.

I shrug, not fully understanding what he’s getting at. As far as I’m aware, sick fucks like Greco enjoy sex trafficking and drugs, two of my least favorite things in this business. Those wouldn’t even be on a list if I had my way, but this line of work was unfortunately built on taking advantage of others’ weaknesses.

“We host a party,” Enzo answers his own question with a smile.

My brows furrow. “The Vault isn’t opening for at least a month.” If I manage to find the right contractor.

“But it’s your birthday this weekend,” he graciously reminds me.

I roll my eyes, because even though we did celebrate last weekend, having all eyes on me is not my idea of fun. I’d much rather spend the day with my men, preferably naked. I can’t exactly do that while making smalltalk in a room full of associates and families.

“It would be a great decoy,” Levi offers his commentary. “A true reason to invite all the families. Greco won’t have an excuse not to attend. And if this thing,” he points to the screen still displaying the suspicious card, “is really a calling card, we can eliminate the players who are out to get you.”

“We’d need an ironclad plan,” Luca joins in. “But I agree. This could bring him out of the woodwork.”

“And if it doesn’t?” I scowl hard, hating the way the creases in my face must give away my reluctance. “What if he doesn’t show up?”

“Then we make another plan,” Enzo says, stepping towards my desk. “And another plan, and another.” He turns his attention to Giovanni standing in the furthest corner of the room, trying and failing to remain unnoticeable. “We won’t stop until we get Gabriella back.”

The sincerity and promise in his words floors me. I believe everything he says, because I have no reason not to. Enzo is going out of his way to ensure I don’t fail to deliver what I promised Giovanni. I’m not stupid enough to think there isn’t some other reason Enzo is so quick and passionate to help, but I won’t pass on his offer and support.

“Use Haze,” Levi suggests. “Host your birthday there, just La Famiglia. If Greco turns up, we have the means to trap him.”

“We need to be careful,” I warn. “I can’t have this getting back to the Elders until we have concrete evidence of who is against me.”

It’s sad that my thoughts always go back to the basically invisible council who determine leadership and define the rules of our organization. But that’s the way things are, and without them, our system would crumble. It would be left in disarray.

“We’ll get the evidence, don’t worry. We already have Verdi’s confession. We just need to confirm who else is in on this.” Enzo lifts the black card between his fingers, the morbid black emblem of a crown and leaves glistening in the light.

“This is the perfect opportunity, Sera,” Raf agrees. “Have your father send the invites, to take the heat off you.”

I nod in affirmation. Regretfully, the thought never crossed my mind that I could somehow use my weakly rekindled relationship with my father to my advantage. It sure would make more sense for him to invite the families, and none of them would be any wiser that I know about this party. I just hope that we can pull this off without a hitch.

“Fine,” I relent with a tired sigh. “Let’s plan a party.”
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The remainder of the week is filled up with coordinating music, decorations, and a guest list. Usually, I’d have some external organizer plan it, but since we’re trying to keep the element of surprise, we’re doing the planning all in-house.

Levi has been working with my father on a guest list, only divulging the important details and nothing about angling for the chance to grab Greco and make him talk. The less he knows the better.

Enzo and Raf are working on security measures. Since we’re pretty much vulnerable for any attack, we need to make sure that nobody—who doesn’t need to—gets hurt. That’s easier said than done in this line of work, but I refuse to have innocent people harmed. The Verdis might not care who they take down in the midst of their attacks, but I certainly don’t want blood on my hands—more than necessary, that is.

Wandering through the quiet house, I run through the plan in my head. It’s not without its flaws, we all know that. We just need an excuse to be out in the open, purposefully vulnerable. It’s the only thing that seems to work when it comes to the damn target on my back. Nobody can get me here at home, so I need to put myself in that spotlight.

We’ve invited all the families I would have if it was truly a celebration. Details are going out to ensure they have protection, as well as highly vetted security working the place. The Vultures are on standby, but only because I couldn’t have them prowling the place. It would look too conspicuous, especially when the plan is to get Greco to come to me.

There’s no certainty that this plan will even work, and the more I think about it, the more I wonder if we need to rethink things. Is this really the only way to get to Greco?

My footsteps take me through the house, until I find myself in the doorway to Luca’s room—which has now been adopted as Luca and Levi’s room. It’s kind of cute that they’ve given themselves their own bedroom, somewhere safe for them. I’m glad I can give them some level of privacy, somewhere they can be themselves without anyone else’s input. It doesn’t even strike jealousy in me because deep down, I recognize what they feel for one another.

Smiling to myself, I step into the room, finding Luca lounging on the bed with his laptop. As soon as I enter, he lifts his gaze, eyes lighting up instantly.

“Just the person I was hoping to see,” he beams up at me, closing his laptop and shoving it to the end of the bed. He grabs my hand and drags me onto his lap, but I don’t miss the wince on his face when my weight lands on his thigh.

Shifting my body until I’m certain I’m not causing him any pain, I slide my palms over his shoulders. “Do you need anything?”

He nods softly, hand trailing up my spine underneath my silk blouse until it circles the nape of my neck. Slowly, he tugs me to his lips, and then he delivers a kiss that steals my soul. It’s deep, breath-taking. It leaves my body tingling for more while heat crawls through my body, desire pooling between my legs. Memories of what we did a few days ago still echoes in my mind. I remember the way he shattered with Levi’s name on his lips, the way Levi swallowed every last drop of his release while fucking me until my knees were raw and sore on the shower tiles.

My chest heaves with excitement, anticipation lacing our desperate kiss. His hands slide up my ribcage, taking my shirt up with his touch. In a matter of seconds, I’m half naked on top of Luca, his mouth suctioned to my breast. I arch my back, begging for more, and Luca uses the opportunity to roll us over.

“It’s been a while since I tasted you,” he rasps against my lips, fingers dipping into the waistband of my jeans.

Anticipation has me licking my lips, my arousal soaking my panties. I’d be a damn liar if I said I hadn’t missed the attention Luca delivered. I want all my men in equal measure, but with his injury I’ve been wary. Now, it seems like Luca isn’t the slightest bit bothered about the fact he was shot a week ago— instead, he gets to work popping the button of my jeans off and peeling them down my legs until I’m just wearing a pair of lacy panties.

He looks up at me with lust narrowing his crystal blue eyes. Long eyelashes flutter shut as he leans down and runs his nose over the flimsy piece of material covering my throbbing pussy, and it takes all my strength not to grab his hair and demand he do what he’s silently promising.

He’s practically edging me with the slightest touch, making me embarrassingly desperate. My whole body is quivering impatiently, but this is what Luca does best; he keeps the control so you don’t have to.

And I’m totally here for it.
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Luca


It’s been far too long since I had Sera like this beneath me; writhing in pleasure as I devoured her delicious cunt. My mouth is practically watering as I rip her shitty excuse for underwear off her body and toss them across the room, her breaths panting in encouragement.

I dip down and run my tongue along her pink slit, her cunt already glistening with anticipation. I fucking love how wet my girl gets at the slightest touch, her gasps the only motivation I really need.

“Luca,” she calls my name so sweetly, breathlessly, like I’m the only thing offering her sanity as she loses her mind beneath me.

“Yes, Dolcezza?” I chuckle as I kiss the softest part of her inner thighs, driving her mad with expectation.

She releases a whimper, the sexiest mewl of impatience that has my fingers digging deeper into her flesh. She licks at her lips and whines, desperate for me to continue, desperate for my cock. The sound she makes, the way she practically begs for me to destroy her, makes my knees weak.

“I need you,” she whines again as I slide two fingers into her dripping cunt. I love how desperate she is, how eager she wants me, yet knows I’m the one in control. This is our dynamic, a shift of power that she reserves only for me.

“In time.” I let out a low chuckle again, kissing a trail along her inner thigh. Her arousal coats my knuckles, and just the sight of my fingers sinking into her has my dick aching harder for her. Each thrust of my fingers has Sera moaning, legs shaking as I suction my mouth onto her clit, rolling it beneath my tongue. “I want you to come at least twice before I’m buried in this cunt.”

I slide my fingers in and out of her fast, curling them when I hit the deepest part.

“Oh my… fuck! Luca!” she cries out as her body convulses. I barely have time to look up at her as her orgasm hits her, but fuck, is it beautiful to watch her shatter. Her eyes are closed, long dark lashes fluttering as she tries to regulate her breathing. I barely give her time for her breathing to regulate before I’m sending her crashing into another climax, her cunt soaking the bed sheets.

“Taste yourself,” I say as I climb over her body and crush my mouth to hers in a bruising kiss. “You’re so fucking addictive.”

She moans in delayed ecstasy as her tongue tangles with mine. Her hand grips my hair, pulling me closer and closer like she wants more, but there’s nowhere to go, so I deepen our kiss as much as I can.

My hand slides over her luscious tits, her back arching and pressing her chest against mine. It’s heated and passionate, a kiss filled with so much emotion that I can’t tell where I end and she begins. We’re just bodies, breaths heaving in unison until we pull apart.

“Remember what I promised last weekend?” I ask, sliding my sweatpants down my hips.

She nods weakly, probably trying to remember what I said but coming up short.

I haven’t forgotten, though. It was the only time I gave her control and promised it would be the last time. Only getting shot kind of hindered that—not that I’m complaining. “I’m going to fuck this pussy raw,” I growl, cupping her soaked cunt. “And then when you’re begging me to stop,” I grind my cock against her opening, nipping my teeth at her neck. “I’ll just keep going.”

She gasps at my words, but the light in her eyes betrays how excited she is. She hooks her heels into my sweatpants where I’ve left them wrapped around my thighs and pulls them all the way down.

“Fuck me, Luca!” Her brown eyes are filled with lust, leaving no room for argument.

I shuck off my sweatpants the rest of the way, kicking them off my ankles. Pulling my tee over my head, I add that to the pile of haphazardly discarded clothes.

She lifts up onto her elbows, her eyes zoning in on the bandage on my thigh. I can see the wary look she gives me, like she’s worried I’m still in pain. I am, but I’d never admit that to her. It would ruin all chances of me fucking my girl the way I want to. So to avoid her dubious gaze, I grab her ankles and twist her onto her front.

She yelps her surprise, but soon replaces it with a moan when I slap her plump ass, reveling in the pink mark now staining her silky flesh. “Oh I will. I’m going to fuck you until you have no voice, Dolcezza. Understood?”

A small whimper is the only answer she gives, but it’s enough for me to grab her hips and yank her back until her ass sticks up. I can’t take my eyes off her perfect cunt, the way she’s still dripping for me, ready for my cock. I lick my lips and line up at her entrance, but just as I’m about to thrust into her, a knock sounds at the door.

“Fuck,” I grunt my annoyance, shooting the closed door an angry glare. “Who is it?” I snap.

“Enzo,” his deep voice answers.

I let out a sigh. I’m already pissed that it’s taken me this long to get my girl alone, but to be interrupted when I’m about to sink into her is another level of anger I’m not ready to process. Especially when that fucker got to nail Sera on my car.

“Fuck off!” I bark.

The door swings open before I have the chance to cover us. Not that Sera seems in the slightest bit bothered. She just looks up at Enzo, pert ass still in the air ready and waiting.

“Rude,” he remarks, folding his arms. His gaze sweeps over me and Sera, smirking but unable to hide the intrigue. “I came to ask if you wanted to take a ride downtown, but…” his eyes glide over us in our compromising position, not even perturbed that I’m about to fuck Sera’s brains out. “Well I guess you have a ride sorted,” he smirks.

Though he’s all jokes right now, when it comes to Enzo, I’m almost certain there’s a level of jealousy he refuses to accept. Levi and I battled our own insecurities for a hot moment at one point, so I don’t think for one minute that the guy who grew up protecting Sera doesn’t feel somewhat possessive over her. I also don’t miss the furtive glance he casts at the scar spanning Sera’s back, like he put it there himself.

That’s the problem with scars; if you look at them for too long you remember how you got them, and somehow I feel like that reason alone is the only comfort Sera takes away from that scar.

“Fuck off,” I snap when the silence becomes too much. “Or stay and watch.” I challenge him with a raised brow, smirking as I look down at Sera and line my cock up to her entrance again. “Either way, shut the fucking door!”

Enzo scoffs incredulously, eyes rolling so hard I swear they go to the back of his head. “Should you really be exercising in your condition?”

“I got shot in my leg,” I growl, “not my dick, asshole. Besides, I can still fuck her better than you can, even with an injury.”

Enzo steps forward, leaning down to capture Sera’s mouth in an unrelenting kiss. Her chest heaves as he pulls away, clearly leaving her wanting more. “Nobody can please her like I can. Don’t make me step in and prove it.”

Sera pants desperately, her fingers gripping the covers like she’s about to explode.

I let out a laugh filled with disbelief and challenge. “C’mon then, tough guy, let’s see what you’ve got.”

“You just wanna see my dick.”

“Guys!” Sera admonishes. She throws me a look over her shoulder, telling me she’s growing inpatient with all this dick measuring. However, I’m quite enjoying seeing Enzo get worked up. Competition or not, I’m going to make sure it’s my name she screams.

“Don’t flatter yourself.” I stroke my cock through Sera’s slick folds, coating my dick in her arousal. She groans out impatiently, wiggling her ass against my groin, earning a chuckle from me. “The only dick I’m interested in is your cousin’s, but I’m not selfish when it comes to getting our girl off.”

I give Sera’s ass a little slap just for emphasis, and that action alone has Enzo grinding his teeth.

“What will it be? Are you just gonna stand there, or are you gonna get over here and settle this once and for all?”

“As hot as this is, it’s not a contest!” Sera huffs, but it’s too late, I’m already thrusting into her. She throws her head back in ecstasy and it’s the most beautiful thing ever.

Enzo must be thinking the same thing, because he steps forward an inch, but then backs away, fists clenched at his sides like he’s mentally battling with himself. I guess the guy has never had to share before.

“Oh, but it is.” I thrust forward again, making Sera cry out for more, and Enzo’s jaw ticks over. For a moment, I think he’s going to chicken out. But he does the exact opposite. He tears his jacket off and rips his shirt from his body, evidently done with the snarky remarks and ready to prove me wrong.

“You’re on, Fontana.” Enzo is already working his belt, sliding it through the loops before unbuttoning his pants. Despite his earlier statement, it still doesn’t stop him from dropping his pants and fisting his cock lazily.

The glisten of metal catches my eye, my mouth unhinging when I see his throbbing dick pierced right through the tip. That shit must have hurt, but I bet it feels good. I shake my head and focus on the girl beneath me who deserves a good fuck, and I’m about to give it to her.

I shove my hips forward, Sera’s mouth parting on a gasp.

Enzo uses the opportunity to thrust his cock into her mouth and, fuck, it’s a sight to see her so full. I thought seeing mine and Levi’s cum dripping out of her cunt and ass was mesmerizing, but seeing her take Enzo with little to no choice is fucking hypnotic. His muscles are taut, skin inked with every design possible. I can truly see the appeal; his bad boy image is definitely a turn on, and Sera’s eating it up–literally.

Every punch of my hips has Sera’s body lurching forward, taking Enzo deeper and deeper. Call me sadistic, but it’s sexy as fuck to see her at the mercy of us both, her moans filling the room as we fill her.

Enzo grabs her hair, snapping her head back, releasing himself to lean down and capture her swollen lips once more. They’re puffy from exertion, from kissing me, from kissing Enzo, from taking his thick cock.

Her breathless moans are muffled by his mouth as I drill into her, fucking her hard just like I promised I would. There’s nothing like a bit of competition to really get me going, so I reach around and pinch her clit, driving her closer and closer to the edge.

And just when she’s on the precipice of her orgasm, I pull out and spin her onto her back.

Sera lets out a whimper, no doubt feeling the disappointment of being refused an orgasm.

Enzo just watches with rapt attention as I line up my cock and thrust back into Sera’s cunt. She’s so fucking wet that she’s drenching the covers, but it’s just that much more sexy.

Enzo uses the new angle to position himself over Sera, gripping her cheeks with one big inked hand. “I’m going to fuck this pretty mouth.” It’s not a question but a statement, one which Sera nods emphatically to before her lips are wrapped around Enzo’s cock again.

“That’s it, Dolcezza.” My breathing labors as I punch my hips, driving Sera back into madness. “Take his cock, take it all.”

She moans loudly, her back arching and walls clenching around me. Her gags and moans are the perfect symphony, something I’d get off on in an instant if I wasn’t so determined to prove Enzo wrong. It shouldn’t be about that; it shouldn’t be about the competition, and to a certain extent it isn’t. I want Sera to enjoy this as much as I am. She has three men—four if you want to count Giovanni—who would do fucking anything for her. Including putting their differences aside to make sure our girl is happy.

Ultimately, that’s what this is about. I want her to be happy.

I also want her to come so loudly that her voice is raw for days.

I grab her legs and pull them to my chest, deepening the angle. Her body starts to shudder—the telltale sign she’s about to come.

But she should know better than to think I’d allow that so soon.

I slap her ass and pull out, leaving her a panting, writhing mess still taking Enzo’s cock deep in her throat.

Her disapproval is evident with the way she protests, but her mouth is full and I just smirk, drawing slow circles over her clit with my thumb. “Luca,” she gasps, pulling away from Enzo for a second.

He wraps his tattooed fist in her long hair, tugging her back to his cock. “I didn’t say you could stop,” he growls.

Fuck. The dominance in his voice is deep and sexy. I think my dick got even harder.

Tears stream down Sera’s cheeks, but she doesn’t fight back or protest. This is the only time she’s pliable, obedient in the most perfect way. It’s the only time she’ll relinquish her power and control, and I love that about her.

Gripping her legs, I part them wide and drive my cock back into her soaked channel. Her muffled screams spur me on, her body a quivering mess. This time, I don’t stop when I feel her walls pulse. I let her release pound every last ounce of strength out of her, until she’s screaming my name around Enzo’s cock.

Yeah, I can’t help the smirk that lifts my lips as I glance smugly at Enzo.

Fontana, one. LaRosa, zero.

With a growl, Enzo pulls out of Sera’s mouth, leaving her gasping as he rounds the bed and shoves me aside. “This is how it’s done.”

He wastes no time in pinning her knees to her chest, exposing her swollen cunt to us. Then he thrusts his thick cock into her, groaning out as he pumps in and out of her cautiously. I won’t lie that he definitely has size on his side, so it takes Sera a second to adjust. But then he throws all caution out the window and nails her to the bed, fucking her hard while caging her in with his tattooed arms.

I line my own cock up at her wet mouth, saliva already dripping down her chin. “You ready to come again, Dolcezza?” I ask sweetly, stroking a thumb over her cheek as I thrust in and out of her mouth. Her tongue slides down my shaft, tasting herself, drawing a gravelly moan from me. But that's all the answer I need.

Maybe this time I won’t fuck her raw, but at least me and Enzo can give it a damn good go.

Enzo rolls her nipples through his fingers, while my own grip her hair, keeping her in position. “You gonna be a good girl and give us one more?” Enzo’s own voice is hoarse with restraint, but the dominance is clear. He likes to praise our girl.

“Don’t stop,” she begs around my cock, the vibrations making my balls tingle.

Enzo pulls away, his hips keeping the same pace and rhythm. He uses one hand to split her legs, while the other rubs frantically over her clit.

Sera’s whole body shudders and shakes, her cries and screams filling the room in a matter of seconds.

Enzo doesn’t stop fucking her though. He works her up so fast that I don’t realize what’s happening until he pulls out of her, still rubbing her cunt with fierce determination as she comes hard and fast.

“Enzo!” she screams, jolting so hard it’s like she’s just been zapped with electricity. Her entire body shakes violently as she squirts all over the covers, all over Enzo’s thighs. Her body keeps convulsing until she’s spent, until Enzo pulls his hand away and strokes her swollen pussy softly, causing her to shudder.

“Fuck,” Enzo and I say in unison, both breathless, both surprised.

That has to be one of the fucking sexiest things I’ve ever seen. That’s the shit you dream of being able to do and Enzo just did it so effortlessly.

Sera is a boneless mess beneath us, panting so hard that I have to check she’s okay. Her answer is to grip my cock and slide her tongue over the shaft.

“I’ve still got my voice,” she rasps. “So someone hasn’t done their job.” There’s an edge of challenge in her tone as she wraps her legs around Enzo and draws him to her body.

“Oh yeah?” Enzo chuckles, biting her nipple and leaving a mark. “Luca, get your cock down her throat.”

Not one to argue when it comes to pleasing our girl, I grip her head and fuck her mouth fast. She gags and moans, her cheeks wet from saliva and tears. It’s a beautiful combination that has me closer to release than I thought.

Enzo shoves his pierced cock back into her, mirroring my own fast actions.

“Fuck!” I groan out in satisfaction, holding Sera still while I bury my cock down her throat.

Her own moans grow louder and louder as Enzo punches his hips harder and harder. Sweat builds on his temple, on Sera’s chest, on my brow. And then he grabs my hand, guiding it between Sera’s legs.

I copy his earlier ministrations, rubbing furiously over her clit until she’s crying around my cock. She squirts again as soon as Enzo pulls out, his own cum spurting over her stomach and my arm. It’s so fucking sexy that I can’t even control my own orgasm. I come hard down Sera’s throat, feeling it constrict as she swallows every last drop.

“Shit!” I exhale as I collapse on the bed beside Sera, unable to catch my breath.

Enzo is on the floor somewhere, heaving loudly. All I can see is his shoulders rising and falling as he runs his fingers through his dark hair.

All our breaths seem to mingle together, evidence of our joint effort, and somewhere in between us coming down from that high, Sera lets out a raspy giggle. “I think that was a tie.”
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Giovanni


The plan to pull off a surprise birthday party while trying to kidnap the Don of one of the leading families is officially underway. It’s safe to say as I drag my gaze over the living room that everyone is somewhat nervous over tonight’s events. Raf and Enzo have covered all bases of security, even ensuring The Vultures are there as backup should things go awry. Nobody is getting in or out without us being alerted, though that still doesn’t ease the worry over putting Sera back in the spotlight again.

She already has a target on her back, and once again, we’re just throwing her out in the open. Then again, Greco always was a difficult man to get a hold of, so this only proves the lengths Sera will go to get what she wants. Which is essentially me getting my daughter back.

I scrub a hand over the back of my neck, trying to ease the nervous heat crawling up my spine. She wouldn’t have to do this if it weren’t for me. If I’d come clean at the very start, we’d be in a very different situation. Then again, that doesn’t necessarily mean I’d have Gabriella back. One thing is for sure, once tonight is done, once I have my daughter back in my arms, I’m leaving.

I can’t bear the thought of being more of a burden to Bianchi and her crew. It’s clear to see my betrayal still eats away at her, and I’d be lying if I said it didn’t bother me. I see the way her gaze lingers on me when she thinks I’m not looking. I know the guys don’t fully trust me and that makes me an extra person to watch out for. I don’t want to be in that position, so I need to take myself out of the equation.

The footsteps that sound from behind me instantly draw my attention, and when my eyes land on her, I can’t stop my mouth from falling open.

Sera is wearing a plum coloured dress that hugs her body like a second skin. The deep purple silk shimmers in the low light of the living room as she moves, and all our eyes follow. She has her long brown hair styled in waves, draped over one shoulder, her makeup dark and smoky. Her plump lips are a matching shade to her dress, making her olive skin stand out further.

As she reaches the bottom step, I hold out my hand for her. Gracefully, she accepts, taking the last step into the living room.

“You all look like you’ve never seen a girl in a dress before,” she sasses, running her fingers through her hair.

Enzo is the first to step forward, his possessive prowess tangible as he closes the distance between him and Sera. He cups her cheek, bringing his lips to the corner of hers. “That’s because no woman has ever looked like you in one,” he growls.

I hate to say that he’s right. Sera looks beyond gorgeous in her silk dress. Every movement attracts attention, every step warrants a look in her direction. She not only holds power in the way she moves, but in the way she commands a room. She doesn’t know it, but right there, she holds every single man in the room by the balls.

“Are you sure you don’t want to come?” Sera asks Raf.

Ever the paranoid fucker, he just nods his head in affirmation. I’m not entirely sure what his deal is, but he avoids making appearances like the plague. He seems to prefer his own company, or more just the company of a place much safer than the outside world.

“I’ll keep watch. I won’t be able to concentrate with all the music, anyway.” It’s a crappy excuse at best, but Sera doesn’t question him on it like most would. She accepts his answer with a soft smile before turning to loop her arm through Levi’s.

“Let’s go party, then.”

Enzo and Luca follow behind the pair, with me taking up the rear of the group. The plan is simple; Levi, Luca and Enzo are going to get to the party ahead of us, and Sera and I will follow behind. We need to leave enough time for Luca and Levi to greet guests and create an atmosphere that will make this “surprise party” a whole lot more believable. Enzo, of course, will remain in the shadows, working with the security team. He can’t exactly show his face just yet—he’s still dead as far as everyone else knows, but it’s only a matter of time before that secret is out.

Sliding into the driver’s seat, I watch Luca clip Sera’s seatbelt in. It’s routine with those two, so damn sweet despite Luca’s grumpy persona. It’s easy to see how much he cares for her, and for Levi, too.

Once everyone is in their respective cars, we peel away from the courtyard. The guys will take the short route, while we take the slightly longer one, just to give them time to arrange everything.

Beside me, Sera takes a deep breath, her eyes averted to the window as we pass the blur of trees and hills. It’s at least a twenty minute drive from here, giving her enough time to clear her thoughts. Though the longer we drive in the silence, the more I worry about her. Now that I’m on the receiving end of the silence, I realize how irritating it is, especially when you want to know every single thought running through that person’s head.

Giving her a sideways stare, I watch as she worries her lip, her cheeks hollowing with nerves. We’re close to Haze now, the city lights signaling our arrival. The roads are busy, but not so busy that we won’t make it to Sera’s club on time.

When I pull into the underground garage, I switch the engine off and let us steep in silence for a moment. Clearly, she needs a breather or a moment to calm her nerves, so I give her that.

“I’m fine,” she speaks to my curious gaze. Though I don’t believe for one second she is okay, I know it’s only a matter of time before she opens up, so I don’t push her.

Sera turns her attention to me, an angry line creasing her brow. “Don’t do that,” she frowns.

“Do what?”

“That!”

A smile lifts my lips slightly. Her snarky attitude lightens the mood enough for me to laugh. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

“Reading my mind,” she huffs.

“I can assure you, Sera,” I say, keeping my eyes trained on her. “I can’t read your mind.”

“You know what I mean,” she scowls.

I do, to some degree. I can tell when something is worrying her, even if it’s the smallest thing. It’s easy for me to recognize when she’s not quite telling the truth, too. “So do you want to tell me what’s really going on?”

She breathes a sigh filled with hesitation and doubt. For a moment, a peaceful silence settles between us, like she’s trying to decide whether she wants to answer that question or not. Eventually, her eyes lift to mine, softening until there's nothing but fear swimming in them. It’s the first time in weeks I’ve seen this vulnerable side of her. The first time, since the kidnapping, she’s let her walls down enough to allow me to see the real Bianchi.

“I’m scared,” she confesses in a low whisper that makes my heart clench. “I’m scared that we won’t find Gabriella, and it’ll be my fault.”

Her words take me aback. The surprise that radiates through me throws me off kilter, and soon after, the guilt sets in. “None of this is your fault,” I reply with conviction.

“I’m the reason she was taken.” Her shoulders sag with the weight of her admission. The guilt she’s been carrying is evident as she drops her head. “I’m the reason you lost your little girl.”

My chest constricts. Every breath I take feels like it’s filled with lead, the gravity of Sera’s words, the realization that what she’s saying might be true. As much as I don’t want to think about the possibility, I know there’s a chance that all of this will be in vain. I won’t allow it to consume me, though. I have to believe we’ll find her, that I’ll get to hold my little girl again.

Shaking my head clear of those thoughts, I lean forward and lift Sera’s chin. “We will find her. If anyone can do it, it’s you.”

“Why do you believe in me so much?” she asks, her voice cracking with self-doubt.

“The same reason you haven’t killed me yet,” I whisper my confession. “The same reason you stopped Enzo’s torture. You’re a good person, Sera. You have an immeasurable amount of kindness, even when people don’t deserve it.” There’s so much more I want to say to her, but fear holds me back. All it would take is for her to read between the lines and she’d understand that it isn’t kindness that has me believing in her, it’s so much more.

“You think my kindness is what kept you alive?” She smiles incredulously.

I shake my head, mirroring the way her plump lips lift. “Not at all, but if I told you the truth, I think you’d slap me.” Taking her hand, I close my own around it. “I never wanted to hurt you.”

“Why does this sound like the prequel to a goodbye?”

I purse my lips, eyes dropping to where our hands are joined and tangled. “Because once I get my daughter back, I’m leaving. You don’t need me, not really.”

“Gio—”

“I’m only a burden to you and your crew. An unknown entity. I will forever be indebted to you for letting me live, for helping me find my daughter, but I can’t stay here.”

For a while, Sera doesn’t speak. She watches me with an intensity that could burn a hole right through my chest.

I go to pull my hand away, but Sera keeps ahold of it, her eyes locked on mine. “What if I don’t want you to leave?” she asks softly.

Her words leave me speechless. A second later, her hand is sliding around the back of my neck and pulling me toward her. Her lips greet mine gently, hesitantly. It’s a chaste sort of kiss that has my heart racing and pulse pounding, until the heat of our past encourages me to kiss her harder. Without a shadow of hesitation, she kisses me back just as fervently, like our kiss is the only means of her survival. I feel it in my soul and I’m resistant to pull away from it.

The taste of mint and her lipstick infiltrates my system, sending a bolt of lust straight through me. I let out a groan as she sweeps her tongue against my own. Her lips are pillowy soft, just how I remember them. Soft and inviting; nothing I deserve.

When she eventually pulls away, she’s breathless. Her palm strokes my cheek, a smile gracing those lovely purple lips, but it contradicts the sadness in her eyes. “We should get going. The crowd will be waiting.”

We exit the car and head towards the elevators that will bring us up to ground level. The metal doors ping their arrival and we step in together. The doors slide shut and once again, the silence envelops us.

Sera’s hand suddenly slides into mine, squeezing lightly to let me know she’s still here. Not just physically, but here for me in support, too. “You will always have a place here, Gio,” she states. “You and your daughter.”

The sincerity in her words is palpable. Sera would never lie to me, and I almost consider what she’s offering. But to put my daughter in more potential danger would be a stupid move. I hope Sera understands that more than anything, because leaving isn’t a choice I’ve made easily. It’s just another thing that’s been keeping me up at night since the moment I found out she was taken. I’ve tried to come up with ways to get her back, to ensure her safety. Ultimately, it all comes down to one thing.

Leave.
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Enzo


From the shadows, I watch as Sera greets everyone with a wide smile, those damn plum colored lips drawing me in. She wears the look of serene power while looking effortlessly breathtaking in that deep purple dress. I can’t seem to take my eyes off her as she tours the room, shaking hands with the heads of the families.

Those waiting to meet her stand patiently aside, their eyes cast warily around the room. It sets me on edge, forcing me to remain alert. I know she’s got the guys protecting her, but that won’t stop me from looking out for her. It’s all I’ve ever done. Anything could happen here tonight, but we’re as prepared as we can be. Nobody is getting in or out of this building without us knowing about it, and we’ve taken every precaution we can to ensure no weapons are brought into the event–aside from her protectors.

Even the guests have been asked to park away from the venue, just to be on the safe side. The only cars allowed on site in the parking garage below are ours.

I scour the room, watching out for the one guest we’re really here for, but he’s yet to show his face. Sighing, I take a sip of my whiskey and relish the burn as it travels down my throat. I’ve situated myself away from the main area, in the darkest corner of the room. Luckily, people are far too excited to meet Sera to really pay attention to the rest of the guests. Especially the fact I’m very much alive and not six feet under.

Murmurs of greetings and general conversation flutter through the room. Sera navigates it with finesse, her determined strides exuding authority.

Taking another sip of my drink, I cast my gaze over the room once more. Everyone is in high spirits, laughing and joking. I take note of who’s here tonight; who showed their face and who didn’t.

It’s mostly small families; those who respect Serafina enough to be in her presence. They’re the ones we least suspect to be working with Verdi, but they’re not completely off the list. Someone has to be cocky enough to think they can take her out, and I’m here to make sure they get caught before anything happens.

The Bernardi family greet Sera with wide grins, the tall couple anxious to meet their leader. As far as I’m aware, they’ve not had the chance to officially exchange words until tonight. They run the outfit down in San Diego, dealing with drugs. They’re no real threat tonight, so I continue to watch from my shadowy corner as they converse.

The Caruso family are up next. Don Caruso shakes Sera’s hand firmly, his wife casting her gaze to the ground like she’s scared to make eye contact with her leader. It’s almost laughable the way these families are afraid of Donna Bianchi. If it weren’t for the rumors circulating of Sera’s recent abduction, and the bodies trailing behind her, I’d say they didn’t need to be. While she’s fierce, Sera hosts more compassion and kindness than the entire guest list put together.

That’s not to say Sera isn’t a threat to be wary of. Her strength puts her in a league of her own. If she even thinks someone doesn’t consider her a worthy opponent, she’ll make damn sure they regret the notion. It’s probably why her smile is so tight right now. She’s keeping her mask firmly in place, ensuring everyone sees only what she wants them to.

Just like the last, the Caruso family are nothing to worry about. They don't even remotely pose a risk to Bianchi or this party. They’re a small family living close to San Francisco, dealing with liquor most of the time. Harmless in comparison to the other families on the roster.

Still no sign of Greco—or his son.

Alfredo appears, though, showing his support for his daughter—after all, he was the one who sent out the invitations. He greets his daughter with both adoration and respect, sliding his gaze around the room until his eyes finally meet mine. He offers me a subtle nod, and I silently appreciate the fact he’s not drawing attention to my presence. He understands that to everyone else here, I’m dead, so he doesn’t make a scene about my attendance.

After Sera’s finished making her rounds with all the other families, she takes a seat in the closest booth, making her presence known to the entire room. It’s the ultimate power move, showing her confidence and authority. It’s a play that shows the rest of the room she’s not afraid. She trusts the men with her to back her up, and that in itself speaks volumes.

Giovanni stands to the side, watching the room carefully. He has a wariness about him, like he too feels as if something might happen tonight.

When our eyes meet, he tilts his head. Acknowledgement and understanding floats between us, and a split second later, his attention is back on Sera. I still don’t trust the guy, but right now he’s got incentive. With the prospect of finding his daughter, he’d be stupid to even consider betraying Bianchi or us again. That’s the only thing stopping me from burying him with Verdi.

I finish my drink with one large gulp, sliding my gaze to the bartender to signal for another. No sooner have I picked up my glass from the bar do I feel the presence of someone who shouldn’t be here.

“Hiding in the shadows, I see.”

“I don’t remember you being on the guest list,” I murmur to Nico Rocco, taking a sip of my drink and not making eye contact with him.

“You and I both know that won’t stop me,” he retorts.

I huff a humorless laugh, letting my gaze follow Sera through the room. Nico Rocco shouldn’t be here for a number of reasons; the main one being he stepped back from helping Sera when she asked for his assistance. Aside from that, he’s harboring secrets that have no business here, not tonight.

“You chose the wrong night to taunt Bianchi, Nico.”

“That’s not what I’m here for and you know it.”

Finally turning my attention to Nico, I let my irritation over his presence show on my face. “What are you doing here, then?”

“I need to talk to Serafina.”

“It’s Donna Bianchi, to you. And you thought her birthday party would be the best time?” I reply, raising a brow. “I don’t think so, Rocco. Make an appointment like everyone else.”

“Suit yourself,” he says, disregarding my comment with a huff, mirth dripping in his tone. “Your family know you’re here?”

I shoot him a sharp glare, one that could slice him in half if he continues to test me. “What’s it to you?” It’s rhetorical, but Nico still smirks like he knows he’s pushed the right button to rile me up.

In answer to his question, no, they don’t know I’m here; alive. Until all this shit with Bianchi is sorted, I’m keeping them at arm's length. I’m keeping everyone who doesn’t need to know my mortality status out of harm's way. The less they know, the less of a target they’ll be. It’s the nature of our business, but with my death still a sure thing for everyone around us, I can’t risk more bloodshed on my watch.

Nico huffs a short laugh. Despite the mood that settles between us, he doesn’t leave. We just stand in silence, sipping our drinks while we watch the guests mingle, drinks flowing freely. Every time Sera laughs, my heart skips a beat. Every time she leans into Luca or Levi, my gaze burns with desire to be closer. We’ve come such a long way in such a small amount of time. Not just Sera and I, but the guys. We’ve found a happy medium, a way for us all to be with Sera. I thought I’d be jealous—in a way I am—but what I really feel is relief. Relief that Sera feels the same way as I do. Relief that she has a big enough heart not to reject me. Most of all, I feel relief that she forgave me for what I did to her, for what I put her through.

After what feels like a lifetime of sifting through my own thoughts, Nico disappears, but not before Sera notices him walking away from me. She glances my way, brows gently furrowed in curiosity.

I can only offer her a shrug because I didn’t buy into his bullshit or find out what he wanted to talk about. I know I’ll be paying for it later, I should at least have filtered out what was so important he felt the need to come here, tonight of all nights.

I shake off the interaction and the anticipation of Sera’s annoyance. If he wants to speak to Sera, he’ll have to arrange a meeting like everyone else, despite where he stands on the current feud.

The rest of the evening is relatively boring. Luca and Levi are laughing boisterously, enjoying their night while Sera is caught in a deep conversation with Donatello Lombardi, an older man way past his prime who really should just give up his chair for his son. I don’t know anyone who’s held onto his position longer than Donatello has. Not even Sera’s grandfather held his position for that long.

Eventually, the night draws to a close and Sera starts saying goodbye to her guests. Surprisingly, the night was uneventful. Greco didn’t show his face, nor anyone else that shouldn’t have besides Rocco. I’ll deal with that shithead some other time. Overall, Sera seemed to have had a good night. She spent a lot of her time interacting with the families, staying true to the facade that this was a surprise birthday party and not some cooked up plan to coax Greco out of the woodwork. It didn’t work, but there’s still time to locate the fucker. For now, we can sit back and enjoy the rest of the evening.

“Enz!” Levi slurs my name from across the bar when it’s finally empty, save the bar staff, one of which is pouring out another drink for him.

I release a low chuckle, unable to remove the smile from my face. Seeing Levi so relaxed and carefree just brings me back to the days when we were teenagers, sneaking out in the middle of the night to get drunk at the pier. Memories of Levi making a complete idiot of himself, thinking he could hijack a boat, swearing he knew how to drive. He passed out before we could even get out of the bay so me and Sera had to carry him back to his mom’s place.

Another smile tilts my mouth as I join him at the bar, giving a quick nod to the bartender. “Don’t you think you’ve had enough,” I chuckle.

Levi narrows his eyes on me in accusation, then shrugs, knocking back his drink with one gulp. “Lighten up, LaRosa. It’s Bianchi’s birthday!”

Sera appears at the other side of him, rolling her eyes in amusement. “Come on, big guy,” she laughs, swinging his arm over her shoulder to steady him.

“No!” Levi whines, but it’s slurred and comical. He pouts his lips at Sera, exposing his boyish charm that I know Sera finds irresistible. He leans his head on her shoulder. “The party’s just getting started.”

“Sure it is,” I laugh. “But let’s take this party home, huh?”

Levi wiggles his brows at Sera, the innuendo clear as he slides his lips over her neck. But it’s sloppy and uncoordinated, resulting in him almost falling off his barstool.

“Right!” Luca appears behind Levi just in time to catch him under the arms. He huffs exasperatedly as he tugs a drunken Levi from his stool. For someone who was shot in the leg a little over a week ago, he’s doing well maneuvering his intoxicated boyfriend towards the elevator.

We barely step into it when the sudden sound of an explosion ripples through the room. The windows shatter, spreading glass across the floor. The building shudders and shakes like it’s being rocked by an earthquake. No sooner has it started, does it stop.

I wish I could say the same for my pulse, though. A small sweat has already beaded across my temple, my heart rate kicking up several notches when I see a fire blazing up the street from the open window. The lights in the bar dip out, the elevator shutting down as the whole place goes into emergency mode. Only the glow from the front door—that is now hanging off its hinges—allows the light from the streets to seep in.

“What the fuck?” Sera screams as Giovanni slams his body against hers, immediately going into protective mode while Luca holds Levi to his body.

“Go around,” I order, rushing us all to the front door. “You can still get to the cars by going around the building. Stick to the shadows!”

With my gun poised in my hand, I make my way out onto the street, with everyone behind me. In the distance, I notice a car engulfed in flames. But as soon as my eyes lock onto the vehicle, my blood runs cold. “Shit!”

I rush towards the blazing, upturned car, attempting to rip the door open, but as soon as my hand touches the metal, searing hot pain ripples through my palm. I snatch my hand away, feeling the skin instantly blister. “Alfredo!” I call out. I don’t wait for an answer. The way the car is currently surrendering to the fire means there’s only a matter of time before it’s well and truly fucked.

Wrapping my leather jacket around my hand, I duck under the flames and yank the door handle. Relief escapes me in a breath as I spot him, unconscious. “Alfredo!”

“What can I do to help?” Giovanni appears behind me as I pull myself out of the car.

“Help me get him out!” I bark, motioning to Sera’s unconscious father.

With a nod, he works quickly, bending the door backwards which has weakened under the intensity of the heat. Together, we haul Alfredo out of the car, but the second his body lands on the pavement, a second explosion goes off behind us.

My head snaps towards the bar, where Levi, Luca and Sera are. Only the bar is now engulfed in flames, the brickwork crumbling slightly and there’s no sight of them. All the cars along the side of the road flare their alarms, the windows smashed out and one car even on its roof.

My breath catches, all my fears surfacing as I spot Luca heaving an unconscious Levi away from the damage. But that’s when my heart jumps in my throat and I snap my eyes back to Giovanni. My next words fall as a broken question, a question filled with terror.

“Where’s Sera?”
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Serafina


Asick feeling churns through my stomach, my entire body feeling like I’ve just been hit by a semi-truck. I groan as agony ripples through me. My chest feels like it’s on fire and the pounding in my head feels like I’ve gone ten rounds with Mike Tyson and lost every single time.

The last thing I remember is the explosion, the one that took out my building and sent me flying to the ground. Before that, we’d all stepped out as Enzo went rushing across the street to the exploded SUV. After that… it’s all a blur… or more like darkness because I vaguely remember the ringing in my ears as I staggered upright, only to fall back to my knees.

The ringing drones in my ears and my eyelids flutter open. Bright lights assault my eyes and the strange smell of unfamiliarity invades my senses. It’s not a bad smell, but it’s not something I’m comfortable with and it’s certainly not a clinical hospital smell I’d expect.

Relief doesn’t wash over me like it should at the feeling of being alive. Instead, I’m filled with dread, an anxious heat crawling up my spine as I turn my head and come face to face with the last person I expected to see.

“Hey, Sleeping Beauty,” his deep voice drawls.

Venom shoots through my veins, but as I try to push up from my position on the… I look around me. A couch? Panic chases through me, my heart rate elevating and palms growing sweaty. I clutch my ribs, my head swimming so hard I feel nauseous.

“Take it easy,” Nico releases a deep chuckle, filled with light humor. “You took a nasty hit.”

My eyes land on Nico Rocco. He’s wearing a black button down and matching slacks. His muscles bunch and flex, the shirt tightening over his unmistakable broad chest. With his brown hair brushed back, he eyes me warily. He’s not a bad looking guy by any means. Nico has that typical Mediterranean skin like me, brown eyes that could stare deep into your soul if you let him. He’s a strong man, a smart man. A man who holds all the power right now.

My blood crawls with fear of the unknown. “What did you do to me?”

“Me?” Nico sits back in the armchair across from me sighing as he crosses his ankle over his knee. He looks far too relaxed for someone who’s just kidnapped their leader. Too calm, too collected.

“Nothing.” His lips kick up in a smirk that looks unmistakably familiar. I’ve met Nico enough times to know that he doesn’t do anything without reason. But the fact he’s denying this fills me with unease.

“My bar,” I stutter as flashbacks hit my brain at full force, causing me to groan. “My father.” My voice cracks under the weight of my guilt and fear. Guilt, because the target on my back caused my father to get hurt. Fear, because right now I feel so alone, despite the company I’m keeping.

“It was someone else, Sera.” Nico shakes his head, his eyes alight with amusement and knowledge that I wish he’d hurry up and share with me because if it wasn’t him, who was it?

“I saw you. You were there tonight.”

Nico sighs, not even attempting to deny my accusation. I know what I saw, he was standing talking with Enzo. I don’t really know how to unpack that thought because he didn’t even seem too surprised to see Enzo there, which suggests he also knew about Enzo being very much alive.

“So my presence means I’m the culprit? I thought you were smarter than that.”

Pain suddenly lances through my head, like a warning that I’m thinking too much. Grabbing my head, I hiss out when my fingers touch something warm and sticky. That would explain the throbbing that hasn’t disappeared since I woke up.

Standing, Nico sighs and walks to the other side of the room to pick up a small first aid kit. Instead of handing it to me, he takes his seat opposite me and starts unpacking items from it.

A phone rings out on the table beside the kit, Nico freezing as he glances at it. His face morphs into the last thing I expected. A smile. The satisfaction on his face doesn’t leave as he slides the phone towards me. “It’s for you.”

My gaze slides to the screen, my breath catching with relief when I see the name flashing up. Without hesitation, I slide the button to answer the call. “Enzo,” I croak.

“Fuck, Sera! Where are you? Are you okay?” He pummels me with questions, not even waiting for me to answer them. “Sera? Sera!”

“Yeah…” I look down at my torn dress, the cuts and dirt decorating my arms and legs, my bruised bare feet. I’m almost certain I look in a state of disarray, no doubt proof of the way my night turned out. All of this was for Greco, to catch his attention. But we fucked up massively, and I’m struggling to comprehend how.

Glancing at Nico, I second guess how I’m going to answer Enzo’s question. Physically, I hurt. But other than that, Nico has made no attempt to harm me. If anything, he’s probably saved my life. That’s not a conclusion I’m jumping at too quickly, but I’m not stupid enough to think that if I wasn’t here, I might very well be dead. “I think so,” I breathe out.

“Where are you? Are you safe?” More questions.

“I’m…” My gaze lands on Nico warily, who’s pulling fresh gauze out of the first aid box. “I’m okay.” For now. “My father?”

“On his way to hospital. Where are you?”

That’s the problem. I don’t know exactly where I am. I could be anywhere right now, alone with Nico Rocco, who has done nothing to support me in my vendetta to avenge Enzo. Which hits a little different since seeing them so cozied up at my birthday party. I make a mental note that if—when—I get out of here, Enzo and I will be having words about their little interaction.

Since my silence has caused Enzo to start screaming down the phone, Nico takes it from me, hitting the speakerphone icon. “She’s with me, LaRosa,” he says calmly.

“I swear to god if you’ve touched a single fucking hair on her head—”

“Chill out, LaRosa.” Nico’s dark gaze locks with mine. There’s no animosity swimming in them, though, but the way he looks at me tells me all I need to know. “She’s safe.”

“You better fucking make sure she is.”

“I’ll stop you there, Enzo. I can promise you that no harm will come to your girl, there’s no need for threats.”

My blood fizzles with something close to pride and lust at the mention of being Enzo’s. Despite the dynamic, his words are true. I am his. I’m Luca’s, I’m Levi’s. I’m theirs.

“We’re just having a much needed conversation,” Nico continues. “Come on over, it’s about time we cleared the air.”

“Nico,” Enzo warns.

He just chuckles in response, a wicked laugh that leaves nothing to the imagination. “I’m just kidding. I’ll see you soon.” Nico hangs up and places the phone on the table, then without a word, he picks up the gauze and leans forward, gesturing to my forehead. “May I?”

I’d be a liar if I said I didn’t have some skepticism over Nico’s actions. It feels all too coincidental that Nico happened to be there tonight when shit was hitting the fan. While he denied being behind the attack, he’s not completely off my shit list. It’s important I keep my wits about me, at least until Enzo gets here.

“Relax, I’m not going to hurt you, Sera.” Nico nudges forward a little closer, his fingers gently brushing the hair away from my face. There’s nothing sexual or intimate in the action, and for some strange reason, it puts me at ease a little bit. I’m not bound, I’m not exactly being held against my will. So what do I have to be afraid of?

Taking a deep breath, I nod for him to continue. I mean, what’s the worst that could happen when he’s cleaning my wound?

With ease, Nico cleans up the blood from my face like it’s second nature. I suppose in our line of work it is, but that doesn’t mean he should be offering that service to me. I might be his leader, but he’s shown little effort to support my position until now.

“So are you going to tell me why I’m here?” I ask when he scrunches up the seventh wipe and deposits it on the table. “Why my bar was blown up and I magically ended up here?”

“I’m no magician, Sera.” He keeps his eyes trained on my wound, using my hand to put pressure on the gauze he placed there so he can tape it down. “But I do have the answers to who’s behind the attack. As for how you got here, Enzo and your bodyguard were otherwise occupied. Stupid mistake on their part, but I’m sure you’ll rectify that.” I don’t miss the disapproval in his disgruntled tone. “And poor Marchese and Fontana.”

A chill sets over me, guilt wrapping around my throat. I never thought to ask how everyone else was, and that’s an error on my part I know I’ll regret.

Nico must notice my reaction to his words, because he smiles. “Don’t worry, Sera. They’re fine.”

“So you felt the need to kidnap me?” I wince when I try to raise my brow at him.

He laughs, shaking his head like I just made the joke of the century. “By all means, if you want to leave, I’m not stopping you.” He gestures to the door, and in a split second I make the decision to leave. He’s right; he’s not holding me against my will, but things aren’t adding up and that leaves me speculating why I’m even here. He’s not been tasked with protecting me, so what the fuck is his deal?

Because my stubbornness gets the better of me, I stand up and make my way to the door. I instantly regret my decision as soon as I take my first step. My head spins, vision blurring. Defiance takes me a step closer to my exit, but I don’t get much further.

“Word has it you killed Verdi.”

His statement stops me in my tracks. A cold sweat ripples down my spine, and I swallow past the dry lump in my throat. Verdi’s death only happened days ago. There’s no way he should have that information. Fear spins me around, until I lock eyes with Nico. “I don’t—”

His chuckle fills the room, deep and filled with amusement. “Don’t worry. Your secret’s safe with me.”

“At what cost?” I scoff. Everything comes at a cost.

“You have me all wrong, Serafina.”

Dismissing the friendly demeanor, I take a step towards him. He’s not using my title, which means he’s either pushing his luck or really has no respect for me at all. Both infuriate me to the point my fists bunch up at my sides.

“Do I?” I ask through gritted teeth. “Because the last I remember, I had a target on my back and you refused to help me.”

“My father had his reasons,” Nico replies sourly, clearly not expanding on the details, but obviously not happy with them either.

“Then maybe I should be speaking to him.”

“By all means, I’ll send you his location. Although, I don’t think you’ll get much out of him.”

My blood runs cold, his words spearing uncertainty over my safety.

“In fact, I doubt there’s much of him left.”

I freeze. Every bone in my body screams with agony, yet it’s telling me to run.

“Weren’t expecting that, huh?”

My eyes follow him as he stands up and heads to the drink cart on the other side of the room. With his back to me, he goes about pouring himself a glass. “Guess there’s a lot you don’t know about me and the family. Our family’s traditions were… outdated. My father’s need to marry his way up the ranks was…” He turns around to look at me, offering me a lopsided smile as he thinks on words. He doesn’t continue that train of thought, though, he just finishes making our drinks with a soft clink of ice. “I can assure you his greed for power isn’t something that was passed down to me. I’m happy in my position, extremely happy.”

Nico heads back towards me, gesturing back to the couch I was previously situated on. Cautiously, I guide myself down onto the soft cushions, taking the drink he offers me.

“That's why I had to take him out. He was never going to accept you or… how did you put it? La Cosa Nuova?” I shiver at the reminder of those words. “It’s time things changed, don’t you think?”

Those were the same words I used at my inauguration, the day all this shit started. The same day I lost a friend and gained an enemy.

Frowning, I take a sip of the amber liquid, relishing the burn that travels down my throat. “Why are you telling me this?”

“Because the old ways are just that. The businesses these old men run are barbaric, idiotic if I’m honest. The flesh trade is a dangerous and despicable way to fund this organization, and I for one, think it’s time we did something about that.”

I sense that there’s a lot more to his words than he’s letting on, a lot more personal experience I don’t think I want to entertain. Whatever his dealings with the flesh trade have been, it’s not something he enjoys or is proud of.

“You’ve been working with Greco, with the Verdis. You’ve been funding their business.”

“Hmm…” Nico tilts head in thought, taking a large gulp of whiskey. “Yes and no.”

I can’t help but roll my eyes at that contradictory response. But I’m not surprised; nothing is ever that clean cut when it comes to this organization.

Swirling the drink in my glass nervously, I watch Nico finish his with ease. He doesn’t offer me another, nor does he go make one for himself. He just sits and stares at me, pondering what I believe to be his next move. When he finally decides, his actions surprise me.

He stands, holding his hand out to me as he places his glass on the table between us. “Come with me.”

“Where?” I stare at his hand like it might burn me if I touch it.

“It’s a surprise,” he shrugs.

“I don’t like surprises.” The bitterness in my tone leaves little to wonder why that would be and it wouldn’t take a scientist to realize why.

“Fine,” he smiles, not the slightest perturbed by my retort. “Call it a peace offering.” He gestures with his hand again. I suppose it’s pointless me fighting him on this. Since he’s not so much as laid a finger on me—that wasn’t in the way of patching me up—he leaves me no reason to doubt his sincerity.

With a long exhale, I place my hand tentatively in his. He helps me up and guides me towards the door, holding it open for me like the perfect gentleman. Though the Rocco family are known to be anything but chivalrous, Nico’s words stick in my head. He killed his father because of greed? Because he wanted more power? Nothing seems to add up, but the lack of remorse in Nico’s features as he admitted what he’d done tells me there’s more to it.

It’s a short walk from the room Nico had me in to where he wants us to go. After we’ve navigated a few rooms, we stop at what I can only assume is a garage, or maybe it’s a basement. Either way, the sudden ripple of doubt has me pausing.

That is, until Nico places a blanket over my shoulders. “It’s cold down there,” he answers my silent question, then hands me my shoes. “What’s a leader without the right pair of shoes, right?” He winks.

My intrigue is officially piqued, because if he was going to kill me, why go through the effort of keeping me warm and offering me shoes? Skeptically, I take them from him and slip my sore feet into them.

He places a hand on my lower back, then pulls the door open for me. Helping me down the stairs to what is now obviously a garage, filled with various cars and motorbikes, he guides me to the far corner that hosts a single metal door. Nico was right about the temperature, there’s a definite chill in the air that comes with either being below ground, or through air conditioning units. Judging by the smug look on Nico’s face as we walk down a short corridor, I’d say the latter is very possible.

We stop outside another metal door, this one protected by two guards who tip their heads at me in acknowledgement, muttering my name in greeting. Seemingly, the respect isn’t lost on them, which only makes me wonder what Nico is up to.

My question is answered a second later when he pushes open the door.

The stench of piss and sweat hits my nostrils with a refound strength. I’m suddenly thankful for the blanket provided because I have to cover my face to protect myself from the smell emanating from the two men in front of us.

“Wake up!” Nico barks at Don Greco, who’s strapped to a chair in one corner, though it doesn’t look the least bit comfortable judging by the way his body is slumped and restrained. He’s got a black eye and a broken nose, and a whole lot of blood staining his once crisp, white shirt. He doesn’t wake up, though.

To the right, his son hangs by his feet from a chain linked to the ceiling. My gaze drifts over the room leisurely, quietly, methodically, taking in what I now understand to be a human-sized refrigerator. And when I say human-sized, I mean one specifically designed to hold… humans.

“How… why…. Wh?” My thoughts interrupt one another until I’m unable to actually form the question I want to ask.

Greco’s son, Tomas, looks like he’s seen better days. He has what looks to be a bullet wound in his stomach and a nasty gash across his cheek. But what catches my attention the most is the hook embedded in his leg, the same hook holding him in place from the ceiling.

“It seems we’re much more similar in our methods than you thought.” Nico heads towards a clinical metal table to the side of us, his fingers dancing over the various knives. In an instant, he reminds me of Enzo, the way his eyes light up when he’s choosing his weapon of choice. I don’t miss the fire in his eyes when he turns back around, twisting the knife between his fingers like some circus talent.

“Nico, what’s going on?” My eyes dart between the two men. Though I should feel sorry for them, the darker parts of my soul know that this is how it was always going to end for these two. Since Verdi pretty much gave up their involvement in an instant, he effectively transferred the target onto their backs. They hold the information I need, and I don’t care what Nico knows about this, I’m just grateful I’m one step closer to finding Gabriella.

“I found one of their soldiers planting explosives near Haze,” Nico explains, running the knife over the stomach of a whimpering Tomas. He swings back and forth as he starts to thrash against Nico’s blade, but he’s gagged and bound, there’s no way he’s escaping the inevitable. “I figured you might want some one on one time with them.”

“How? How did you find them?”

Suddenly, I realize how redundant my question is. Of course he would know how to find Greco if they were working together. “Is that why you were trading with them?” I hazard a guess. “Because you want to take them out?”

Nico circles Tomas like prey, eventually coming to stand beside me like it’s where he belongs. “I want to take them down for what they’ve done. For what they’re doing. What better way to take them down than from the inside?”

Slowly, the pieces are slotting together. Though I don’t know the full extent of Nico’s motives, I sense he knows why Greco is important to me. It’s probably the reason he’s kept them alive, so that I can get the information I need.

Tomas lets out a loud groan as blood trickles down his face and into the drain below his head. I have to say, I’m definitely impressed with the set up and I’m taking mental notes. Everything is clean, hygienic, which is more than any captive deserves.

Nico gives the hanging body a swift kick in the face, Tomas’s groans going cold. “Human Trafficking,” Nico tuts. “It’s a disgusting line of business that should have been wiped out a lot sooner.” He turns to me, sliding the handle of the knife into my hands.

My fingers wrap around the hilt without hesitation, anticipation burning through my bloodstream.

“I figured you’d have some questions for these two? Want to do the honors?”
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“Fuck!” Enzo slams his fist onto the steering wheel as he ends the call with Sera, his body shaking with the fury he’s trying to keep under control. I understand what he’s feeling. Rocco has Sera and we fucking failed her, again.

After the blast that took out Haze knocked me and Levi to the ground, it was only a matter of seconds before I glanced up to see Sera wasn’t there. She was right next to us, right there, and then she wasn’t. Guilt fills my lungs until I choke on it, my chest seizing as I try to maintain some sense of calm.

“She’s going to be okay,” I say, trying to convince not only Enzo but myself, too. “She can take care of herself.”

The fact we also know exactly where she is means she won’t be alone for long, but that’s not to say that Rocco won’t touch her. I don’t know the man personally, but I know the kind of company he keeps. Raf showed me the surveillance snapshots he managed to get of the Rocco family trading weapons with the Verdis and Grecos while they hid their sinister secret from Bianchi.

As if my inner thoughts are being projected into the car, Enzo floors the gas, getting us out of the city at record speed. Every pass of the trees has my heart rate kicking up a notch, to the point where I can’t tell if it’s nerves or something else. My leg aches, but my chest aches more.

“They’re not behind this,” Enzo mutters, barely glancing in my direction.

I frown. “What do you mean?”

“The attack, this wasn’t Rocco.” His words carry a level of conviction that doesn’t leave room for doubt.

“Then who?” I grind out.

“That’s what we’re going to find out.” He takes a sharp corner, his foot never touching the brakes, sending my body sliding roughly over the seat. The car clings to the road with ease, Enzo’s control over the vehicle steady and effortless.

“How do you know this isn’t a set up? How do you know they don’t have one of those calling cards?”

For a moment, Enzo doesn’t answer. His focus follows the road until the silence between us grows thick and heavy like a wet blanket.

“Enzo!” I growl.

“I just know.”

I don’t question him any further after that. Clearly, he knows something, and he’s keeping us all out of the loop. Shocker. Whatever it is, I just hope it doesn’t put Sera in more danger, because I don’t even need to explain what that would mean for LaRosa. He might have risen from the dead, but that’s because the Verdis are lousy shots. Me? I always hit my mark.

The frigid silence grows thicker with tension as we roll up to the wrought iron gates of Rocco’s mansion. Enzo slows the car down when we reach the security gate, the heavily armed guard on duty ducking his head to window level to check us both out. He doesn’t say a word, only nods in our direction before waving a hand in the air.

The gates roll across the gravel, opening up to the driveway. It’s a short way to the front of the house where another guard is waiting for us. I glance up at a massive mansion that rivals Alfredo Bianchi’s, exhaling a long breath. The whole place screams money, but I know all too well where that money comes from. While none of the money we make is actually legal, the dirty business Rocco and Greco have found themselves embroiled in leaves a bitter taste in my mouth, to the point it makes me nauseous.

Pushing the threat of bile beneath the surface, I step out of the Dodge Challenger we hijacked and lock eyes with another guard waiting for us.

“This way,” he grunts, pushing through the front door of the ornately decorated mansion. He guides us down a corridor to the back of the house, bringing us through to a garage. The metal door in the corner swings open as another guard comes marching through, directing us to follow him.

“Oh damn,” I smirk as recognition dawns on me. He’s dressed in the same uniform as the guard at the gate; the same guard who just showed us here. The familiarity makes my nose scrunch like I’m sniffing out a bad smell.

Suddenly, I’m not feeling so anxious about Sera’s well-being, because these uniformed guards are outfitted the same as the ones who helped get us out of the Verdi’s compound. The ones who rescued us when our mission to retrieve Luisa went south. I turn to Enzo with a questioning brow arched.

He snaps his head to me as our footsteps echo in the corridor. “What?”

I can’t fight the smile that curls my lips or the chuckle that bounces from my chest. Keeping my eyes forward, I think about what this all could mean; the link between these men and the same men from the rescue mission. The link between Rocco and Enzo, and the fact Sera has no fucking clue. But she will.

“You’re so fucking dead,” I state with a short laugh.

By the way he doesn’t even look in my direction, I know Enzo is already well aware of what I’m referring to. He just mutters, “You have no idea,” rubbing his brow and huffing out a breath.

We round a corner and stop short of the open door. My pulse races as I take Sera in; draped in a blanket and gripping a knife at her side. “Sera…” I say her name before I realize, and she spins around, eyes rounding.

I race towards her—as well as I can in my condition—and wrap my arms around her.

“You’re okay.” Her voice cracks with relief, making me hold her a little tighter. She hisses in response, clutching my shoulders and pulling away.

“You’re hurt,” I frown, tugging her blanket off to inspect her. When my gaze travels back to her face, I notice the gauze on her forehead. Any relief I felt before is eaten up by my anger at seeing my woman hurt.

“No… well yes, but I’m okay,” she breathes, smiling earnestly. “Nico patched me up.”

“Good,” Enzo grunts from beside me. “It’s the least he could fucking do after abducting you.”

Sera reaches out and cups his shoulder, shaking her head. “Now isn’t the time.” She turns her head to Nico, who’s currently beating the shit out Tomas Greco with a baseball bat. I flinch when his swing cracks Tomas across the face, dislocating his jaw. Blood drips over his face and eyes and a sickening groan pierces the silence, followed by slurred sobs and pleas for Nico to stop the torture. I have to admit, it’s definitely a creative way to get information, but I wouldn’t have aimed for the one feature that Tomas requires to actually speak.

Swinging the bloodied bat over his shoulder, Nico spins around, stretching his other arm out to the side. “Gentleman!” He beams at me and Enzo expectantly before turning around and placing the tip of his bat on Tomas’ split chin. “Oh boy,” he whistles, tilting his head. “LaRosa is here. You’d better start talking, because if you thought I was going hard on you…” Nico crouches to his haunches, smearing the blood around the guy’s face with his palm in taunting fashion. “Think again.”

“I…” Tomas pants, his breath a faint gurgle. “I…” he shakes head. At this point, it’s all the guy can actually do. Aside from sobbing like a baby, that is.

As Enzo and I fully enter the room, I take note of the clinical atmosphere; the easy clean white tiles, the metal surgical cart hosting a variety of tools. Nico definitely thought this through, and I’d say he’s more than experienced with how to ensure an easy clean up.

“What has he said so far?” I ask Sera as Nico guides Enzo to the array of shiny tools. Each one shimmers under the bright light, not a single spot of rust on them. Clearly, Nico takes good care of his tools, or he just buys them brand-new each time. It’s not exactly a cheap hobby, but when you want to take pride in your work, you want the best tools for the job.

“Nothing of real value,” Sera mutters, and I can hear the thread of irritation in her tone. “Though, at least we know these assholes were behind the attack tonight.” She motions with her head to the sleeping old man strapped to a clinical metal chair. “He’s still out.”

However long Greco’s been out for, it’s obviously starting to piss Sera off. But by the looks of things, Nico is having a whale of a time with his son. My gaze darts between Tomas and his father, the sick bastards who have been helping Verdi traffic kids and women into the state. I’ve yet to understand what Rocco’s ulterior motive is here, because last I checked, he was just as involved in this operation as Greco.

Pushing that thought aside—because I trust Sera’s judgment—my eyes lock on the bucket sitting on the floor beside a deep sink. I hobble over, picking it up and filling it with water. It takes a whole five seconds to get a decent amount in there, and when I turn around, Sera lifts a brow at me. “I think it’s time he woke up.”

Splash.

Don Greco coughs and splutters as the water assaults him. His eyes widen when they lock onto Bianchi, and as my gaze follows his, something shifts within Sera.

The cold look in her eyes, the way she shrugs the blanket off her shoulders like she’s shedding her skin. Sera wears a look of indifference, violence swimming in her eyes as she takes two steps towards Greco and places her blade under his chin. She tuts softly, impatience threading the subtle sound. “What a disappointment,” she says coldly, though she doesn’t sound too disappointed. “I really thought I could trust you.”

Greco huffs, shifting in his binds. “We all make mistakes,” he grunts. Sweat drips down his temple. He’s trying to exude some kind of confidence, but he’s failing miserably.

Sera snorts with amusement. “You’re right, we do. Unfortunately for you, I don’t think reneging on our deal counts as a simple mistake. Do you? Especially when you came after me tonight.” There isn’t a single note of weakness or uncertainty in her words, just cold determination.

With Greco’s eyes wide, she draws the blade down the length of his throat; deep enough to cut, but not enough to make him bleed out. Then she steps back, her eyes alight with something close to sick satisfaction, and fuck, does she look beautiful. That fire she was so unsure about having is undoubtedly present now, spurring her to be the queen she fucking is. In a split second, she’s gone from the leader of La Cosa Nostra to the Empress of Evil.

“Oh, you thought that you were safe?” she muses, tilting her head and then feigning disappointment with a pout of her bottom lip. “We all make mistakes, don’t we?”

Greco shudders against the chair as Sera lifts her blade against the light to inspect it. The action alone is enough to put the fear in Greco; acting so bored, so detached, there’s no hope for any man under her. “In case you were wondering, it was Verdi who gave you up.”

Greco remains silent, his attention firmly on Bianchi.

“He had quite a lot to say about your involvement in your…” she taps her cheek in thought with the shiny blade, vaguely tainted by Greco’s blood. “Business.”

“Sang his name like a pretty little song,” Enzo laughs, joining in.

Sera smirks back at him, pacing in front of us. “I wasn’t there to end it all, but LaRosa here assured me it was magical.” She leans forward, eyes darkening. “I wonder what song we’ll get out of you?”

“What do you want?” Greco sneers.

Clearly, her message hasn’t gotten through to him, but that doesn’t bother her. Sera leans forward, resting her palms on her knees and giving me a decent view from above. As if she realizes, the minx looks up at me and winks before returning her gaze back to Greco.“You have something that doesn’t belong to you, and I want it back.”

“And what would that be?” Greco grinds out, feigning ignorance. Of course the fucker knows what we want; he was in on this the entire time.

“Oh, come on, Greco.” There’s a playful lilt in Sera’s voice as she stands. “Let’s not play games. It won’t end well for you because I always win. So let me repeat myself; you have a girl who doesn’t belong to you. Where is she?”

Despite Sera’s mask of pure violence, Don Greco isn’t playing ball. “You’re going to have to be more specific, sweetheart. My inventory is a little full.”

My stomach twists at the sickening thoughts Greco’s words conjure up in my mind. I don’t even want to think about how many girls he has in his confinement, or the idea that one of those could be Giovanni’s kid. It just doesn’t sit well with me, and that’s the thought that has swinging the butt of my gun against Greco’s head.

“Answer your leader!” I bark.

Greco sneers, “She’s not my leader.”

“I think that was the wrong answer, Greco,” Nico tuts from the doorway, folding his arms as he nods to Enzo. Before I even realize what’s happening, Enzo is sliding the blade he chose from the metal cart across Tomas’ stomach. The gash is deep enough for blood to pour, but not deep enough to kill him. Enzo is methodical in that way; he knows what he’s doing. So when Greco flinches at his son’s warbled cries, he places the blade against Tomas’ stomach again, threatening Greco to push his luck.

Tugging Greco’s head back, I lean in close to his ear. “Want to try again? Or do you want to see LaRosa here gut your boy like a pig?”

“I don’t know wh—”

Enzo wastes no time in slashing Tomas’ stomach a second time, more blood pouring out of the gaping wound and swirling down the drain beneath his body. The screams that bounce off the walls are exactly what I’d expect from a spineless prick like Tomas. His screams turn to silence as he goes limp in his chains, passing out from blood loss and pain. The hook in his leg alone is enough to make someone pass out blind, but with the way Enzo is slicing and dicing the guy, there won’t be much of him left soon.

That bite of realization seems to hit Greco at full force. “She’s with the rest of them!” he shrieks, and that single sentence is like cool relief on a burn. Greco isn’t as untouchable as he thought he was, and now he knows it.

“The rest of them?” Sera’s fingers twitch over the knife handle once more. “Where?!”

Greco remains silent. If he thinks he stands a chance of getting out of this alive, he’s sorely mistaken. He’s nothing more than shit on Sera’s shoe, and even that’s a disservice to shit. He’s only prolonging his torment by holding his secrets, though.

Something inside Sera snaps the moment the silence becomes too much. “Answer me!” she yells before driving the knife into Greco’s shoulder. She doesn’t even give him a chance to react before she twists it hard.

He cries out, his pathetic whimpers echoing in the chamber-like room. “It’s too late,” he hisses, trying not to shake.

But Sera has other ideas. I can see the glint in her eyes, the one that tells me she’s completely detached from her emotions right now. It’s one I know all too well. I’ve never seen it on her before—hell, I’ve never seen Sera inflict torture—but she’s a goddamn natural. Maybe it’s the fact she feels like she’s to blame for Giovanni’s daughter being kidnapped, or maybe she thinks she’s responsible for getting her back. I know she made that promise to Giovanni, but nobody is making her do this.

No. Sera is content, running shit the way it should be, and I couldn’t be any damn prouder of her for that.

Greco pants through his pain, attempting to remain steel faced. “She’ll be long gone by the time you get to her.” As if his words don’t already infuriate Sera, he starts laughing. “Unless you want to make a bid.”

Nico narrows his eyes on Greco from the doorway. I can see his fingers twitching to get ahold of his captive, especially when he sends his last sentence Nico’s way. “She’ll fetch a nice sum too, I know how you like them young.”

Nico steps forward. For a second, I think he might kill the guy. With the glare he sends Greco, it could be possible. But then Nico surprises us all by swinging his fist out and punching him square in the face. “That’s for Mila,” he growls, and there’s no mistaking the protective tone in his voice.

Averting the focus back to herself, Sera slides the flat edge of the blade against Greco’s cheek. Calmly, she looks down at him, but her anger is evident in her tone. “Tell me where they are… all of them.”

The subtle glance Greco sends his son’s way doesn’t go unnoticed. He thinks he can save him, and Sera sees what we all do; regret.

“You can’t help him,” she reminds him with all the coldness of a killer.

“Let him go, and I’ll tell you everything.”

I leer over Greco. Did he seriously think he could request such a thing, after what happened tonight, after what he’s done to Bianchi? “I don’t think you’re in any position to call the shots,” I snarl.

“Neither is she,” he retorts.

Sera glances at Tomas, a cruel smile curling her lips. Greco just gave her everything she wanted, everything she needed to know who was in charge. “Oh… but I am.”

Her eyes trail down Greco’s body, over his paunchy gut to the zipper at his crotch. Her eyes light up with an idea I know is going to terrorize me for years to come, but I love where her head is at. She nods at me, and I don’t need to be told what to do next.

While Nico hands her a pair of leather gloves, I use my knife to cut open his pants.

With that same sick smile, Sera uses her own blade to shed his underwear. “Let’s see if we can’t convince you.”

“What are you going to do?” Greco scoffs, but his false bravado isn’t enough to hide the fear underscoring his words. “Suck my cock?”

“You should be so lucky,” Sera whispers to Greco while winking at me. I’d be a liar if I said it didn’t turn me on a little. That is, until she pulls the man’s flaccid cock out with a grimace, her eyes trained on the knife in her other hand. “I think I want a blunter blade.”

All hell breaks loose in the room as Greco fights against restraints. He thrashes around like a wild animal, an untamed beast with no morals. It’s just enough of a weakness for Sera to use her threat to get what she wants.

“Tell me how to get to them.”

“No, please!”

“Tell me and I’ll spare your pathetic excuse for a dick.” Without warning, she starts to glide the blade down his length, making a small incision over the flesh. My own dick recoils as Greco screams like a banshee, but damn it’s hot to see Sera so ruthless. I can categorically say I would not want to be in his position right now.

“Oakwood!” he cries out so loud that I wince. “Oakwood Manor!”

But then the words register and time stands still

Sera freezes, wavering slightly. Her stare goes blank as she too listens to the one word that has just added another name to her list of revenge.

The Governor.

After that, Sera doesn’t give a second thought. She swings her arm in an outward motion, slashing a clean slice across Greco’s throat. A beautiful arch of crimson liquid sprays across the room, decorating not only me, but Sera in a splash of color. It spurts across her face and dress, the contrast of the red making her purple dress stand out. She’s the perfect image of evil in beautiful form. The way her eyes lift to mine shows me just how determined she is to get Giovanni’s kid back.

She’ll go to the underworld and back to reap evil on those who deserve it.

My little angel of death.
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“The Governor?” I bark a laugh, then quickly rein it in. The look on Sera’s face tells me this isn’t a laughing matter, but after Luca told me how she was about to dismember Greco’s jewels with a smile on her face, I’m getting a little giddy. “You want to take out D’Angelo?”

“Once we’ve got Gabriella back, yes.” Sera nods towards Nico Rocco.

I rub the headache that’s been pounding at my brain like a hammer. The explosion that took out Haze also took me and Luca out. Though he denies it, he’s walking with more of a limp today than yesterday. Luckily, that’s all we walked away with. It could have been so much worse than just a headache and sore leg.

Sera has a bandaid on her forehead from where Nico patched her up last night. Enzo has a bandage over his hand, only sustaining superficial burns that will heal. Overall, we survived something that could have been fatal. Even Alfredo Bianchi managed to get out of a flipped out, burnt car with just a broken leg and bruised ribs. If there’s anything to take away from this, it’s that this was definitely an attempt to take us all out this time—not leaving anyone alive to retaliate. Unfortunately, Greco failed, and judging from the look on Sera’s face, she’s gone into full revenge mode.

After Luca updated me on what happened last night, I’m still left a little curious as to what Nico’s role in all of this is. All I know is he handed Greco to Sera on a platter. Since the security footage has been wiped, we have to trust Nico that they were behind this.

That’s also why we’re all sitting in Sera’s den currently. Nowhere outside of these walls is safe. Sera is still a target, so anywhere she goes, her life is at risk.

“How are we going to do that?” Luca asks the group.

“There’s a gala this weekend,” Nico answers, eyes flickering to Sera seeking permission.

She nods in response, weighing the information in her head as she leans back in her chair. “We could use that to get to him.”

“What if that’s too late?” Enzo huffs from beside her.

Nico shakes his head. “I doubt it. There are no auction invitations.” As soon as the words are in the air, he grimaces.

“Auctions!?” Luca gapes, like that piece of information wasn’t how he saw this going.

Nico’s attention snaps to him and he raises a brow in reply. “How else do you think this happens, Fontana?”

A sick knot embeds itself in my stomach at the thought of how transactional all this is. The thought of those girls being held captive with no hope of getting out infuriates me. All I can think about is what Luisa went through and how I wasn’t there for her when she needed me the most. I won’t let that happen again, though. Any way that I can help Sera get Gabriella back, I’ll do it.

“Greco has been calling the shots, bringing in the cargo with Verdi,” Nico continues to explain. “The auctions are anonymous, though, and now that they’re both out of the picture, I’m not sure who is taking over.”

“Maybe you should have led with that,” Enzo grunts. “Before we tossed them to the pigs.”

“What do you get out of this?” I find myself asking. I’m still not fully convinced that Nico doesn’t have an ulterior motive. He refused to help Bianchi when we needed his backup and his arsenal, but now he’s decided to change teams. Something about that doesn’t sit right with me.

“I want to take them down,” Nico replies with a dark undertone. “I want to take them all down. It’s what I’ve been working on all along, and I couldn’t keep it up if I was helping Sera.”

“Who’s them?” I interject.

“My father. The Carlucci family. The Verdis were on my list too, but…” he trails off, locking eyes with Enzo. “You guys saw to that problem.”

“You took out your father?” My eyes widen with surprise.

“Carlucci, too,” Nico smirks. “And now, I want D’Angelo’s head.”

My skepticism diminishes at his honesty. He’s just taken out the major players of the flesh trade and he doesn’t even show an ounce of remorse for it.

Luca, on the other hand, needs a little more convincing. “How do we know we can trust you?” His eyes narrow on Nico, who sits confidently in his chair opposite Sera’s desk like it’s his own interrogation—minus the violence. “You’ve been working with Greco this whole time.”

I don’t miss the knowing glance Nico sends Enzo like they’re sharing some secret conversation. Whatever it is, Enzo trusts Nico enough to bring him here, enough for Sera to hear him out.

“I traded weapons with them to get inside, yes. But I was never a part of the flesh trade. Not directly anyway.” Nico’s words sound sincere. As much as I hate it, I believe him, but it’s not me he needs to reassure.

Sera furrows her brow, folding her arms. “What does that mean?”

“They had Mila, my wife.” Nico clears his throat, shifting in his seat as he drops his gaze to his hands that are fidgeting nervously. Whatever is running through his head, whatever he’s trying to vocalize, it’s obviously difficult.

When he finally lifts his gaze, the painful regret is written all over his face. “They had her little sister. The shit…” He cuts himself off, shaking his head. “What they did to those girls… no one should live through that. Some didn’t. Which is why I was trading with them, trying to take the assholes down from the inside out.”

“I thought your father only married you off to higher families.” My focus bounces to the fact he has a wife, one that isn’t from one of the families.

“The old ways,” Nico scoffs. “I was meant to marry Carlucci’s daughter. My father gifted me Mila as some sick bachelor’s gift he thought I’d appreciate.” The harshness of his voice softens for a moment, then turns sharper. “It was his way of reminding me what our family stood for, that Mila was only good for one thing. I got her out of the ring, but…” he trails off, not finishing his sentence.

“But what?” Luca pushes.

“I couldn’t save her little sister,” Nico murmurs, his words laced with guilt. Then he lifts his head to Sera, defiance blazing in his eyes. “But I can save the rest of them. I can help you get Gabriella back.”

Sera sighs, rubbing her brow. “Is that the reason you killed your father?”

“One of many,” Nico retorts.

Satisfied with his answer, Sera turns her attention to the rest of us. Her gaze is set with the threat of violence blazing in it. “If we’re going to do this, we need to be discreet.”

“I can get us an invitation.”

Sera smirks, eyes set on Nico. “Cute,” she remarks. “And you think I can’t?”

I choke on a laugh, remembering the gala a few months ago. “Sera’s got the Governor by the balls,” I tell him. And she literally did. He tried to persuade her to be closer than allies, and she pretty much told him what she thought of that idea. Suffice to say, she could probably get the closest to the Governor undetected and end his sorry little life without even drawing attention to herself.

Scratch that. People will definitely be watching her. I don’t know one person who can take their eyes off Sera right now. Even Nico is wearing a look of admiration in his expression.

“Of course you do,” Nico smiles, clearly impressed. He turns to Enzo. “We can draw up a plan, a way to get close to the Governor.”

“D’Angelo’s mine,” Sera interrupts before the question can even be raised.

“Sera—” Before Enzo can question her, she cuts him off with a wave of her hand.

“He’s mine,” she repeats. “We had a deal, like Greco, and he reneged on that. He’s mine to deal with now.”

Despite Nico’s reasons to help, he doesn’t fight her on this. Everyone has something to gain from taking the Governor down, but since Sera is the one in charge, the decision is in her hands. Nobody in the room questions her. Not even Giovanni, who has been standing quietly in the corner with an impassive look on his face. But I can see the emotions he’s trying to hold back; fury, pain, loss.

With a nod, Nico stands, accepting that there’s nothing more to say.

“Before you go,” Sera announces, gesturing to Enzo with a dip of her head. He produces the playing card he found in Verdi’s pocket; the Queen of Hearts. “What do you know about this?”

Taking it from Enzo, Nico inspects the card, flipping it over back and forth. But his expression is unreadable, completely blank. There’s no flare of recognition, no tell that he might know what it is, and that tells us all we need to know.

“Enzo found it on Verdi,” Raf explains. “I found a chip in it, but so far it’s unhackable.”

“Encrypted?” Nico frowns.

“To the max.”

Enzo hovers over Nico’s shoulder, taking the whole ‘seeing it from a different perspective’ to a whole new level. “We think it’s a calling card, but could this be linked to the trafficking ring?”

“No.” Nico shakes his head. “The whole point of the trafficking ring is to stay hidden, untraceable. They wouldn’t create something that could be traced back to the ring or the organizer.”

I release a long breath, sinking into my seat. The entire situation is leaving me tired and uneasy. At least we know that the Governor is involved and he has Gabriella. Other than that, we’re no wiser as to who is calling the shots within this ring, which means Nico’s list of names might be a little longer than he anticipated.

“The Governor hasn’t made an attempt to take you out,” Enzo states to Sera. “If this is a calling card, he has nothing to do with it.” His words are scored with certainty, like he knows the Governor on a personal level. Then again, the man tried to bribe Sera into bed, so I wouldn’t dismiss his capabilities just yet.

Sera nods her head in affirmation before returning her attention to Nico. “So, how are the auctions communicated, then?”

“It’s pretty pathetic really,” he laughs, shaking his head. “They send out letters. Coded letters that can never be traced back to one person. Trust me, I’ve tried. I’ve never attended the auctions, though, so it could be a way in, but…” Nico pauses, his words cutting off while his fingers trace the black shiny emblem on the back of the card. “This emblem.”

“You’ve seen it before?” I ask.

Nico sighs, his breath caught up in his thoughts until he finally replies, “It’s the same one on the letters.”

Confusion sets in with all of us, but it’s Sera who reacts first. She pushes up from her desk, storming past us in silence. Her face is stoic, her thoughts are muted, she just leaves us all in the den with no clue as to what’s going on.

“I’ll go check on her,” I say, pushing off the wall and heading for the door. It doesn’t take me long to find her pacing the kitchen, twisting her hair between her fingers as she loses herself to her thoughts. “Sera?”

Her gaze snaps to mine.

“You want to tell me what just happened?” I ask, taking careful steps towards her.

Her eyes soften, worry flaring in them as I approach. She stops me with a palm to my chest before I can pull in close, and the action alone is gut-wrenching. “Things aren’t adding up,” she says apprehensively.

“I know,” I sigh, because there’s nothing else I can say to that. It’s true; nothing is adding up and the fact that both Nico and Alfredo recognized the symbol sets me on edge.

“You think my father knew what D’Angelo was up to?” She turns to press her palms to the counter, dropping her head between her shoulders. “What if my father is involved in trafficking those poor girls?”

“Bellissima,” I coo, moving around her body to cage her between myself and the kitchen island. “I wish I could tell you what you want to hear. Your father is a good man. I don’t think for one moment he knew what D’Angelo, or Greco, or even Verdi were up to.”

“But that’s not to say he isn’t involved, right?”

“Right…” Though, I doubt Alfredo has any knowledge of this happening right under his nose, or it would have been something he mentioned to his daughter.

Sera turns in my arms, sliding her palms over my chest as she lets out a long sigh. “I really hope you’re right, Levi.” The turmoil she’s feeling is palpable. She’s only just made amends with her father, and then this happens. We’re all jumping to conclusions at this point, trying to make heads or tails of who’s behind the calling card and who’s running the trafficking ring. We can’t completely rule out her father, but my gut tells me that he’s an innocent bystander in all of this.

Gripping her hips, I tug her to me. “We can go visit your father, if you want? Ask him about The Governor.”

“Tomorrow,” she agrees softly, pushing up on her toes to press a kiss to my lips. “For now, I just want to call it a day.”

I couldn’t agree more. Last night took it out of all of us. We’re all suffering battle wounds in some way, and the best decision for all of us now is to rest and regroup.

“That, I can help with.” I run my thumb over the scar on her cheek. It’s something that most people would shy away from or attempt to cover up, but she wears her scar like a medal, looking badass while she does so.

“Thank you,” she smiles.

“For what?”

“For saying exactly what I needed to hear.”

Leaning down, I kiss her lips tenderly. Her body melts against mine, her arms snaking around my neck to pull me closer. Our mouths move together, reacquainting themselves like long lost friends. Damn, I forgot how good it feels kissing her, the way she whimpers as I delve my tongue into her mouth. Refraining from letting the kiss get too heated—despite my throbbing cock aching to be inside her—I pull away.

“Anything for you, Sera. I told you before and I’ll tell you again. I’m right beside you, I always will be.” I cement those words with another kiss, this one laced with my promise. “I love you, Sera. I always have.”

She smiles at those words, a little gasp parting those plump lips. For a moment, she doesn’t say anything. Her eyes tour my sincere expression, leaving me to wonder if this was the wrong moment to tell her how I fell. But then she cups my face and brings it to hers. “I love you too, Levi. More than you realize.”
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“Have you told her?” Nico asks me as we step out into the courtyard.

“Not yet.” I say lighting up a cigarette. It’s the only thing to calm my nerves.

“She’s going to find out sooner or later.”

“Yeah… I know.” I just don’t want to lose her again. “You don’t need to tell me twice.”
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We’re a step closer to getting Gabriella back, I can feel it. Every breath I take is filled with hope. Every glance from Serafina fills me with confidence.

So why can’t I sleep?

Raf and Nico Rocco are working together on a plan; a way for Sera to get the Governor alone and distracted enough that we can locate the people he has held captive—including my daughter. Something in my gut tells me D’Angelo isn’t the one calling the shots, though. He’s too much of a weak link—considering our last encounter left him with almost his balls detached from his body. I just have to hope that this is it, this is where it all ends. Not just for me, but for Sera, too.

Sweat beads across my forehead from the summer heat. Even though it’s starting to cool, it’s pretty unbearable at night.

Cazzo. I roll over in my bed, glancing at my alarm clock. One a.m.

It’s no use. My mind won’t rest, I won’t rest. Not until she’s back in my arms.

Pushing the bedsheets away from my body, I twist off the edge of the bed. I have to get a grip on myself. I’ve gotten this far, and it won’t be not long now before this nightmare will finally end. Still, that doesn’t stop me from pulling on some sweatpants and heading into the house in search of something that might help me sleep.

I only get as far as the pool when I see Sera perched on the edge, her legs dangling into the water. Her gaze locks with mine as soon as she hears me, her body relaxing when she realizes who it is. She looks tired, as if the last few days—maybe even weeks—have been hard on her and I’d believe it.

Hell, I’m still restless after what Luciano put us through, but Sera is so defiant that she’d never admit it to me or anyone around her.

“What are you doing awake?” I ask, stepping closer.

“I could ask the same to you.”

She’s got me there. I thought I was the only one awake at this hour, but seemingly whatever is on Sera’s mind is keeping her up, too.

I snort a short laugh, coming up beside her. “So what brings you out here?” I ask, stooping to sit beside her on the pool’s edge while being mindful of not encroaching on her space, pulling my knees up to rest my elbows on them.

“The water,” she says softly. “It calms me.”

I watch as she threads the water between her toes, ripples cascading across the pool. For a few minutes, I let the silence envelop us. We’ve never needed words to fill the gaps. Sometimes, the peace that settles between us is enough, and I’m content with that. Sera is too.

The soft sounds of crickets chirping in the background softens the silence, and the gentle brush of wind that slips through the trees on the perimeter leaves a calming melody in its wake. It allows us to lose ourselves in our thoughts, but not so much that I’m left frustrated. Like Sera said, the water, the wind, the nature that surrounds us, is calming.

“What about you?” Sera eventually asks, her gaze still following the ripples across the pool water. “Why are you awake this late?”

“Just needed some air, I think. Or something to distract me.”

She looks up at me, and it’s so easy to read the emotions written across her face. Recently, she’s been able to rein them in and cover them up, but after today’s meeting, that mask has seemingly shifted. “I pro—”

“I know,” I cut in. I already know what she’s about to say. “I trust you’ll help me get her back. I don’t deserve it, but I appreciate it.”

Sera shrugs in response. “It was an easy decision, something I’d do again and again, despite the reasons behind it.”

I inwardly groan at her words. There’s no way I can’t deny that the guilt of what I did still eats away at me. If I could go back in time and change things, I would do so in a heartbeat. I’d admit to Sera what was happening, the Verdi’s plans, how they kidnapped Gabriella… I’d leave nothing out and beg for her help. Knowing what I do now, she’d help me without a second thought. That’s what I love about her.

Sera takes my hand in hers, tangling our fingers together. “No matter if it takes weeks, months… whatever it takes, we will get her back..”

“Let’s hope it’s not that long,” I chuckle.

“Yeah,” she smiles back, eyes shining with sincerity. “I just want you to know that I won’t give up.”

And I believe her. I trust her implicitly. If there is anyone I have confidence in to get my daughter back, it’s Serafina Bianchi.

Tucking hair behind her ear, I cup her face in my palm so I can look deeper into her eyes. The scar on her cheek is a constant reminder of my betrayal, something she has to look at on a daily basis while trying to forget how much I hurt her. I’ll never be able to erase the look in her eyes or the way her voice broke when Verdi exposed me. It’s something I’ll go to the grave with, forever haunting me.

Mindlessly, my thumb runs over the scar. “I owe you so much I don’t even know where to start…” I choke on the last few words, struggling to vocalize just how much I hate myself.

“Don’t do that,” she suddenly snaps, pulling away from my touch. “I don’t want your pity or guilt.”

She flicks her feet out of the water, about to push up to stand when I grab her by the wrist. “I’m sorry,” I croak. “I just…”

Fuck. The look she gives me slices me open. I don’t even know what I’m supposed to say to her. I’m forever indebted to her, but she’ll never accept repayment.

“I’m sor—”

Sera slams her lips to mine before I can finish my sentence. She cups my face firmly, her body relaxing against mine like I’m soothing her soul. It’s a harsh kiss, a brutally honest kiss that has me desperate for more.

I pull her in by the waist until her chest is flush with mine, pouring every part of me into the kiss. There’s no urgency though, because we have time. And that’s exactly what I’m desperate for. More time with her. More kisses. More of her.

Our tongues slide against each other’s, desperation and relief turning the kiss more heated by the second. Her palms slide down my chest, and just the heat of her hands makes my dick ache for her. I don’t even know what this is between us, but whatever she’ll grant me, I’ll gladly take.

Suddenly, I feel lighter, less burdened by the past and what’s to come. In an instant, her kiss soothes me in ways I didn’t know were possible. All at once, this kiss obliterates any lingering doubts about yesterday being a mistake. We haven’t really had a chance to talk about it after the party, after the explosions that followed. Hell, I haven’t even had a chance to process what this means to me or where we stand with one another, but if her kiss is anything to go by, I’d say we’re way past holding grudges.

Especially when Sera slides her hands into my sweats and strokes my dick languidly. “Sera,” I groan as I throw my head back. It’s been so long since I had her hands wrapped around me, since I’ve felt her shatter beneath me.

Sera pushes away suddenly, twisting her body and sliding into the water. Tugging the legs of my sweats, she walks backwards while pulling them off until they lay on top of the water. Desire and lust swims in her gaze as she licks her lips, eyeing up my evident desire for her. It’s all the invitation I need before I follow after her, catching up with just one push off the wall.

My arms wrap around her, turning us so I can press her against the side of the pool, the water lapping at the sides. Our breaths mesh together with anticipation as she wraps her legs around my waist, and she shrugs her soaked shirt from her body and tosses it behind her with a smirk.

I dive in and trace my tongue along her hot, slick skin. While one hand cups her ass, my other cups her breast, rolling her taut nipple between my fingers.

“Gio,” she gasps, rolling her head sideways to give me more access. “Can I ask you something?”

I pull away with a sly grin, ignoring my rock hard cock pressing against her entrance. “That depends,” I rasp.

“It’s about something you said to me the other night.”

Dropping my head to hers, I grimace at the reminder. I had purposefully saved myself the embarrassment of admitting my true feelings on the basis that I doubted she’d feel the same way, plus I had every intention of leaving once I got Gabriella back. But the further we adventure back into familiar territory, the harder it is to want to follow through.

As I let my thoughts sit with me for a moment, I wonder what she would say if I finally told her how much she means to me. There are very few things that scare me in this world, but being rejected by Sera definitely sits on that list. Would she slap me? Laugh at me? Tell me she feels the same way?

When I don’t answer she fills the silence with clarification.

“It was about me letting you live when I could have killed you.”

“You should have,” I admit on a choked exhale.

Sera cups my face, bringing my gaze to hers. “But I didn’t. And you said it was for the same reason you believed in me.”

“Yeah…” I chuckle lightly. “I did say that.”

“But what did you mean?”

The look in her eyes is full of uncertainty, searching for clarity. But the tone in her words is pleading with me. I owe it to her to be honest, to put everything out on the table—my heart included.

As I lose myself in her gaze, I feel my ribcage pull taut, like there's a string connecting us, drawing me closer to her. Not in a physical way, but an invisible tether that has always forced me to gravitate towards her. She owns a part of me that she doesn’t even realize, and even if I have to share her with three other men, I’ll take whatever piece of her heart she gives me in return.

I move my head to suck and nip at her neck, kissing paths of longing and unspoken apologies across her skin until there’s nothing left to say. Words can’t describe what exists in the space between us. I’m not sure our bodies could even express it adequately either, though I’ll damn well try my hardest.

“Gio?”

When my eyes meet hers, all the emotions I’ve been hiding from her start to surface. All she deserves is loyalty, honesty, and sincerity. “From the moment I laid eyes on you, there was just something about you I couldn’t ignore.” I push the wet strands away from her face and trace her jawline with my knuckles. “You’re stubborn, defiant, strong-willed.”

“Is that meant to be a compliment?” she whispers with a coy smile on her lips.

I run my thumb along her lower lip. “You’re beautiful, a goddamn goddess that I want to worship and protect and fuck all at the same time. From the moment I stepped in front of that bullet, I knew things had changed, and I knew I had fucked up. But the fact I’m still here, with you… I’d do it all over again, Principessa, because I’ve fallen in love with you. That’s what I meant. I don’t deserve reciprocation, but you should know how much you mean to me.”

Sera’s mouth parts on a gasp, her eyes glassy. Then, a single tear slips down her cheek, and before she can stop it, a sob tumbles out. She doesn’t answer me or give me reason to believe my words are unfounded. Instead, she presses her mouth to mine, letting her tears blend with our soft kiss as she pulls me closer with her legs.

A sense of peace settles inside my chest, and when I notch my cock-head at her entrance, the feeling grows and spreads through me. I press in, swallowing her cries as I hold her hips steady. She starts grinding down on me, her slick center squeezing my cock as the pool water sloshes around us.

We fuck slow, like we’re taking our time to be in the moment. With every punch of my hips, fear and anxiety ebbs away until I’m slamming into her pussy like my life depends on it. When she begs for more, I fuck her harder, stealing her breath with kisses that’ll bruise for days. We fuck like we can’t get enough of one another. Like we’ll be torn apart if we don’t hold on tight. Her nails dig into my shoulders as she thrusts her hips to match my pace. And then her muscles lock up, her walls clenching my dick so hard that my climax almost blinds me.

Sera cries out, one hand gripping my scalp as she shudders hard, and only when she’s done riding her own orgasm does she pull away. She kisses me feverishly and it reaches every inch of my body, but more than that, it hits my heart, leaving it beating erratically. Just for her.
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My fingers stroke over the embossed black card again and again. Now that we know where this emblem has vaguely come from, Raf can work on pinpointing who is putting a target on my back. It’s safe to say that whoever created this calling card is the same person running the trafficking ring, but that doesn’t leave us with much else to go on.

The Governor couldn’t possibly be behind it. He doesn’t have the resources to hide behind, which means he’s definitely working with someone. The only thing we can be certain of right now is that he will have the answers to Gabriella’s whereabouts. And even if that leads us to someone else, I’ll chase down every lead we get. I won’t stop until I find her.

The thought still brings a shiver over my body. I always thought that D’Angelo was up to something, but I didn’t think it would be the flesh trade. To be honest, I didn’t really know what he would have been involved with since he had some agreement with my father. But after the conversation I had with my father in the hospital, it seems he apparently didn’t have a clue either.

Thankfully, my father walked away with only a broken leg, so I know he’s not suffering with any head trauma.

Raf and Nico have spent all week planning how we’re going to get the Governor alone long enough to find out where Gabriella is. From what Greco said, we can only surmise that there are a lot more kids with her. It’s going to be one hell of a mission rescuing them as well, but with Nico’s help, he’s made it possible.

“You ready?” Luca asks me from my bedroom doorway.

I spin around and give him a cursory glance, admiring the way his suit fits his muscular form. “You scrub up well,” I remark with a coy smile. Who am I kidding, though? The man looks divine in his designer suit, his hair combed back and slight stubble decorating his jawline. I love the rugged look on Luca, so much so that I can feel my panties getting wetter as he steps further into the room.

I’ve been getting my fair share of pleasure from all my men—Giovanni included—so it’s not like I’m going dry. Clearly, I’m just thirsty and luckily I have four men who are willing to quench that.

Sliding his hands around my waist, he tugs me to his chest. The heat in his eyes spreads fire around my body, a kind of fire I want to burn in.

“You look delicious,” he comments, swiping his tongue across his lips. Then he dives in, caressing my neck with kisses, teasing me with his tongue and careful not to smudge my lipstick. The throb that pulses between my legs at the contact has me weak at the knees, and I pray that we have enough time for a little fooling around before we have to leave.

My hands slide over his shoulders and I gasp when his teeth nip at the sensitive part of my neck. I pull him closer, like I can’t get enough of his touch. In fact, I know I can’t. My body aches for Luca and from the hardness pressing against me, I know he feels the same.

As if he senses my own desire, he cups the nape of my neck and uses his body to walk me backwards. My back hits the wall, and a heartbeat later, Luca hitches up one of my legs and pins me with his hips. A growl rumbles through his chest as his lips meet mine in a hungry, soul-shattering kiss.

We should really be heading out to the Governor’s Gala, but the heated tension between us says that our minds are on other things right now.

With finesse, Luca glides his palm up my thigh. Using the split in the material of my skirt, he moves the fabric of my dress out of the way to slide his fingers beneath my lace panties. Surprise makes him pull away, his brows rising as he questions me silently.

“I need all the protection I can get tonight,” I remark.

“I’d say I was disappointed,” he murmurs. “But the thought of easy access for someone else to touch this cunt only infuriates me.”

A shiver racks down my spine. His dirty words always seem to make me wetter, and right now, there’s no exception.

Luca takes my lack of response as an invitation to slide a finger into my pussy. My grip on his shoulders tightens when he slips into me, a gasp parting my lips and eyes slamming shut while I attempt to suppress the pathetic mewl that escapes me.

“Don’t hold back, Dolcezza. Let everyone hear how good I make you feel.” He pulls his finger out to spread my arousal over my clit, rubbing hard until the sensation makes me shudder so heavily that Luca has to hold me up with his knee between my thighs.

I’m caged in, wrapped in delicious muscle as Luca pumps his hand agonizingly slowly into my pussy. His lips land on the fleshy part between my neck and shoulder, biting down softly. The pressure on the muscle makes me clench around his fingers. Every time he slides his fingers in, my knees shake. Every time he curls his hand to hit that tantalizing spot inside, I moan.

“So good,” I whisper.

“Say it louder.”

“So fucking good,” I moan, slamming my lips onto his. I don’t care anymore about my lipstick, it’s nude anyway. I can just reapply after this hot as fuck fingering session.

Luca slides his tongue against mine, fucking me with his fingers and swallowing every moan of pleasure. It’s torturously slow the way he winds me up like a toy. To the point he has me begging.

“Please!” I gasp, throwing my head back as Luca edges me towards an orgasm.

Usually, he’d keep edging me until I’m a quivering mess. Normally, the control is all his and I’d surrender it to him. But tonight, I need the control, and I don’t need to tell Luca that. We’re so in sync that he knows exactly what I need.

He slides his tongue along my bottom lip. With a deviant smile, he pumps his fingers into me with more determination, his thumb pressing down on my clit so hard that I see stars.

My thighs clench around his waist, my walls pulsating as my climax hits me like a goddamn freight train. “Yes… yes!” I cry out over and over again until my voice grows hoarse and the only name on my lips is his.

“Fuck, you’re so beautiful when you shatter.” He pulls his hand out and one by one, sucks his fingers clean.

Why is that so sexy? I tremble at the action, letting his lips brush mine tentatively before sliding his tongue into my gasping mouth. My pussy still throbs, but it’s the good kind of ache that can only be sated by his cock. The taste of my arousal sits heavily on my tongue, and the desire swimming in Luca’s eyes tells me he’s not done with me yet. Unfortunately, we don’t have time to continue this further, so I have to push away the thirsty voice in my head and focus on keeping my sexual urges at bay.

When I finally come down from my high and my breaths return to a more regular rhythm, Luca smooths my dress down and holds a hand out for me. I’m not going to lie, I’m slightly disappointed we didn’t get to push that further, but when I look at the time, I know everyone else will be waiting for us—and they probably heard what delayed me, too.

“Don’t look so disappointed,” Luca whispers in my ear as we descend the stairs. “When tonight is over, I’m going to fuck you in Enzo’s car.” He slaps my ass to drive his point home, and boy do I feel it. My pussy clenches around nothing, soaking my panties even more than before, but I won’t deny the excitement I feel over reaping the benefits of Luca’s competitive side.
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We arrive at the Governor’s place, high up in the valley where the landscape is thickly forested. It’s meant to be a big event tonight, which is why it wasn’t exactly difficult for me to get an invitation. All Levi had to do was bat his eyelashes at the Governor’s assistant and we were in. Too easy.

“Enzo’s in position,” Levi mutters beside me, looping my arm in his as we approach the steps to D’Angelo’s mansion.

While we distract the Governor, Enzo will be in the woods nearby. The twins are on standby, and Luca—reluctantly—is keeping an eye on Giovanni. The last thing we want is for him to get involved before we’ve got the answers we need. This mission holds a more emotional weakness for him that we can’t take a risk on. Once we have what we need, we’ll relay the information back. This is just step one in our plan; get this right, and the next step is even easier.

“And the twins?” I ask as we step into the ornate hall.

“Awaiting our command.”

With everyone confirming their positions, Levi and I step into another large room, filled with guests mingling and drinking glasses of champagne. Nico follows behind us, keeping at least five paces away so we don’t look like we’ve arrived together. I don’t want to risk the wrong people seeing our alliance.

The gala is in full swing as we enter what looks to be a ballroom. A quartet plays in the corner of the room while service staff weave between the groups of overdressed businessmen and their primped mistresses and wives. I instantly spot the Governor talking with Commissioner Graham, Head of the LAPD. I don’t miss the wary glance he sends my way when he notices me, but I’ll store that little piece of information for later.

“He’s mine,” Nico murmurs as he walks past me, collecting a glass of champagne as he does so. The animosity in his voice is unmistakable. I don’t know how far Nico is willing to take his quest for revenge, but after what he told us about his wife, I’d be a real asshole if I didn’t allow him to exact retribution on those involved with Mila’s capture and the death of her little sister. That’s for another time, though.

We agreed that tonight was for one thing and one thing only; to locate Gabriella and get her safely to Giovanni. In exchange for his help tonight, Nico gets to take out all the people on his hit list with our aid—something I’m more than happy to assist with.

“Here,” Levi says, handing me my own drink. “Time to act the part.”

Clutching the glass, I take a careful sip. It’s time to put a new mask on; the one that paints me as someone other than the leader of L.A.’s largest crime syndicate. My gaze travels through the room, noting every single person and committing their faces to memory. After tonight, I want to make sure that anyone colluding with Governor D’Angelo is taken care of. Even if Nico and I have to take out half the city, it will hopefully eradicate the vermin running the flesh trade business.

For a while, Levi and I work our way around the room, playing nice with the business men and women of L.A. I swap pleasantries, fake smiles until my jaw aches, and make boring conversation about investment opportunities. After an hour of schmoozing, Governor D’Angelo pushes through the crowded hall, making a beeline for me. I’ve garnered his attention, which was exactly the plan. It’s not like I could go up to him and pull him away from his own event.

No, I had to tease him, play hard to get, and make him come to me.

“Good luck,” Levi mutters before taking my glass and leaving.

I take a deep breath, fixing my proverbial mask as D’Angelo approaches. This is it. It’s time to get the Governor alone and distract him enough that we can locate Gabriella. While Levi pretends to get me a replacement drink, I’ll work my magic on the Governor. I won’t be alone, though. Nico and Levi will be nearby, ready to jump in when the time comes.

“Miss Bianchi,” D’Angelo’s voice booms as he takes my hand. He places a wet kiss on the back of it and I have to force away the urge to grimace. His entire demeanor is pompous, arrogant, and slimy. Knowing what I do now, I’m ashamed I didn’t see what he was up to sooner. Maybe if I had, Gabriella would be safe.

I shake those intrusive thoughts from my head, instead giving the Governor my most alluring smile. “Governor,” I reply with a sultry lilt. “Thank you so much for the invitation.”

“Of course! I would never forget to put your name on my guest list,” he boasts.

Who is he trying to kid? The asshole never had me on his list and we both know it. This is just his typical arrogance shining through, and I suddenly remember how hard I had to rein in my irritation over the man after our last encounter.

Releasing my hand from his grip, I swipe the back of it on my thigh, taking the glass of champagne he’s offering me. “I feel like we got off on the wrong foot the last time we met,” he comments.

Tilting my head, I keep up the facade, playing the innocent woman. After all, isn’t that what men like him desire? Somebody weak, someone they can snap their fingers at and get what they want?

Schooling my expression into one of pure innocence and fake lust, I answer demurely, “I think you’re right.”

“I should apologize for my behavior…”

He should, but he doesn’t.

“Nonsense,” I smile, patting his shoulder softly. “It’s water under the bridge.”

“Please,” he insists, his deep voice cutting over mine. “Let me make it up to you.”

I pretend to lose myself in thought, flirtatiously contemplating his proposal. When I feel like I’ve made him sweat a little, I nod in agreement. “What did you have in mind?”

The Governor’s eyes widen at the innuendo I provide. The idiot is playing right into my hands, and the sense of power that comes from that is immeasurable.

But when he leans in close, his hot breath smothering my cheek, I resist the shiver that attempts to slither up my spine. “I think I know a few ways,” he replies, thickening on the failing seductive charm.

His words churn my stomach—not because of what might be running through his mind, but what’s running through mine. This is my opportunity to get him alone, and while the thought makes me queasy, when I lock eyes with Levi over D’Angelo’s shoulder, I shake that feeling away. Flashing my eyes back to the Governor, I swipe a bottle of champagne from a nearby waiter and wave it in the air. “After you, Sir.”

Those words must get him hard, because he all but grabs my wrist and steers me through the hallway. I pass Nico on my way up a long staircase, accepting the nod he sends my way as we ascend the steps adorned with red velvet carpet and brass embellishments. Every step leading me away from the crowd makes my pulse quicken, but I can sense Nico behind me and I know I won’t be alone for long.

I follow D’Angelo down a long corridor until he stops beside a large wooden door, shoving it open with more force than necessary. The pompous ass really wants to make this a whole lot more dramatic than it needs to be, but I’ll let him play that role because this won’t last very long.

Kicking the door closed behind me, I prowl towards the Governor with a sway in my hips, placing my glass on a nearby chest of drawers. “Sit,” I tell him when he backs up against the bed.

Obediently, he sinks into the mattress, glass in hand and licking his lips expectantly.

I toss him a smirk. The filthy pervert isn’t going to know what’s hit him, and after Nico is done with him, his secrets will be out for the world to see. I take a swig from the champagne bottle, purely for dutch courage, then step between his legs and tower over my victim.

“I seem to remember the last time we saw each other, I was a little harsh with your…” I glance at his crotch, or so it looks that way. The last thing I want to do is go near those nasty things, but D’Angelo doesn’t see that. “How about I make it up to you?” I tease, walking my fingers over the lapels of his jacket.

“I won’t say no,” he grins, reaching for my waist.

Before he can grab me, I grip the little finger of his offending hand and bend it backwards.

He howls out in pain, crippling over, but it’s not hard enough to maim him. He’s just a pathetic, weak old man who gets off on playing with little kids instead of someone his own age. The thought makes me nauseous, and I have to fight myself to push through.

“Want to play a game?” I ask stoically, letting his hand go free.

He nods emphatically. The pitiful man pushes up right and sheds his pants and jacket in a split second. He doesn’t need any direction. I would have liked him on a chair, but as I watch him slide up the bed, waiting patiently for me, I decide this will have to do. Nico can move him wherever he needs to be when I’m done.

I turn to place the champagne bottle on the floor before sliding his belt out of his suit pants that he dumped on the floor. Since we couldn’t bring any weapons in here, I’ve worked with Nico and Levi to strategically plan this part. My role was to get him in here, away from prying eyes. We don’t need weapons to get what we want from him now that he’s alone, because as Nico put it, glass and fists hurt just as much.

“Hands,” I command when I approach the side of the bed.

He presses his wrists together eagerly, allowing me to wrap the belt around them before pinning them above his head. I thread the belt through the gaps in the headboard, buckling it in place, then stand back to admire my handiwork. I huff out a short laugh, filled with ridicule and excitement.

Poor man. He has no idea what’s about to happen.
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Levi


Nico and I stand in the corridor silently, exchanging anxious glances. The only thing separating us from Sera is the ornately decorated oak door to the bedroom she’s currently in with the Governor. Even though we’re sure this plan will work, there’s still an element of uncertainty as to how things will go, and it’s my job to ensure our girl’s safety.

With my back to the wall, I listen for signs of distress. All I hear is the soft footsteps of someone approaching the door; familiar footsteps. I glance at Nico, who nods his head, and when the door swings open, I can’t help but smile as relief suffocates my breaths.

She looks even more irresistible now than when she walked in there with the Governor. Her lips curl up into a wide smile, her hand clutching a bottle of champagne as she leans against the door.

As my eyes tour over her body, I’m glad to see that she’s still in one piece—not that she can’t handle herself. I’m just happy to see that sexy dress still clinging to her delicious curves like a sinful goddess.

Cazzo. My cock stiffens at the evil look in her eyes, the one that looks so damn proud of herself for her dirty deeds. I can’t wait to get her to myself once this is all over. I heard her and Luca before we left—lucky sonofabitch—and I want nothing more than to finish what he started.

“You ready?” she smirks, her words cutting through my thoughts as she steps away from the door to allow us into the room.

“Bianchi?” I hear D’Angelo’s voice call out, confusion etched in his tone.

As we step inside, I can’t stop the laugh that bubbles through my chest. Sera sure is creative when handling a situation. She has the man tied up on his bed by his own belt, attached to the headboard behind him. He’s in just his shirt and boxer shorts, his socks still on his feet.

“What’s going on?” D’Angelo gapes, eyes wide as Sera locks the door behind us. He fights against his restraints, but he comes up short in his battle against his leather belt.

Sera steps forward, peeling his tie off his neck. “Do you ever get bored of your own voice?” she sneers, stuffing the tie into his mouth.

“We’ll take it from here,” Nico grunts, eyes narrowing on our victim.

With a nod, Sera steps away. While she takes the chair in the corner of the room, Nico picks up the discarded champagne glasses from the floor, eyeing them in consideration.

“Wanna get a little creative?” he asks, quirking a brow at me.

The muffled protests from D’Angelo don’t deter me in the slightest. I take one of the glasses by the stem and smash it on the footboard of the bed. It shatters around my feet, leaving jagged edges that are perfect for causing injury. Eyeing up the Governor lying helpless on the bed, I smile deviantly. “Do I ever,” I mutter.

“Oh, this’ll be good,” I hear Sera murmur excitedly, taking a swig straight from the bottle.

The second I see D’Angelo squirming, excitement rushes through me. I step over to him, pressing the angry shard of glass in my hand against his throat. “Make a sound, and I’ll embed this so far in your throat you’ll be shitting glass for months.”

“That’s if he survives the blood loss,” Nico cackles beside me.

D’Angelo swallows heavily, his eyes dropping to the broken champagne glass. I’ve never seen so much fear in one man’s eyes, it’s actually comical. Situations change when you're at the mercy of the sick thoughts of another. It’s a different story when you’re not the one inflicting harm, and I can see the emotions written all over the Governor’s face; guilt, terror, and the realization that he’s been caught.

“Now,” I say, tugging the tie from his mouth. “I’m going to ask you some questions. You’re going to answer them.”

“If you lie… well, I wouldn’t recommend it,” Nico adds helpfully, taking the second glass and smashing it until the stem is a short sharp rod in his hand.

“Wha… What do… you want to know?” D’Angelo trembles beneath the makeshift weapon, his jowls wobbling as he whimpers. “I’ll tell you anything!”

“Well, that’s boring,” Sera scoffs. “I was hoping for a little more entertainment.”

I glance over my shoulder, smirking at her. “Don’t worry, Bellissima. I’ll make it nice and bloody for you.”

“No! Please—”

“Shut the fuck up!” With one stinging slap, Nico silences him. The last thing we need is him screaming the place down. We don’t have much time to get the information we need, so every second is crucial.

The Governor whimpers like a little bitch and he soon realizes his face when Nico takes the opportunity to press the glass under his chin, yanking his head back so he can stare into the eyes of his future killer. “We know what you’ve been up to, you fucked up pervert,” he growls.

Just the reminder in Nico’s words makes my skin itch to take a pound of flesh from D’Angelo. After finding out about his extra-curricular activities, I want to make him hurt in all the same ways I know he’s probably had those kids hurting. I grip the glass in my hand so hard that I feel the sting of flesh slicing. It’s the only thing grounding me, preventing me from lashing out at the sick fuck. The agreement was always for Nico to take his revenge on the men involved in trafficking all those girls. Children, teenagers, women of all ages. It makes me fucking sick thinking about it.

“Wh… what are—”

“Cut the shit!” I bark, slamming the shard of glass into his thigh. Before he can scream, I stuff the tie back into his mouth. His screams are muffled by the material as blood pours onto the sheets below him.

“We need to speed this up,” Nico remarks impatiently.

Rolling my eyes, I tug the tie out of D’Angelo’s mouth, leaving the glass still embedded in his flesh. “Okay,” I snap. “Where’s Gabriella?”

“Who?” D’Angelo’s voice wobbles, but his expression betrays him. His eyes glance from me to Sera, like she might in some way be able to help.

“We know you have her.” Nico growls. “Along with all the other girls you’ve stolen for your trafficking ring.”

“I don’t know what you’re talking about! Please, Bianchi! I swear!”

“If I were you, I’d answer them,” Sera interjects boredly, not even glancing his way. “I only hold so much power, D’Angelo. But when you have two lethal men like these hovering above you…” she tuts, shaking her head. “You won’t last five minutes once they get started.”

“Okay! Okay!” the Governor concedes. “If I tell you, will you let me go?”

I look at Sera for her decision—after all, his life is in her hands. She’s the one in command, and if she says to slit his throat, I’ll jump right in to bathe in his blood.

“Sure,” Sera shrugs nonchalantly, swallowing a heavy gulp of champagne.

With a long exhale, D’Angelo looks up at me, eyes glassy with fear. “There’s a small building, before you hit the woods.” His eyes drop to his lap. “Please, you can’t tell anyone. I was just doing a favor.”

“Don’t give me that shit,” Nico snarls. “We know all about your little side hustle, and the families involved.” He punctuates his last words by pressing the glass against D’Angelo’s throat, and the way it bobs beneath the jagged shard causes a bead of blood to trickle down his neck.

“What about security?” I ask. “Who’s guarding the place?”

“Nobody,” D’Angelo bawls. “They’re locked underground, they can’t get out.”

I spin around, locking eyes with Sera, who’s already standing and making her way to the door. Now that we have our answers, we have no use for the man, so I push away from the bed to join her.

“The twins are the closest,” I provide. “Enzo is on the perimeter, but I don’t know how quickly he can get there.” Since the twins are acting as external security, it was easy to get them onto the property. They weren’t allowed inside, but that doesn’t matter. They hold all their weapons in the SUV we came in, so we’ll have what we need if this turns to shit.

“Tell the twins,” she orders. “We’ll go with them for back up.”

Though we both know they won’t need it, I nod my agreement. If Gabriella is there, it might take more than a rescue mission to get her out. We have no idea what these girls have been through, nor how many there are, but one thing’s for certain—we’re not leaving without getting what we came for.

“Bianchi!” D’Angelo cries out. “You said—”

“I know what I fucking said!” she barks at the Governor, then looks at Nico. “But I’ve changed my mind. He’s all yours.”

She slams the door behind us before we can hear his pleas. As soon as we step out into the corridor, we hear thumping music start from inside the room, Nico’s attempt to cover whatever he’s about to do to the man. We make our way back down the staircase until we reach the front doors. The twins are patiently waiting, leaning against the SUV and talking animatedly. As soon as they spot us, they head our way.

“Get Raf to pull up a map of the property. We’re looking for another building.”
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Enzo


Ilean up against a tree, smothered by darkness and the brush that lines the forest. It gives me the perfect line of sight to D’Angelo’s Mansion, where his party is in full swing. Even though I’m on the other side of the property, I can hear the chattering voices in the distance and the gentle music swaying in the background. Apparently, the Governor didn’t think about perimeter security when he planned this Gala. All of his staff are stationed around the building itself, which has given me the perfect opportunity to navigate the woods on the outskirts and settle into position, ready for Levi’s signal.

Scouting out my surroundings, I take note of everything—from the pristine grass covered in sculptures that lead to a water fountain, to the edge of the forest where a small building sits hidden beyond the trees, barely visible. It’s probably the groundskeeper’s cabin or something.

Right now, I just have to stay here and wait. Though I’d much rather be in the thick of it, this mission calls for a more discreet method. We can’t exactly have the entire guest list of the Gala know what’s going on, which is why Luca and Giovanni will run any interference needed. We don’t want to draw the wrong kind of attention, so they have their own part to play.

I inhale my third cigarette in the past hour, my ass going numb from sitting on the ground for so long. The bandage on my hand itches, but I’m sure that’s more the burn itself. I guess I’m lucky that’s the only injury I came away from the Haze attack.

Rocco has his men stationed around the area, hiding further back in the forest, and I’m sure they’re getting bored waiting around. None of us want to stick around longer than we need to because the longer we’re here, the more attention we’ll draw to ourselves, and there’s only so long I can remain in my position without being noticed.

“Enzo,” Marco’s voice sounds through my earpiece as I use my scope to monitor my surroundings.

“Here.” I drop my cigarette butt to the floor, squashing it under my heel.

“We have the location,” he announces. “D’Angelo said there’s a small building at the edge of the forest.”

I frown, spinning around to view the small compound peeking through the trees. It’s tiny in comparison to the numbers we assumed the Verdis were trafficking, but after their last shipment failed, I suppose they’ve been struggling. That still doesn’t fit the information in my head, though. Using the manifests leaked to us from one of Nico’s contacts, we estimated at least thirty bodies—but the building sitting across from me could probably only house ten people.

“Are you sure?” I confirm, checking my scope again.

“Raf says it’s not far from your position—”

“I see it. But it doesn’t look very big. Want me to check it out?” I ask, pushing up to stand.

“No,” Marco confirms. “There’s an underground level, so Bianchi says to wait for us in case we get any uninvited guests.”

“Copy that,” I reply, crouching back in position. I use the edge of the tree line to conceal me, advancing towards the cabin.

“We’re on our way now.”

I continue weaving through the trees, stopping every so often when I hear the crunch of leaves or the snap of twigs. Silently, I curse the assholes around me because they should be remaining in position. We don’t need to get caught this soon, not when we’re minutes away from completing this task.

After a couple of minutes, I make it to the worn down building. The rusty fence that surrounds it tells me just how unused it is. It doesn’t exactly scream that this is where D’Angelo would hide precious cargo, and my brows furrow in confusion as I try to comprehend the situation. If this is where D’Angelo told Sera the girls were, why isn’t there security? Human Trafficking is a nefarious trade to begin with, but to have it so out in the open, not even attempting to cover yourself, just leaves the Governor exposed.

There’s no way he would risk his position as Governor for the sake of making money in the flesh trade. It’s too dangerous for a man like D’Angelo to just keep some kids on his property, risking his livelihood… for what?

I turn around to see the twins with Sera and Levi following closely behind. Using the shadows to conceal them, they skirt around the edge of the vast lawn, ducking behind the large sculptures and thick bushes. It takes them a couple of minutes to reach the edge of the forest, weaving in and out of the trees until they meet me at the building I previously thought was a groundskeeper’s cabin.

“Are you sure about this?” I repeat.

“This is where D’Angelo said she was,” Sera answers in a whisper.

“And it’s the only other building on the property,” Marco confirms.

I use my scope to track the surrounding areas of the building. It pays to stay alert, and right now, the nagging feeling in my gut is telling me not to ignore it. Something doesn’t feel right.

As I keep watch of the situation, the twins cut through the fence and carefully step towards the single steel door at the side. Sera and Levi go to follow, but I grab Sera’s arm to stop her. “Wait here.”

She yanks her arm away, brows furrowed with irritation. “Not a chance,” she hisses, lifting her gun. “I said I was doing this.”

“I just… I have a bad feeling about this. No guards, no security. It’s like someone knew we were coming.”

Sera blinks back at me, her eyes darting to where Levi has stepped through the fence and is waiting impatiently. “You think D’Angelo planned this?”

I shake my head. “He’s not this smart. I think there’s someone else involved. This could be a trap.”

Her throat bobs as she swallows, her shoulders tensing as she turns her head in thought. We all stand patiently awaiting our next orders. After all, Sera is the one in charge. If she tells me to run into fire, I’ll do it. But I wouldn’t be me without warning her of the weird sensation I’m feeling.

“You have to admit, Sera. This doesn’t make sense,” I add. “Why would the Governor be keeping anyone this close to his property? And without security?”

I can tell by the way she looks at me that she agrees, but I also see how torn she is. We can’t dismiss the idea altogether, but we have to think sensibly. We already knew how weak D’Angelo was as a person. Him giving up information was never going to be an issue for us, but that doesn’t mean he wouldn’t lie.

“Have Nico confirm with D’Angelo before we go storming in there,” I plead.

Sera doesn’t need convincing though. With a nod, she looks over at Levi, who immediately pulls his phone out of his pocket. While he talks to Nico about getting more information out of the Governor, I step toward Sera.

“Thank you,” I whisper, cupping her cheek.

“You’re right,” she replies quietly. “D’Angelo isn’t this smart. I just want to get Gabriella back.”

“I know. We will, I promise you that.”

“Nico isn’t answering,” Levi interrupts, concern lacing his voice.

Sera snatches his phone through the fence and hits redial, putting it on loudspeaker. But the ring tone just continues, eventually cutting to voicemail.

That uneasy feeling returns tenfold. I don’t think for one minute Nico has turned on us. He doesn’t have any reason to, not now that Sera has made an agreement with him. But the look in Sera’s eyes tells me that little fact won’t hinder her one bit.

She pushes through the fence, glancing over her shoulder one last time. “It’s worth checking out.”

“Be careful,” I murmur, nodding to Levi at the same time.

As soon as they disappear through the steel door, my stomach twists nervously. This entire plan has gone so smoothly that I’m second-guessing myself. I know we’re all capable of following through on a mission, but this doesn’t feel right.

I pace back and forth, trying to calm my nerves, but the feeling doesn’t go away. I glance at my watch as almost five minutes pass. My pulse starts to quicken. It shouldn’t take this long to clear that tiny building.

Spinning around, I head towards the open gap in the fence, ducking down to step through when a snap of twigs has me shooting upright and aiming my gun into the darkness. But I don’t see a thing, only the shadows of the trees and the soft moonlight peeking through the canopy of leaves.

With a deep breath, I turn back around, clicking my earpiece off and back on. “Marco?” I whisper. “Levi?”

Nothing.

I stare at the gap in the fence, chewing my lip as I decide whether I should join them or keep watch like Sera told me to.

Another snap of twigs has me swinging sideways, my heartbeat pounding in my ears. But it was the wrong move to make.

In a split second, my body is slammed to the ground by another. Air is snatched from my lungs as I try to fight my attacker, kicking my hips up to push them off me, but the guy has the side of my rifle pressed to my throat, cutting off the oxygen and energy from my body.

We struggle against one another, fighting for the upperhand. My assailant throws a jab to my ribs, temporarily knocking the wind from me. I can hold my own on the worst of days, but nothing kicks your ass like the element of surprise.

Our strength is evenly matched as he presses his body weight onto me. My chest constricts and I can feel my face turning redder by the second. As much as I fight, though, it gets harder and harder to see. Spots dance in front of me, warning me that I’m about to pass out, but I refuse to go down without a fight.

I slip my hand out beneath me, letting the gun press harder against my windpipe. But only for a second, which is enough time to grab a handful of dirt and leaves and throw them into my attacker’s face.

One hand lifts to wipe his eyes as he groans, giving me enough room to maneuver out of his grip and land a fist into his ribs. He sways a little, but his weight is still pinning me to the ground, so I use my other hand to grab my rifle and swing my leg over the assailant's neck and pull him backwards. In one swift move, I roll forward as he falls on his back, wheezing and spluttering as I pin him down, my knee digging into the man’s chest. Pointing the barrel of my rifle at his face, I watch the realization flash before his eyes. There’s no time for mercy in this game, though. You live or you die fighting, and this man just met his match.

With my finger on the trigger, I squeeze without remorse. The explosive bang rings through the forest, blood spraying outwards and upwards as the man’s skull shatters from the close proximity. I don’t recognize him—not that I could now, anyway. But that fact only confirms my suspicions of someone else pulling the strings in this operation.

I tap my earpiece once more, trying to call for Levi or one of the twins, but I get no response. Pushing up from the dead man, I kneel down to search his pockets. Anything that can identify who this asshole is will help us.

Only I don’t get very far.

My head takes the impact of what I can assume is the butt of a gun. My body hits the ground as I roll into a daze. My vision starts to cloud as my pulse pounds in my eardrums like a goddamn kick drum. The blur of a man standing over me steals my last breath, but it doesn’t last.

My face takes another smack before the darkness swallows me up.
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Serafina


Ifollow Levi into the building, the smell of wet grass and petroleum invading my nostrils. It’s not something I’d associate with knowing what we hope this place holds, but then again, maybe Enzo is right. I had to see for myself, though. I had to know that D’Angelo lied to us, because he’s far from mercy if he sent us into a trap.

My heart races the further we step into the little compound. We search high and low for a door, turning over every damn piece of furniture in the dusty, desolate building, trying to locate an entry point. It feels like we’re getting nowhere until Levi calls out to us.

“I’ve found something.” He lifts a threadbare rug, exposing the edge of a trap door.

“Yes!” I whisper, racing towards him.

He doesn’t hesitate to lift it, stepping back so the twins can jump down first. Then it’s my turn to navigate the uneven wooden steps, which isn’t exactly an easy feat when you’re wearing a dress and heels, but nobody ever said I opted for the easy route. There wasn’t enough time to change or even think about it. As soon as the Governor gave away Gabriella’s location, the clock started running down. Somebody would have noticed me leaving with the Governor, and someone would have also noticed me leaving with Levi. It won’t take long for someone to go searching for D’Angelo, and once they do…

Maybe that’s why Nico isn’t answering his phone.

No, the man is skilled enough to avoid getting caught. This was his plan after all. There has to be a logical reason that he isn’t answering our calls, and I refuse to entertain the idea that he double crossed us. After all, he has something to gain out of this, too.

My feet hit the last step, then Matteo helps me to the ground. I give my dress a quick brush with my hand before joining the twins, shivering at the chilly air that whistles through the hollow passage. With our guns all pointed down a long tunnel, we follow Marco’s flashlight. The walls are lined with thick sludge that looks like it’s been there centuries. There’s no modern lighting down here, which tells me this place is probably never used.

Enzo’s words creep up on me, niggling in the back of my mind. What if he’s right? What if this is a trap and I’ve just walked us all to our deaths?

I shake my head, exhaling a long breath. The stench of petroleum only gets stronger the further we get, and I don’t know how far we’ve traveled down here before we reach an open door that brings us into a large circular room. There are two doors either side of us, completely sealed except for windows with bars across them. It looks medieval, like this was once a place used to for torture.

The littering cable ties that are scattered across the ground hint that this room was definitely used. I have to hope that it’s recent because we’re quickly drawing to a dead end and I don’t know where we could possibly go from here.

I run to the door on the right while the twins race to the other. The door doesn’t budge no matter how hard I force it—even with Levi pushing with me, the thing is rusted shut. I push up onto my tiptoes, pulling myself up on the window to shine Levi’s flashlight, but all I see beyond the pane is darkness. “Nothing,” I mutter, glancing at Levi worriedly. “It’s just another tunnel.”

“Same,” Marco states from across the room.

“Enzo was right,” I sigh. “D’Angelo lied.” I feel my heart crack under the weight of my own guilt. Once again, I’ve left Giovanni down when I promised I’d get his little girl back. He’s going to be heartbroken and it’s all my fault.

Bang!

A gunshot rings out, causing us all to spin around.

“Enzo,” Marco mutters before rushing to the door.

Only it’s too late. The door slams shut before he can reach it, sealing us in the round room. He bangs his fist over and over, Matteo joining him as they push their bodyweight against the thick wooden door.

“Hey! Let us out!” Matteo yells, banging his fists against the door.

My pulse races as I search for a way out, but there isn’t one. I push on the door closest to me, but it still won’t move. I try the second one, only to be met with the same resistance. We’re trapped.

Pressing my back against the cold wall, I slink down to the ground and close my eyes. None of this makes sense. The Governor lied, which means he was working with someone. And that they knew we were coming, which means whoever D’Angelo is working with is the same person out to get me.

“Raf?” Matteo calls through his earpiece. “Enzo?”

The lack of excitement on his face tells me he’s not getting any response. We’re completely alone down here, and there’s no way of knowing how long we’ll be trapped before someone realizes.

Levi pulls his phone out and sighs. “No reception.”

“Cazzo!” I groan angrily. I should have listened to Enzo. He’s never steered me wrong before, yet I ignored him to prove a point.

“It’s going to be fine,” Levi reassures, crouching down in front of me. “Luca and Giovanni know where we are. They’ll come looking for us and—”

“And then what?” I snap, letting my own panic and uncertainty overwhelm me. “They’ll get trapped too? Or worse?”

With a huff, Levi stands. He knows I’m right. We have Nico’s men out there, but they’re only on standby if things get heated. The only communication we have is via that earpiece, and it’s not working.

Life becomes deceptively surreal when you’re trapped. Add three other people to that, and the guilt sets in hard. It’s pointless fighting it, even though I should. It’s my job to ensure nobody gets hurt, and I’ve made a rookie mistake of ignoring someone who knows more about instinct than I could ever fathom.

Levi joins me on the floor, sliding his hand into mine with a smile. “We’ll get out of here,” he winks.

I don’t even have the chance to decide whether I believe him though. My stomach flips as soon as I hear the sinister thud of footsteps echoing through the tunnel beside me. They’re not rushed or determined. They’re not delicate or shy. Those footsteps resonate with the sickening feeling that something bad is about to happen.

Frowning, I push up from the ground and peek through the gaps in the bars. A light shines in my eyes, and while I should feel a sense of relief that someone has found us, I can’t ignore the dread enveloping me.

“Looking for something?” A voice sounds; one I’d recognize anywhere. It’s so familial, yet there’s an undertone of detachment that has me backing away from the door in apprehension.

A key turns and the twins spin around, aiming their guns into the darkness. More footsteps surround us as the two other doors slam against the walls before the bright shine of flashlights blind us. But the crowd of soldiers isn’t what fills me with dread, nor the guns pointed in our direction.

It’s the murderous expression on my grandfather’s face as he steps towards me with his own gun pointed at my head. His brown eyes are filled with contempt, the only light coming from his men’s flashlights casting eerie shadows across his face.

“What is this?” I croak, unable to tear my gaze away from Levi. If my expression isn’t a dead giveaway, my words are. “What are you doing here?”

“Sorry,” my grandfather replies, but it’s laced with sarcasm that makes my insides twist. “I forgot you don’t like surprises.”

Bile rises as his words register with me. The fact he’s here—and I sense it’s not to rescue us—has me feeling queasy. Sweat beads along my forehead, though I’m not sure if it’s from the flush of anger or fear, or maybe it’s the confined space with all these bodies surrounding us.

There’s too many of them for us to fight through. As good as the twins are with their weapons, I don’t think they even have a chance against—I do a quick count—fifteen of them.

More footsteps sound before my grandfather steps to the side with a smile.

A body drops in front of him, the heavy thud as it meets the concrete floor making me wince.

“I thought I killed this one,” my grandfather mutters, kicking his shoe into the man’s side. “He’s proving harder to get rid of than I thought.”

Who?

When the light finally shines on him, my breath chokes me. “Enzo!” I scream, lunging forward, but I don’t get very far. The barrel of a gun is pressed against my forehead, forcing me to back away. I keep my eyes on Enzo, noticing the blood trickling down his face and fighting to keep my tears at bay. But it’s hard to do that when you realize you’re reliving one of the worst moments of your life. Returning my attention to my grandfather, I lock eyes with the last man I ever expected to pull a gun on me.

“Drop your weapons. All of you!” my grandfather barks, forcing us all to obey with the amount of weapons pointed at us.

“I don’t understand,” I gape, my words dry and cracked as I slowly lower my gun to the floor.

“What’s there to understand, Serafina?” His words are filled with resentment, edged with a bitterness I’ve never heard from him before. It used to take a lot for my grandfather to get angry; it’s why we always got along because he always had time for me. I realize now how stupid and naïve that sounds when I’m facing down the barrel of his gun, which only makes this hurt more.

“You’re going to need to explain,” Levi growls beside me, earning a knock to the head by one of the Bianchi guards.

Levi grunts, but doesn’t back down, even though I can see the pain in his eyes. It blends with the fury I know is bubbling beneath the surface. Taking his hand in mine, I pull him behind me. This isn’t his fight, though I know every fiber of him contradicts that. If this is what it was always going to come down to, I can’t have his death on my conscience. I do what he would have done for me.

“You’re behind this?” I grind out at my grandfather as the words break my heart in two. I don’t want to believe it, I hate to suggest it, but all signs are pointing to him. “I thought you wanted me in this role?”

“And I thought you were smarter,” he mocks, waving a hand to the room we’re trapped in. “Guess we were both wrong.”

My jaw tightens and my teeth grind with anger. I’ve always hated people underestimating me, it’s a peeve of mine that I’m constantly trying to overcome. But when it’s your own blood mocking you, that rage you’ve tried to keep at bay only makes the words sting harder.

“Why are you doing this?” My question comes out as a broken whisper, suffocated by my own family’s betrayal. “You put a hit on me? Why?”

“Because apparently, you’re untouchable.” My grandfather cackles, the sound making the hairs on my neck stand up. “I really thought the Verdis would get to you first, but this piece of shit got in the way. Twice!” He sneers as he kicks his foot into Enzo’s side, making him groan. “Your bodyguard… oh, that was too easy, and yet he still failed! It seems if you want to get the job done, you’re better off doing it yourself.”

My heartbeat pounds so hard it feels like the organ might break through my chest. I try to make sense of everything, but all I can focus on is the buzz in my head where my thoughts should be sitting.

“The attack on my bar… you know that could have killed my father!”

There’s only a fraction of remorse in his dark eyes before it’s gone, leaving me defeated. If he doesn’t care about me or his own son, what else is this man capable of?

“...Only Bianchi’s are leaders, and you are not a Bianchi. Never have been. Never will be,” he derides.

My eyes widen, my breath choking me. I don’t know what the fuck he means by that, but the look in Enzo’s eyes tells me he knows something. I suck in a sharp breath, fighting the tears that threaten to fall. “What are you talking about?”

“Your mother… she never was faithful to my son or this family. The fucking whore couldn’t keep her damn legs closed, much like you.”

“Sera!” Enzo grunts. “Don’t listen to him!”

“Like mother, like daughter.”

“What’s he talking about?” I growl at my best friend. This isn’t his fault, but he knows something and he’s clearly been keeping it from me. The idea that he’s betrayed me again is more than I can handle. I keep giving him inches, forgiving him even when I shouldn’t, and he takes a goddamn mile each time. I choke on a sob, holding onto the single strand of strength that keeps me rooted to the spot.

The laugh my grandfather responds with is dark and almost demonic, filled with conniving violence and venom.

My fists clench, my eyes narrowed on Enzo. When he drops his gaze to the floor, the final thread I’ve been clinging onto snaps. “What is he talking about!?” I shriek at him.

“I wanted to tell you,” Enzo mutters into the painful silence. “I just didn’t know how.”

“What is it, Enzo?” Levi barks. I feel the same anger I’m experiencing reflecting from him, too, his protective side ignoring the connection he and his cousin have.

“Alfredo,” Enzo murmurs. “He’s not your father.”

I stagger backwards in shock—or I try to, but Levi keeps me upright, squeezing my hand to let me know he’s there.

“My son was always a pathetic idiot when it came to your mother,” my grandfather—or should I now call him Francesco—adds callously. “I told him he was an idiot for staying with her, but he wouldn’t listen. You should never have taken the seat, my son should’ve known better.”

The way he mentions my mother so coldly has me shivering. All I have are fond memories of my mother and father, the love they shared, their love for me. They raised me together, my father raised me as his own, and all I’ve ever wanted to do was make them proud.

A tear slips down my cheek, one I can’t fight no matter how strong I want to believe I am. This is not how I saw tonight going, or my life. Even if I make it out of here tonight, I feel like every moment of my life has been tainted, broken by Francesco’s confessions. I can’t even put into words the way my world is shattering around me. I trusted so many people, loved so many people, only to be lied to, betrayed by them. Nothing is sacred anymore, and that thought scares me the most. Who can I rely on if I can’t trust my family? Or my best friend?

“I suppose you came here for this,” Francesco sighs when the silence grows thick and heavy.

A scuff of feet in the darkness catches my attention, followed by a small whimper that exposes a little girl with curly brown hair, covered in dirty clothes. She tries to contain her sobs as she’s forced in front of us, but the dirty marks that track down her face from her tears show she’s just a scared little girl, thrown into a world she knows nothing about. The familiarity in her features is so strong that my heart breaks a little more, because though I should be relieved to have finally found her, I honestly don’t know if we’ll make it out of here.

We’re outnumbered, maybe not outskilled, but with the way things are going, I’m not so sure any of us are safe.

“Gabriella?” I whisper.

She nods, green eyes cast to the floor as she hugs her tiny body.

Enzo is beside her, pulled up to his knees with his head yanked back by a soldier.

“It’s going to be okay,” I try to reassure Gabriella, though I’m pretty sure the guns all pointed at us contradict everything I’m saying. So I return my focus to Francesco, gritting my teeth. “Please don’t do this.”

Frnacesco steps towards me, circling me and pushing Levi out of the way. Our hands separate, and the ghost of his touch is the only reminder that I’m not alone. Francesco presses his chest against my back, and I have to force the urge not to shake. “I’m not going to do anything. You are.”

His words are filled with emptiness as he places his gun in my hand, and I look down at the pistol, swallowing back the fear.

“No!” Levi lunges for me, but one of his guards presses a gun to his head to stop him. “You don’t need to do this!”

“Oh, but she does,” Francesco insists. “And if she doesn’t…” The guards press their guns to Enzo and Gabriella’s heads, forcing me to choke on another sob.

I glance over my shoulder, my brows etched with all the pain I’m feeling. “Please, don’t make me do this.”

With his body framing mine, Francesco lifts my hand and points the gun at Gabriella. “The kid, or him. Which will it be?”

Enzo’s dark eyes lock onto mine, and I instantly know what he’s thinking. I don’t like it, but Enzo and I have always managed to read between the lines when it comes to each other. We always knew what the other was thinking because we’d been around each other for so long. It’s like intuition, and mine is telling me that he’ll take the fall again and again.

The heat of my grandfather’s body against mine makes my skin crawl. The shock of everything unraveling has me suspended in shock. My hand shakes with the pressure of making a life-altering decision like this, blanketing me with premature guilt and shame. How can anyone choose between their best friend and an innocent child, a bystander in a dangerous game for power? The greed of some people will never fail to bemuse me, but that doesn’t mean I can’t join them.

I've lost my sense of self-preservation. I think it left me a long time ago, when four men entered my life and altered it in ways I could have never imagined. I got to experience love in four different ways. I got the chance to care for four men effortlessly and willingly. Of all the choices I got to make, I’m glad I made them with each of my guys. But this choice is my own, this choice is what will set me apart.

We didn’t come here for conflict; we came for Gabriella, and I swore to Giovanni I’d do whatever it took to get her back. If my death is the consequence, then I’ll gladly accept that. It’s about time I stood up for what I believed in; proved to everyone that my mercy isn’t a weakness. I’m strong because of the people I have around me. Because I’m loved.

I aim the gun at the one person who can stop all this, my eyes locked on Enzo as I silently apologize for what I’m about to do.

“Sei tutto per me,” the words leave my lips with my tears as I squeeze the trigger and soundlessly ask for his forgiveness.
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Luca


“What do you mean she fucking shot herself?” I scream at Matteo as gunshots reverberate in the background. For a while, our comms were cut off. I don’t know what happened while the twins, Sera, and Levi were out there, but once Raf was able to get them back online, all we could hear was chaos through the earpieces, guns firing off at all angles and Levi begging Sera for something that I couldn’t make out.

But as the ricochet of bullets slowly died down, my world cracked in two. I heard the last words I ever thought I’d hear, the words that made me sick to my stomach; Sera was shot.

Giovanni is already sprinting around the property, heading in the direction of their last known position while I try to comprehend what the hell I just heard. I fight every urge to race down there myself to help, but with my busted leg, I’m about as nimble as a newborn calf. I’d only be a hindrance at this point, even though I got rid of the cane, which is why I’ve been tasked as driver tonight, because that’s as much use as I am without a gun in my hand.

“Gio’s heading to you now,” I tell Matteo as I grip the steering wheel tight. My knuckles whiten as I stick the car into drive and swing it around the courtyard. All the fear I’ve been battling finally resurfaces. My heart pounds in time with the heavy footsteps I can hear through my earpiece, my mouth going dry as I listen to heavy breaths and muffled groans. In an instant, I can make out who they each belong to.

“She’s going to be okay,” I hear Levi say, though I don’t know who he’s trying to convince because it’s not me. Still, I swear my heart flips from just hearing his voice because it wasn’t only Sera I was worried about for a moment. My job might be to protect Sera, but I can’t deny that I feel exactly the same way about Levi. If anything happened to either of them, I don’t know what I’d do. The city wouldn’t be standing, that’s for sure. I’d burn it down and leave it to a crisp if there was even the slightest possibility I’d have to live without them.

“Levi?” I sigh, relaxing in my seat.

“I’m good,” he answers, his breathing labored as he grunts like he’s lifting something. “We’re on our way.”

“How is she?” I close my eyes, waiting for more dreaded words, but they don’t come. The voices in the background rush around him, filling my ears. I can’t really make out what’s being said, but the lack of response from Levi has me panicking. “Levi!”

I throw the car door open. I’m about to step out when I see Enzo and Marco rounding the corner of the mansion. The latter holds Enzo by the waist, supporting him as they make their way to me. Pain flashes across his face, but he continues past me and into the car without a word.

“Where’s Sera?” I bark as I cling to the door. All my focus is on seeing my girl again; seeing our leader. I grip Marco by the shirt, shoving him against the side of the SUV. “Where is she?!”

Marco’s eyes dart over my shoulder as the sound of rushed footsteps grows louder. I spin around, and my question is immediately answered. Matteo and Levi stumble towards us. Levi is holding Sera to his chest, cradling her in his arms with a panicked look in his expression.

My pulse races, the heat draining from my face as I see the blood dripping down her arm. Her paler skin is glistening with sweat, tiny groans falling from her perfect lips. It’s almost haunting how limp she is in Levi’s arms, but the slightest sound from her is the only thing signifying that she’s still alive.

Matteo holds the passenger door open so Levi can place Sera inside. He’s careful with her, like she’s a delicate flower. Then he shoves me into the driver’s seat, his tone commanding and confident. “Get these two to the hospital. I’ll go find Nico.”

“Where’s Gio?” I question, raising a brow.

“He’s got Gabriella,” Marco confirms with a short exhale. “They’re taking the other vehicle.”

I don’t need any more information than that. With a quick nod, I close my door a little harder than necessary and peel off down the driveway. The nearest hospital is fifteen minutes away. Usually, we’d call the doctor to come to us, but by the look of things, Sera isn’t in a stable enough condition to wait for care.

With my foot to the gas pedal, I race us away from the manor as quickly as I can. Oakwood Memorial is the closest hospital. It’s not the biggest, but the staff there should be more than capable of removing a bullet. I still don’t understand how this happened. Sera is a damn good shot, so how the fuck did she shoot herself?

Clearly, nobody is explaining the situation. We’re all caught up in the aftermath, at a loss for words. Levi is staring down at Sera, muttering sweet words to her in his lap while Enzo presses his jacket onto the wound. She groans out loudly, her whimpers following.

“Is anyone going to tell me what the fuck happened back there?” I ask when the tension inside the vehicle becomes too thick for me to breathe.

“Francesco,” Levi growls, his voice filled with unabated anger. “He was behind all of this.”

My brows furrow as I swerve around a corner, mastering it with ease. “Her grandfather?”

“Yeah,” Levi answers, but he doesn’t divulge anything more than that.

“So she tried to shoot him and missed?” My head swirls with thoughts of what transpired. None of it makes any sense. I’ve seen her in action and she’s a damn good shot. I haven’t forgotten how she took that man out on the side of the road with a bullet to his head. Effortless.

Sera mumbles inaudibly, causing Levi to lean down. I strain my ears to listen, but I can barely hear anything beyond the pounding of my own heart. I try to concentrate on the road but when Levi chuckles lightly, I snap my focus to him in the rearview mirror.

“She says she’s not that fucking stupid.”

A small smile lifts my lips, but it doesn’t last very long. We’re all worried about Sera, her wheezing growing harsher by the second, punctuated by coughing and spluttering, groaning and whimpering. I only got a quick glimpse of the wound, but judging from the amount of blood and the gurgling sound coming from her chest, I’d say she’s pierced her lung at least.

“Why would her grandfather do this? It doesn’t make sense. She’s keeping their bloodline in power—”

“She’s not,” Enzo cuts in angrily, hands moving frantically to press his jacket to Sera’s chest. “Shit! There’s too much blood!”

“It’s gonna be okay, Bellissima,” Levi murmurs to Sera, stroking her face. “I’ve got you.”

Blood coats his hands, spreading red marks across her cheek, but he keeps whispering words of encouragement, loving promises that make my chest hurt. I lock eyes with him in the rearview mirror, and in an instant, my heart cracks. The loss I felt over my father threatens to return, only this time it’s the prospect of losing the only woman I’ve ever loved. And I never even got to tell her.

The look in Levi’s eyes tells me he’s just as scared. But I refuse to lose her—I refuse to lose another person I care about. So I floor the gas harder, breaking every speed limit. I use every shortcut there is until I’m halting abruptly in the drop off bay at the hospital entrance. Before the car even stops, Enzo jumps out, and in less than five seconds he’s running back towards us with five doctors and a gurney trailing behind him.

Sera’s immediately snatched out of Levi’s arms. He reaches out for her, but it’s too late. She’s wheeled away in seconds, leaving us all gasping for breath, lost in our worry and clinging to the hope that she’ll be okay.
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“Tell me again,” I demand as I pace the waiting room.

We’ve been waiting for hours while Sera is in the operating room. Nobody has come by to explain or update us on progress. Apart from the short conversation Levi had with the doctor when we first got here, to ask him to keep things discreet, we’ve had no interaction with the staff.

My mind is clouded, fogged by confusion and a sense of hopelessness. I’m still struggling to comprehend what the hell happened and how the fuck we ended up here. We had a solid plan, a seamless plan. And in the blink of an eye, we lost contact with Nico, Enzo got taken out, and we almost lost Sera. More to it, we’re still clueless. Well… I’m more clueless than the rest, which is why I need to know the full story.

“Francesco Bianchi was the one who put the hit on Sera,” Levi explains with a level of sadness I’ve never seen before. Surely, he can’t be blaming himself over this, not after what he said about her shooting herself. “She’s not…” his voice cracks under the weight of reliving tonight. “She’s not a Bianchi.”

“How is that possible?” I croak.

“Apparently her mother was seeing someone else, or something like that.”

“She wasn’t,” Enzo comments under his breath, making us both snap our heads to him in question.

“What do you know?” I glower.

“Just that Alfredo isn’t Sera’s father—”

I step towards him, towering over his hunched form. “You know more, so spill.”

“This is something I need to discuss with Sera, not you two,” Enzo grumbles. He runs a hand through his hair, exhaustion setting in. Between his black eye and busted nose, I can tell he’s in pain, though he’ll never admit that to any of us here.

I turn my attention back to Levi. “So she’s not a Bianchi. Her grandfather wanted to take her out because she isn’t his blood?” It sounds ridiculous, completely unnecessary. So what if she isn’t Bianchi blood, Sera has already proved what kind of leader she can be. She’s what La Cosa Nostra needs.

“He made her choose…” Enzo whispers, his gaze cast to the ground and voice haunted with the reminder of what transpired. “Me, or Gabriella.”

Fuck. My chest tightens, my palms growing sweaty. He doesn’t need to explain further than that, because I already know how that went down. Of course Sera would never be able to choose between her best friend and an innocent child. Hell, if I had to choose between Levi and Sera, I’d do what she did. It’s the only thing that actually makes sense in all of this nonsense.

“So she chose herself,” I say, only for Enzo to shake his head and smile. I frown at him. Why the fuck is he smiling?

“Sera’s a good shot,” he states. “She knew what she was doing.”

I glance at Levi, hoping to get a glimpse of clarity, but we’re both wearing the same dumbfounded expression.

“The asshole was standing right behind her.” Enzo points to his right shoulder to show us where she was hit. “The bullet hit him too. She fucking knew it would.”

Fuck. Talk about the ultimate sacrifice. If I didn’t know I loved her already, this is a sure fire way to get me to bow down to her. The fact she potentially sacrificed her own life to make sure someone else died is fucking admirable. I can’t even comprehend how she came up with that idea on the spot, because this was in no way planned.

“So Francesco is dead?” I ask hesitantly.

“And his men,” Levi confirms.

“Where’s Nico?” I ask. “Has anyone found him?”

“We left him with the Governor. I tried calling him, but he wouldn’t answer,” Levi pulls out his phone. “I could try again.”

“You think he—”

“No!” Enzo cuts in over me before I can even finish my sentence. “He wouldn’t do that.”

My hackles rise at Enzo’s defensiveness, as does my curiosity. He has no reason to protect Nico Rocco, not after everything. The asshole left us in the dust to run his own game. He could have helped us protect Bianchi months ago, but would rather seek his own revenge instead of protecting his leader. Then there’s the fact he abducted her right from under our noses the other night. He might say he was handing her an olive branch by capturing the Grecos, but my gut tells me there’s more to it than that. Add in the fact that Enzo used Rocco’s men that night at the Casino, when we were all but ready to surrender, and I’m left with a whole lot of something that doesn’t actually amount to anything.

I narrow my eyes on Enzo, because some things just aren’t adding up. “You seem to know an awful lot about someone who was once the enemy,” I remark.

Enzo’s brows furrow. “What are you talking about?”

“I’m just saying, you’re the only one here who constantly lets Sera down. You hide shit from her and—”

Enzo shoots out of his seat, slamming his chest against mine. “If you’ve got something to say, Fontana, say it.”

“Guys!” Levi intercepts, trying to push us apart.

“It’s funny how you faked your death, and then expect us all to forget it ever happened. You have all this information, all these goddamn secrets. Sera is on a fucking operating table and you’re still keeping shit from her! What the hell does she need to do for you to stop all the secrecy? You came back for a fucking reason, LaRosa, so fucking man up and tell us what you know!” Somehow, I’m even closer than I was before, anger seeping our every pore in my body.

“Guys!” Levi yells at us.

My breaths fall short and sharp as I stare at Enzo, the silence suffocating us. Whatever he’s keeping from Sera and us is enough to make him back away. I’m not done with him yet, but when the doctor steps into the waiting room, I decide to hold my tongue for a minute.

“She’s in recovery,” the doctor confirms. “The bullet went straight past her clavicle and caught her lung, but we were able to stitch it up. The bleed is under control and she’s resting now.”

“Can we see her?” I push forward, but the doctor stops me.

“She’ll be under observation for the night. We can let you know once she’s ready to see visitors.”

Levi moves beside me, slinging an arm over my shoulder to pull me into his body. The warmth he provides is like a balm soothing my broken heart, it speaks to the fragments of my dark soul, while I try to repair the fractured shards of my own grief.

“We’re not going anywhere,” Levi clarifies sternly. “So unless you want to be on that operating table yourself, you’re going to let us see her.”

With wide eyes, the doctor gulps. I’ve seen fear in men’s eyes so many times, but when it’s caused by the fear of someone else, it’s damn near poetic. Pride swells in my chest as I look at Levi, overwhelmed with so many emotions it takes me a second to pick them apart.

The doctor leaves with a nod, telling us that we can only enter the room one at a time. It’s not like we’re going to listen to him, but we agree politely until he disappears down a corridor.

Reluctantly, Levi and I let Enzo go first. It’s a good decision on his part, because I’m about ten seconds from ripping his balls off and feeding them to him. Anger has always been my weakness, and I’m not about to overcome it anytime soon. Especially after everything we’ve all been through. The last few months have been a test of strength; of character. I know I’ve changed from it, in all the best ways, but as I watch Enzo step into Sera’s room, I can’t help but feel like he’s never going to learn from this. Sera is always going to forgive him, no matter what he does.

How far is too far?
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Giovanni


Iwatch my daughter for hours, to the point that I move past my own exhaustion and am wired instead. Stroking the curls away from Gabriella’s face, I memorize every feature: the way her long eyelashes brush the tips of her cheeks, the way her curls puff away from her mouth on every exhale. I lay fascinated by the surreal fact that I have her back in my arms, swearing that I’ll never let her down again.

I exhale a long breath, trying to steady my worry as I drop a kiss on my daughter’s cheek. Words can’t describe how I felt as soon as Gabriella fell into my arms. Her dirt-covered hair smothered my face, her hands wrapping around my neck as I crouched down to catch her. I still feel the way my chest constricted, fighting against the lead weight of relief.

Sera’s promise still echoes in the recesses of my mind, and I have to bite back the overwhelming sob that threatens to break through. She did it. She brought Gabriella back to me. She promised she would, yet I didn’t realize what that would cost me. I never doubted she would fail, but I also never thought I’d see her limp in Levi’s arms as he carried her across D’Angelo’s lawn, blood coating her face and arms.

It’s five in the morning, and I sense from how quiet the house is that they never brought Sera back here. Wherever they took her, I have no way of finding out. Nobody has returned, and that only ratchets my worry up even more. It had to have been a serious injury, otherwise she'd be here right now, giving me shit for not staying in the car with Luca.

Fuck. My own guilt wraps around me like a steel noose, squeezing me tightly until I’m gasping for air. I shoot up from the side of the bed, carding my fingers through my hair with anxious movements as I try to steady my erratic heart rate.

I need to know she’s okay, even if it’s just to hear her voice.

Turning back to my daughter, I watch her chest move up and down slowly, her dreaming state so calm and hypnotic that I have to blink a couple of times to make sure she’s actually here and it’s not a figment of my imagination.

Then she stirs, her body shivering and eyelids flickering like she’s tormented by her dreams. I wouldn’t doubt it for a second. I can’t even imagine what she’s gone through, nor do I want to. She assured me she wasn’t hurt, and I made sure there were no obvious signs of abuse when I told her to wash up. But as soon as she wakes up, I’m getting the doctor here to check her over.

She doesn’t look malnourished, so I know she’s been fed reasonably well, but that’s not to say there isn’t any other lasting damage; a thought I don’t even want to entertain.

Gabriella’s eyes suddenly open, horror etched in them as her breaths fall sharp and ragged.

“Shh… It’s okay, Angioletto,” I whisper, stroking her cheek. “You’re safe.” And I can’t mean that any more than I do. I feel complete, like I’m taking my very first sip of fresh air after being suffocated for so long. It’s refreshing, relieving, and I relish in the clarity it brings me. “Go back to sleep.”

“She’s hurt,” my daughter whimpers.

“I know, baby girl,” I soothe. “She’s going to be okay.” She has to be.

Wrapping my arms around her, I tug my daughter against my chest, relishing in her warmth. Whatever happened tonight, it didn’t go to plan. I know that much. I didn’t get to see what happened, but the terror in Gabriella’s face told me all I needed to know. And then when I saw Levi rushing past, clutching Sera to his chest, one of my greatest fears became a reality.

“I hope so,” she whispers back, nuzzling into me. “She saved me, Papa.”

I swallow thickly. There are no words for what Sera did tonight. I still don’t know how she got shot, but judging by the sounds of gunfire that rained down through Luca’s earpiece, I can only assume she must have been caught in the crossfire.

“I know,” I murmur into her hair; the only words I can find in these desolate times.

“Where is she?” Gabriella asks. Her brown eyes are blown wide with pure innocence and curiosity. The fact she cares so much about someone she’s only met once reminds me of how similar they both are. Sera would be asking the same questions, demanding answers for someone she’d only just met, just to ensure they were safe. It’s that unyielding kindness that hits me the hardest. Her steadfast promise to get my daughter back, despite what I did, shows just how compassionate she is.

“I don’t know,” I finally admit under my breath. “But I’m sure she’s safe.”

“She killed her grandfather.”

“What?” I stare down at my daughter, mouth agape as I attempt to comprehend what she just said. There’s no way her grandfather was involved with this. How?

“But…” Gabriella frowns, not even perturbed by what her words mean. “He’s not her grandfather,” she continues.

“How do you know that?”

Gabriella shrugs, her brows still furrowed. “He said his son wasn’t her papa. Which means they’re not family, right?” She continues looking up at me, undeterred by what happened tonight. My daughter has always been smart for her age, excelling in school and at home. So it’s no surprise that she picked up on what was said. She continuously impresses me, and it fills me with regret that I’ve never been there to see her grow, to grow with her.

“I guess that’s right,” I smile, tucking a curl over her ear. It still doesn’t answer the question of what happened or why Levi was hauling a limp Sera away from the scene, not even returning here.

Just as I’m about to tell Gabriella to go back to sleep, I hear the front door close and the heavy footsteps of someone making their way across the living room.

“I’ll be right back,” I tell her. And once again, my daughter astounds me, nodding as she rolls onto her side and rests her head on her pillow.

Heading out of the bedroom, I close the door with a soft click before making my way down the stairs. From the way the cupboards in the kitchen slam, I’d hazard a guess that it’s either Luca or Levi. They’ve never been able to get a grip on their emotions, always allowing their anger to get the better of them.

So as I step into the kitchen, I’m surprised to see that it’s Enzo grasping the edge of the table top, his knuckles whitening and his head sagging between his shoulders.

“Why are you still here?” he grumbles.

I ignore the lack of warmth in his question, recognizing the pain in his posture, both physical and emotional. Opening a cupboard closest to me, I locate the whiskey I’ve seen Sera hide from the guys, smiling as I place it on the counter and silently pull two glasses from another cupboard by the sink.

Enzo watches me warily, dark eyes following my movements like I’m some kind of threat.

Nodding to the dining table, I kick out a chair for him and quietly take my own. I should really check on Gabriella. After all she’s been through, I don’t want to leave her on her own for very long. But right now, Enzo looks like he’s about to fall apart. It’s a stark contradiction to how he’s been since he returned, and that only piles on the guilt I’m already feeling.

“How is she?” I ask, pouring out two unhealthy measures of amber liquid.

Snatching the closest glass, Enzo knocks back the drink seamlessly, barely registering his gulps before sliding it back in front of me. Apparently, whatever he has to say requires some Dutch courage, so I ply him with another triple measure.

“She’s out of surgery,“ he croaks, but doesn’t elaborate further. I sense it’s because he still doesn’t trust me enough to share those details. While I respect that, I have to suppress all my own worry and guilt so that I can listen without my emotions taking hold of me. Something that is damn near impossible when I saw the state Sera was in leaving Oakwood. If I’d known where they were going, if someone had told me, I’d be in a very different place. As it is though, I have my daughter to think about and I know Sera would understand. Now that I’m hearing she had surgery, though, the thought of her sustaining serious injuries has bile rising in the back of my throat.

“Is she going to be okay?”

“Yeah,” Enzo replies, sipping on his fresh drink a lot more casually than the first. “She’s stronger than this.”

I can’t help but agree with him on that. Sera is a fighter, determined and stubborn. If anyone can overcome the shit she’s been through, it’s her.

“What happened?” I ask hesitantly, taking a gulp from my own glass.

Enzo is silent for a moment. His eyes are glazed over like his thoughts have taken him to another place—probably reliving tonight. But then his gaze drifts back to me, his dark brows creasing. “I knew something was wrong. I knew we were being set up, and she still went down there. She still wanted to…” he chokes up slightly, losing his words for a moment.

I know what he’s holding back on. Guilt is a bitch when you did everything you could to prevent it. Sera obviously ignored his warning for me, to be sure Gabriella wasn’t there.

Taking another gulp of whiskey, he drops his gaze to his hands that are sliding up and down the tumbler. “She shot herself.”

My stomach knots with sickening grief and shame. Guilt piercing me like a jagged blade, ripping me from the insides out.

“He made her choose,” he tells me, bitterness filling his words. “Me, or your daughter.”

“Fuck,” I whisper, dropping my head into my hands. I’m already exhausted from tonight, but now everything else is piling on; anger, remorse, sadness, emptiness, relief. It’s a tempest of emotion, one with no direction. The only choice I have is to weather the storm, because that’s what we’re living in right now.

But this is Sera all over. This was her choice, a way to save the people she cared about. It’s both selfish and altruistic. Any other leader would have made the choice and beared the remorse of their decision for years to come. Not Sera, though. She took the power out of her grandfather’s hands. The respect I have for her now has just catapulted out of this world, because she’d rather take her life over anyone else's. Yet, Enzo can’t see that.

“You can’t blame yourself,” I placate.

His eyes shoot back to mine, his glare so sharp it could slice through the very glasses in our grips. “I don’t,” he snaps, and shit, I already know what he’s going to say and I can’t even blame him.

“Enzo,” I reply, trying to keep my own calm over the situation because of course I’m just as affected by this. The last thing I wanted was for Sera to take a bullet, least of all from herself.

Grabbing the bottle from the table, Enzo fills his glass to the top before necking the entire contents like it’s water.

“Francesco has gone?” I confirm, even though my daughter said as much.

Enzo nods silently, effectively ending our conversation. Nothing I say will make the situation any better. I can dance around platitudes until the sun goes down, but his mood won’t change.

At least Sera is in a hospital where she can be taken care of. If Francesco is dead, then hopefully that means she’s no longer a target. I can rest easy for now knowing she’s safe—which is no thanks to us. Considering we’re all skilled in combat, scheming, and logistics, we fucked up royally here. The only good thing to come out of this right now is laying upstairs sound asleep.

Or so I thought.

“Papa?” Gabriella’s sleepy voice sounds from behind me. I turn to see her rubbing her eyes as she pads in my direction. In one move, I sweep her up and place her small frame on my lap.

“You should be sleeping,” I whisper into her hair, not fighting her when she snuggles into me. For all the pain and loss we’ve dealt with, this moment feels the most humbling, and when Enzo’s eyes land on me, I see the recognition flash across his face.

“I couldn’t sleep,” she yawns, and though I should encourage her to go back to bed, I can’t bring myself to. For all the time I’ve lost with her, she can stay up as long as she wants, eat whatever the fuck she likes, and I won’t make it into a battle.

Not that I need to, anyway. As soon as her head rests against my shoulder I hear soft snores escaping her. I chuckle silently, catching Enzo’s smile at the same time. For a brief moment, I see respect harden his features, quickly followed by what I can only describe as some level of guilt.

“Thank you,” I mouth to him. Without Enzo, this wouldn’t have been possible. I owe him and Sera so much that a few meek words of gratitude won’t suffice. The only thing I can offer them is for me to disappear, which is something I promised Sera. What they’ve done for me will never be forgotten, and to prove that, I’ll remove myself from their lives so I’m no longer a liability and Sera’s life is no longer in danger due to me or my daughter.

Enzo sighs, eyes drifting to his half drunk glass. “If you’re thinking of leaving for the sake of me, don’t.”

I frown, forgetting all about my drink to instinctively wrap my arms around my daughter.

“Sera loves you, I know she does.”

I don’t really know what to say to that. Sera and I shared a moment the other night, and I shamelessly told her how much she meant to me. But she never said it back, and while that should worry me, Enzo’s words settle the debate that has been going on in my mind since he dumped me in the pool house over a month ago.

After a while of me not saying anything, Enzo finishes his drink and stands. “That bullet didn’t kill her, but you leaving will.”

With that, he disappears, leaving me to sit with his words. And trust me, those words hit me deep.
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Serafina


My whole body aches. It’s no surprise what damage a bullet can do, but I’m still whimpering in agony as I come to. The bright lights of my hospital room break through the haze, temporarily blinding me. A groan slips free as I try to move, pain shooting through my chest and down my arm. “ Fuck!”

“Shit, Sera?”

It takes all my energy to roll my head to the side in the direction that the panicked voice came from, and when I lock eyes with bright blue ones, I swear my lungs seize up. I try to reach out, but pain ripples through me, causing me to cry out again.

“Stay still,” Luca pleads, his hand holding mine. “You need to keep still.”

“Gabriella,” I try to say, but my voice is scratchy, like I’ve swallowed stones.

“She’s fine. Giovanni is fine.”

“Enzo?” I allow the worry to vibrate up my throat, ignoring the pain it brings.

“Alive,” Luca replies, and I don’t miss the bitterness he delivers with that one word. It only confuses me, because this wasn’t Enzo's fault, yet it feels like Luca’s placing the blame on him. This was my decision. I chose to walk into that building, I chose to pull that trigger. I just hope that what I did worked, otherwise all of this would be for nothing.

“Did… I…” I huff a shallow breath. “Did I kill him?”

Luca smiles, reaching up to brush my hair away from my face. It’s a gentle caress that I didn’t know I needed. His touch is always like that; always surprising me. “You killed him, Dolcezza. You fucked shit up like I knew you would. My little angel of death.”

I bark a laugh at that nickname, but quickly groan when the pain in my shoulder pulls harshly. “Remind me to never get shot again.”

“I promise.”

My brows knit together softly. “Who are you and what have you done with Luca Fontana?” I jest. “He doesn’t make promises.”

His answering chuckle is filled with sincerity. He continues stroking my forehead, seemingly lost in the motion. It’s nice, soothing. For a second, I let my eyes close and relish in the warmth of his fingers as they caress my skin. I hum in response, because it feels so good, so relaxing. I almost drift off under his touch until his voice whispers, “Hey…”

Cracking one eye open, I frown when I see the concern etched across his features. It takes me a moment to actually take note through my sleepy state, but when I do, my breath is stolen by how broken and lost he looks.

“What’s wrong?”

His brows are furrowed, his lips bright red from where he’s no doubt been worrying them between his teeth. As much as I want to, I can’t reach out to him. As much as I need to, I don’t know what I can say to him. I already know what’s running through his mind, what’s got that beautiful face so stricken with grief.

“I thought I lost you,” he whispers, adoration and fear dripping in his tone. He kisses my knuckles reverently and I can’t help but smile.

“I would never leave you,” I croak with conviction despite my dry throat. “I love you too much.”

Luca’s eyes widen, his lips kicking up into a soft smile that makes my heart skip a beat. “Is that the drugs talking?” he teases.

“No,” I glare. At least I don’t think so. To be honest, I have no idea what drugs I’m on, but they have to be strong ones because the moment the silence fills the space between us and my eyes close, I drift off into a peaceful sleep.
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It takes a few days for me to fully regain consciousness to the point I don’t feel like I want to sleep every five minutes. The drugs the doctors had been pumping into me kept knocking me out, but now that they’re sure I’m showing signs of healing, they’ve put me on milder painkillers.

I wake up to the soft snores of Luca beside me. He’s the only person I’ve actually seen since I was admitted, and while I love that he’s refused to leave my side, I can’t hide the disappointment I feel that Levi and Enzo aren’t here, too.

Luca has moved to the other side of my bed, where I can move my arm. My right arm is pretty much dead weight, which I’m remotely unsurprised about. From the conversations I’ve had with the doctors, I’m ‘lucky to be alive’. I’d nicked a part of my right lung, severing the muscle between my AC joint and shoulder blade. I couldn’t help but smirk as the doctors explained how if I hadn’t got here when I did, I’d be dead. I’m guessing nobody told them I shot myself, or that I knew what I was doing, that I knew exactly where to point to ensure it would go straight through and hit my grandfather. They certainly aren’t aware of how protective my men are or how their quick reactions are the reason I’m still alive.

Sure, it sounds a little sadistic to say I shot myself, but it was no suicide attempt. I wasn’t setting out to be a hero in any form. I could never make the decision my grandfather wanted me to make. And yeah, there were probably a hundred other ways that night could have gone down, but I’d choose to take that bullet over anyone else, any day. I don’t regret my decision, because I eliminated the enemy. I took out the instigator of my assassination attempts, the one who called on other families to do his dirty work. Giovanni has his daughter back and the team is in one piece. That’s all that matters, and I couldn’t be happier at those results.

Still, there’s an odd sense of loss gnawing away at me from the inside. I can’t pretend that I’m not hurt by Francesco’s actions. If he was telling the truth, then I need to confront my father, again. I need to know the truth, the full truth that isn’t some half-cooked story. I need to know what happened all those years ago, because my gut is telling me that this wasn’t just a case of my mother having an affair.

I run my left hand through Luca’s sandy hair where sleep has mussed his hairstyle. He’s facing away from me, but I’m almost certain he looks as peaceful as I feel watching his back rise and fall. My fingers play with the soft strands, and for a moment, I close my eyes and relish the way they thread between my fingers. When a soft sigh releases from Luca’s lips, I pull away.

“Sorry,” I rasp, gazing into his sleepy blue eyes. “I didn’t mean to wake you.”

He smiles back, the tight lines etched in his face softening as he releases a yawn. “You can wake me any time, Dolcezza.” He reassures me by threading his fingers with mine and kissing each knuckle. Then, without asking, he hands me a cup of water from the side table, holding it in front of me so I can take a sip from the straw.

Wordlessly, I accept. While I’m more than capable, I welcome the kindness and take a couple of heavy gulps, soothing my parched throat. Damn, that feels so good. I never thought I’d enjoy a cup of room temperature water before now, but the scraping sensation in my throat encourages me to take a greedy gulp.

“Have you even left this place?” I joke, taking in his disheveled attire—the same suit he was wearing days ago.

He bats me off with a shake of his head, quirking a brow at me. “Have you?”

I guess that answers my question. “You don’t have to stay here, Luca. I’m not going anywhere.” Because I’m certain that’s what’s plaguing his mind. Luca has always been a little difficult to read, but past experiences tell me he’s got a lot on his mind, and recent events have only reminded him of what he lost.

“I know,” he smiles, standing up to kiss my dry, cracked lips. “And neither am I.”

Damnit. How does this guy go from a brooding, grumpy nightmare to one of the sweetest guys I know? I don’t think my heart can take all the sweet words and caring smiles much more. And that’s just from Luca—I still have Levi and Enzo hanging around somewhere, probably waiting to see me. Knowing Luca, I bet he told them to get fucked so he could keep me to himself a little longer.

As for Giovanni, he’s probably long gone with Gabriella like he promised. I can’t say I fault the man, but a goodbye would have been nice.

Speaking of the guys. I frown as I remember our conversation from a few days ago. “Where’s Levi and Enzo?”

“They’ve been busy helping Rocco,” he sighs, rubbing his brow.

“With what?”

Before he can answer me, a soft knock sounds at my door. The guys managed to get me in a private room away from the foot traffic. It’s more of a precaution at this point, because even though Francesco is dead, there might still be a target on my back. I’m not stupid enough to think his death will put an end to all of this, but without an incentive, I don’t know what else someone could gain from taking me out. It’s not like the movies where one family takes another out and instantly inherits their title. There are rules to our organization; standards set by the Elders.

Shit. The Elders.

The door to my room creaks open and I’m instantly met with two pairs of stunning green eyes. While one belongs to the man who threw my heart through the wringer, the other belongs to the most gorgeous little girl I’ve seen. Her dark curls frame her round face, her hair a lot cleaner than the last time I saw her. She’s smiling, too, not at all shy like when we first met.

As Giovanni and Gabriella step into the room, I can’t help but grin widely. Relief washes over me that these two are okay, that they haven’t left already. I knew they were okay from what Luca told me in my intermittent periods of consciousness, but seeing them in the flesh does something to my heart.

“I hope you don’t mind,” Giovanni smiles, gesturing to his daughter carrying a bouquet of brightly arranged flowers.

“Not at all,” I rasp, accepting the flowers with another smile that tugs at my chapped lips.

Gabriella hops up on the end of the bed, beaming at me with a toothy grin that makes my heart melt. How she’s so happy after what she went through, I’ll never understand. Her strength is something to be envious of—not even I can look like she does after being held captive for months. Judging by the way she sits comfortably, though, I’m relieved to see that the Verdis took some care of her, even if their intentions were malicious.

“Gabby wanted to come say thank you,” Giovanni explains, taking the seat opposite Luca.

“You don’t need to thank me,” I respond softly. “You know that.”

“Yeah, I know.” Giovanni’s expression drops to his lap.

I’ve seen that look before, and it tears me up. His features crinkle up the same way they did when our vehicle was run off the road all those months ago. He blames himself, and I hate that he feels responsible. None of this was his fault. The only person to blame in all of this is dead. Fuck knows where his body is, but the fact that he’s no longer calling the shots means that all of the terror and looking over our shoulders can finally end. Giovanni can go home with his daughter and live the life he always wanted. He doesn’t need to worry about protecting me, his focus can solely be on Gabriella.

“Papa wants to tell you something,” Gabriella sings-songs like a nursery rhyme, distracting us both. My only response is to chuckle and raise a brow at Giovanni, who suddenly looks a little sheepish.

Luca takes that as his cue to leave, offering to give us a minute. I’m fully in awe of this man before me, even more shocked when he offers to take Gabriella to the vending machine so Giovanni and I can talk in private.

She doesn’t hesitate to take his hand, boldly accepting it like Luca is family. I smile at that because in my head, there’s nothing more I want. We’ve all lost so much that we deserve a little happiness, and though I won’t try to convince Giovanni to stay, I’m still hoping he’ll change his mind.

With the look he gives me when the door closes behind Luca and Gabriella, I have to take a deep breath to control my emotions. This is it. This is him saying goodbye, leaving us so he can provide his daughter with the life they both deserve.

Before I know it, tears are stinging my eyes. I have to bite back a sob as Giovanni rounds the bed to take my good hand in his. Whatever he wants to say, he seems to be battling with the words.

“It’s okay,” I choke. I sound so damn weak, but I don’t care. He has to know that I don’t want him to go. I never told him I loved him back, and I hate myself for that, but even without the words, he must know that deep down I want him to stay. “I know you have to go.”

“Principessa...” He frowns, and I instantly feel put on the spot. His grasp on my hand keeps me grounded, but it doesn’t stop the tears from free falling.

I lift my gaze to his, captivated by the piercing green irises. “When do you leave?”

His smile slowly curls up on his lips. “I wanted to talk to you about that.”

Brows furrowing, I brush away my tears and try to sit up in an attempt to give Giovanni all of my attention. I fail miserably, but then he’s there with the bed remote in his hand, tilting it to a seated position.

Placing the remote on the bed, he takes my hand again, fingers stroking the band aid that covers the tube providing me with fluids. He sighs deeply, eyes following the tube until he finally reaches my inquisitive and worried gaze. “Is the offer still on the table?”

It takes a second for the words to register with me—probably due to the drugs I’m being weaned off of—but when they finally do sink in, my eyes widen. “You’re staying?”

Giovanni nods, his deep chuckle confirming as much. “If the offer is still available, yes. I’ve already looked at schools for Gabby and a place for us to stay…” he trails off, surveying me anxiously.

But there’s no way he can ignore the smile stretching my lips, or the way I squeeze his hand in response. Excitement pumps so fast through my veins that I have to catch my breath. I pull Giovanni toward me, hoping he’ll get the hint and close the distance to give me what I so desperately need right now. I don’t even care that I haven’t brushed my teeth, and neither does he, because he barely hesitates a split second before he's kissing me deeply, carefully. Like he’s committing it to memory.

Every press of his soft lips against mine, every stroke of his tongue is seared in my own mind, reminding me of what the future could hold for us.

He kisses me until we’re breathing the same air, gasping for a deeper connection. He’s not desperate with the way he kisses me, but he’s firm in telling me exactly what he wants with the way his lips move against mine. Eventually, he pulls away, breathless. His eyes seem darker, full of lust, and I can’t ignore the pulse that throbs between my legs. He’s just kissed me so deeply that he damn near stole my soul.

“So… is that a yes?” he whispers against my lips.

I smile, because there’s no way in hell I’d say no. There’s not a chance I’m willing to give him up. Right from the moment we met, there was a connection, and if I was to let that go, I don’t know what that would say about me. I use my good hand to tug him closer to my mouth again. “Give me one more kiss and I’ll think about it.”

“Yes, ma’am.”
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It’s been two weeks since Sera was rushed to the hospital. As harrowing as that night was, I’ve since been determined to work with Nico to ensure there are no more lingering threats. We managed to find Nico, after getting away from the Manor. He had to ditch his phone, which explains why we couldn’t get a hold of him. As for the men he sent out with us, they didn’t even spot what was happening until it was too late. Enzo was only taken out by two men, so they could have easily slipped past Rocco’s tactical team.

Once we cleared the air on that, I agreed to work with him on his and Sera’s lists. Since they overlapped, it made perfect sense. We went through every family from San Francisco to San Diego, ensuring their alignment was with Bianchi—the right Bianchi. After Raf was able to hack into the device hidden inside the playing card, we were able to make a list of those who had defected—which was surprisingly short, considering everything—and clean house.

It seemed Francesco hadn’t convinced as many families to join his cause as we thought; none that would go after Sera without his command, at least. It’s both a relief and an annoyance because had we known all of this before, the last three months would have been a breeze.

Hindsight is a wonderful thing.

I glance at Luca, who keeps checking his watch every damn minute from the chair beside me. Ever since Sera got out of the hospital, he’s constantly been at her side. He must be crawling out of his skin because today’s the first day she’s asked to be alone—alone with Giovanni. They’ve gone to see Alfredo, to finally clear the air and get the truth out in the open. Like Luca, I’m a little nervous about what that may entail since Francesco slandered Sera’s mother and exposed the family bloodline. But this is Sera’s life, this is her truth to uncover. Whatever is said, I’m sure she’ll tell us.

Which is why I reach over and rest a hand on Luca’s bouncing knee. “Relax, Pretty Boy. She’ll be fine.”

He nods in response, but I feel like he’s only placating me. I don’t push it any further though because I hear the front door open and close, followed by the distinctive sound of Sera’s heels clipping the floor.

Some things never change. The fact she resumed her role almost instantly as soon as she was released from the hospital is on-brand for our leader. Despite her arm being in a sling—which she wears like a badass—she looks fucking radiant in her white pantsuit, black heels clicking towards me.

“Boys,” she greets me, Enzo and Luca, then turns her attention to Nico. “Rocco.” She barely acknowledges him before turning on her heel and heading down to her den. We all take that as our cue to follow her, Giovanni staying put upstairs. I guess he’s already heard whatever she has to say to us, and judging from the grimace on his face, it’s not good.

As we all get seated in the den, Sera takes her position behind her desk. She sighs deeply, wincing when she shifts her position in her chair. She’s still adamant to go back to the way things were, before her life was at real risk. She’s already ignoring the doctor’s request for her to rest a little longer. There’s no lasting damage to her chest since it was a through-and-through shot, but it’s going to be a long road to recovery since she damaged the nerves in her shoulder. If there’s one thing I know about Serafina Bianchi, though, it’s that she won’t take any shit lying down. The doctors told her to rest, and this is her big ‘fuck you’ in response. The thought makes me smile, because she really did say “Fuck you” when leaving the hospital.

For a while, the room is silent. There’s a thick tension blanketing the room and nobody wants to break it.

It’s Sera who clears her throat first, dark eyes glaring at Nico. “Do you want to start?” It’s a command, not a question, and Nico recognises it for that.

With a nod, Nico exhales loudly. “I guess I should start with an apology?” He grimaces, clearly recognizing the deficiencies of his own words.

“That would be a start.” Sera taps her fingernails on her desk, glowering at Nico.

“Right,” Nico replies with a nervous smile, and I swear I’ve never seen the man look so anxious.

What the hell is going on?

“For what it’s worth, I am sorry.” Nico glances at Enzo, then returns his fidgety gaze to Sera, who manages to keep a lid on her emotions somewhat. I don’t know what has this guy so out of sorts, but I’m damn well intrigued. “I should have told you a long time ago.”

“Why didn’t you?” Her tone is dry, emotionless. Like she’s lost all reason to care but still wants answers.

Nico shrugs.

“Sorry, but what the fuck is going on?” Luca finally snaps, his storm swallowing him up like a tempest. I can’t say that wasn’t expected. If I’m being honest, I actually thought he’d break quicker than this. He hates being out of the loop, and once he’s confused, his anger fights a way through instantly.

Sera closes her eyes, softening her features as she looks Luca and I dead in the eye. “Nico is my brother.”

“The fuck?!” I bark, disbelief knocking me sideways. If it wasn’t for the chair I’m in, I think I might have stumbled because there’s no way I heard her correctly.

“It was his dad?” Luca quizzes. “Your mom was sle—”

“No!” she snaps, anger suddenly making her shake. I move to stand near her, to offer my support because she’s clearly overwhelmed but she raises a hand in the air, stopping me in my tracks.

“My father was greedy…” Nico starts to explain.

“Tell us something we don’t know,” Enzo mutters.

Ignoring his comment, Nico continues. “He’s always taken what he wants, always got his own way when it came to marital arrangements. You know how it goes. Apparently he took a shine to Alfredo’s new wife, and…” He pauses, like he’s searching for the words.

Something rings in the back of my mind, something I’m not quite sure I have the place to ask, but I do anyway. “How new?” I question, darting a glance at our leader.

“New,” she confirms with the strength I admire so much about her. Her insinuation gives me no other indication than the fact that Nico’s father was at her parent’s wedding. That’s how new she means.

“I think you can assume what happened,” Nico suggests, his voice taking on a darker tone. “I only found out a few years ago, when the prospect of...” he coughs slightly, rubbing the back of his neck. “The prospect of marrying into the Bianchi family arose. You were the only female, but when my father met with Alfredo and Enzo to discuss an arrangement, it all came out.”

I feel like my heart has just leaped out of my chest and run away. My mouth gapes, searching for the words, but none come out. Enzo knew?

“Alfredo knew?” Luca gasps. “Enzo knew and neither told you?”

Sera shakes her head. “We’ve spoken about it. I understand why my father didn’t say anything. He never saw me as anything other than his daughter. His actions might not match with that statement, but he loved me as his own, and I can’t fault him for that. As for Enzo…” she sighs, locking eyes with him across the room. “There are some conversations we need to have.”

I must look lost, so Sera continues the story. “My mother told my father what happened that night. Apparently there was no hiding the state Don Rocco left her in. On their wedding night of all times. My father was livid, threatened to take him out for what he did to her.”

“Why didn’t he?” Luca questions further. Like all of us, he’s deeply invested.

Sera glances back at Nico, swallowing heavily. I see a war of emotions behind her dark eyes, a battle she’s tried to handle all day, which is probably why she’s in such a foul mood. Anyone would be after finding out the hidden truth about their own parentage. “Because he had kids, little boys she couldn’t stand to be without a father, no matter what he did.”

That, right there is where I see Sera gets her strength from. Her mother possessed the same merciful nature, a testament to all of La Cosa Nostra. She was assaulted, and her answer was to forget what happened; to live with the consequences and thrive in spite of them. I’m left astounded by everything unfolding, still unable to find my words.

Then it clicks. Why Enzo didn’t want to talk to us about Nico, about whether he would double cross Sera. He was confident in his answer, so certain that Rocco wouldn’t betray Sera because they’re related. Fuck!

“Why didn’t you tell her?” I finally ask. He knew she needed his help, and he left her to fend for herself—not quite, but he still had some responsibility.

Nico shrugs. “We didn’t know each other very well. It seemed like a pointless task to confront you about. It doesn’t make what I did right, I know that now. But I didn’t recognize the situation for what it was. We all have targets on our backs. Hell, I’d be surprised if we didn’t.”

He has a good point. We’re all on someone’s radar, somebody waiting for the opportune moment to take a shot and clear the chessboard. I can see where his logic took him, especially when he had his own situation to take care of.

“So what happens now?” Enzo quizzes.

“Nothing,” Nico answers with conviction. “Nothing changes. Sera continues her leadership.”

Sera shakes her head. “You’re wrong,” she murmurs, dropping her gaze to her lap. “This changes everything.”

In a few long strides, Nico rounds Sera’s desk and places a hand on her shoulder. It’s a gesture of comfort, a sign of respect because we all recognize the situation. Nico is older. By right, he should have the title. But the complication lies in the fact that it’s Bianchi’s seat—and neither of them are a Bianchi.

“It doesn’t have to,” Nico reassures her. “Nobody is going to challenge you.” And by nobody, he means him.

Sera looks up at her newfound relation, eyes rounding with doubt. “You don’t know that.”

“What I mean is, I won’t let them.” His words are filled with brotherly support, the same protectiveness I feel over Luisa. “You deserve this, Sera. By blood, or not. I don’t know anyone who could do this better than you. You’re a leader, our leader.”

As her gaze travels, Sera’s shoulders relax. “What about the other families that are still out there? The ones Francesco called upon?”

“There weren’t as many as we thought,” I answer her. “Raf hacked the calling card and found only a few names listed. Half of them we don’t need to worry about because they’re dead.” I’m referring to Greco and Verdi, and the others Nico took out along the way to satisfy his own revenge plot.

“And the other half?” Enzo asks. He’s been oddly quiet throughout this meeting. Something tells me he already knew all of this and he doesn’t want to scratch the already open wound by saying the wrong thing. It’s the smartest thing he can do right now, because Luca was right. All Enzo does is keep shit from Sera, from the group, and with each of those lies someone winds up getting hurt or worse.

I watch as Nico pulls out the piece of paper with all the names we found on the calling card. Once Raf hacked into it, it was pretty easy to navigate. It seems Francesco used all his resources on preventing someone getting to the information, but not enough to protect the identities of his co-conspirators.

Placing the dossier on her desk, he presses a finger to it. “Soon enough, they’ll be dead. By my hand or yours.”

Sera looks up at his towering form. All I see is a newfound affection for the man she can now call her brother, her family. She smiles with pure confidence, examining the small list. There’s only one big name on there. All the rest are small families who were eager to please Francesco for a chance to sit in his presence. It’s pretty pathetic when you think about it, but that’s just how some people operate.

“Soon, this organization will be rid of the old,” Nico assures us all like he’s trying to motivate us into action. He doesn’t need to, because I can categorically say we’d all follow Sera blindly into the inferno.

“La Cosa Nuova,” Sera mutters, still gazing at the piece of paper. Determination sets her eyes hard, and I can see all the thoughts running through her head of how she wants to run things. I think it’s safe to say we’re all excited for this new era.

[image: image-placeholder]

There wasn’t a funeral for Francesco Bianchi. There wouldn’t have been much point to it since there wasn’t a body to recover. That much became apparent when the twins returned with Nico the day after it all went down to tell us everything had been handled. I didn’t ask much more than necessary, I didn’t care to be honest. All I know is Rocco organized the disposal of all the Bianchi soldiers, including Francesco himself. D’Angelo is still missing, though I have an idea where he might be.

It’s been a month since it all went down, since the truth of Sera’s paternal family was uncovered. Despite her relation to the Rocco family, she hasn’t let it deter her. She’s found a new lease on life, supported by a whole group of guys who admire her in different ways. But Luca, Enzo, Giovanni and I, we’re the ones who get to see her thrive the most.

Like right now, as she unbuckles my belt in the backseat of Enzo’s SUV, her eyes are alight with fresh desire. Her arm is still in a sling, so it’s difficult for her to get a grasp with one hand, but Luca comes to the rescue, undoing my belt and releasing my throbbing cock from my slacks.

I groan when he fists it lazily, leaning forward to capture Sera’s lips in a breathless kiss. The way he multitasks only makes me harder, making me stifle a moan when he swipes his thumb over the tip, spreading my pre-cum over the head.

“All yours, Dolcezza,” he purrs at her as he breaks their kiss.

Using the space provided between the front and back seats, she kneels between my legs and takes me in her warm, wet mouth. She licks my shaft from base to tip, swirling her tongue over the head while Luca continues to work me up with his hand. They work as a team, building me up to blinding heights of euphoria, but Luca’s damn penchant for edging gets involved and he pulls away.

I should have known better when I said yes to this little trip. But as soon as I heard what Luca and Sera were planning—their way of getting back at Enzo for fucking on Luca’s Maserati and all the secrets—I had to get involved. No way was I missing this.

Okay, now that I think about it, I don’t regret this one bit because I have the two most irresistible people on earth sucking my cock on a hilltop view overlooking L.A. I’d be an idiot if I passed this opportunity up.

Luca leans down, taking me all the way to the back of his throat. It’s goddamn soul shattering the way he sucks me off, his hand pumping, tongue sliding. I throw my head back when I hit the back of his throat again, and Sera swallows my moans, slamming her mouth to mine. With her good hand, she guides my own underneath her skirt.

“Fuck,” I gasp when my fingers meet her soaked pussy. She slides her hips eagerly until my digits slip inside, and lets out a delicious moan of her own as I curl them.

I can’t take my eyes off her as I pump my fingers, her juices coating my knuckles. She’s so fucking beautiful, like an angel sent from heaven to destroy my body and soul. The way she shamelessly rocks her hips, hand reaching for her tit and squeezing, she’s hypnotic.

Meanwhile, Luca keeps edging me like the motherfucker he is, until I can’t take anymore.

I snap.

I pull Sera onto my lap, turning sideways so Luca can move in behind her. Thank god for the space in this car, because we definitely wouldn’t be able to do this in my Porsche.

Lining my slick cock at her entrance, I lock eyes with Sera and in one seamless thrust, I impale her on my length. She falls forward, barely able to keep herself upright with one working arm—but we make it work.

While I work Sera up, Luca is behind her, pumping his own cock with languid strokes while he watches her pussy swallow my shaft. There’s no denying how fucking hot it looks, but the feeling of our bodies connecting, driving each other to the edge of pleasure, is pure addiction.

The familiar sound of lube being squirted has my ears perking. Silently, I try to guess which hole he’s going for. Since we’re all more than comfortable with one another, I can’t conceal the moan that escapes me when I feel Luca’s cock nudge at Sera’s entrance. Right. Beside. Mine.

“Shit,” Sera gasps, dropping her head against my chest. “Don’t stop, Luca. Please don’t stop.”

I comb my fingers through her long brown locks, thankful that she left it down—I like it when she wears it down.

Luca obeys, pushing inch by inch inside her pussy, his shaft rubbing against mine. This position brings back so many memories; of the first time Luca and I took Sera together in her den. The first time Luca and I gave into our urges completely and unashamedly. We’ve come a long way from when we first started working together. It’s amazing how quickly someone can go from a stranger to a lover, to someone you’d scorch the earth for. Luca and Sera are it for me, I don’t think I’ll ever find a love like this again—nor do I want to.

Sera and Luca complete me, individually and together. We’re a dynamic I never foresaw, but I’ll be damned if I ever let this go.

With Luca fully seated inside Sera, he starts moving with more intent, his cock fucking mine at the same time. The gleam in his eye as I look over Sera’s shoulder tells me so much more than words ever could. He gazes down at me like he’s seeing me for the first time, stealing my soul as he pumps harder and harder.

I match his rhythm with my own thrusts, fingers biting into Sera’s hips. She cries out over and over, lost in the bliss of two cocks fucking her tight pussy. And when her body starts to convulse, I slam my lips onto hers, stealing her moans, her breaths, her pleasure. I don’t want this to end, but when Luca grunts and my own climax tumbles towards me, I throw myself into it, fucking Sera so hard I swear I black out when I come, shooting so hard that my vision grows spotty and my breaths are ragged.

Luca follows close behind, my cum and Sera’s slickness plus the lube sliding across my thighs. With one last harsh thrust, Luca finishes with a strangled groan, flopping forward and smoothing both Sera’s and my hair. His breaths are harsh, his eyes closed, but I feel his hand link with mine on Sera’s hip. It’s a gesture I’ve come to understand as something he uses when words can’t express what he wants to say. That’s Luca all over, though. He’s always let his anger rule over him, never being great with words.

So I give his hand a squeeze, one I hope he interprets the way I mean, because maybe he’s right. Sometimes words can’t express what you’re feeling. Sometimes it’s the simplest actions, the ones most would disregard. Those are the ones that mean the most to Luca and I.

Eventually, when we’ve pulled ourselves apart, we make our way back home. Sera makes a point of not wearing underwear, even going as far as keeping her skirt around her waist. I don’t think she realizes how hard it’ll be to get the stains out—or she does, and she just doesn’t care.

By the time we get home, it’s almost dark and the post-coital bliss has nearly worn off. Sera tugs her skirt down as soon as we park, hopping out of the car and wearing a mask of indifference. Luca, on the other hand, makes a point of grabbing his junk as he steps out of the car, probably expecting Enzo to be watching us arrive. I can’t help but smirk when my assumption is right, because Enzo steps out of the house and storms towards us.

“Where the fuck have you been?” he bellows. “I’ve been calling you for the last hour.”

“Relax,” Sera scoffs. “We had an appointment.”

Enzo frowns, darting a glance over her shoulder to me, but I just offer a shrug like I didn’t just fuck our girl in his car and make a mess of the upholstery. Dude really needs to invest in leather. It’s easier to clean.

Holding out his palm, he waits for me to hand the keys over. Gone is the angry expression he was once wearing, and in its place is a more curious look on his face.

Without a word, we all head towards the house. Sera wraps her good arm around my waist, while Luca slides his arm around her shoulders. We’re only a few steps away when we hear a car door slam and Enzo’s words breaking the peaceful night.

“You motherfuckers!”

Sera is the first to break character, giggling as she heads up the steps to the house.

“Fontana!” Enzo screams.

Luca turns, flipping him off like the child he is. “Call it payback! Next time you’ll think twice about fucking on the Maserati!”

“Game on, Fontana!”
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Six months have passed since Sera became a target, and I’ve finally been able to come out of hiding. As to be expected, my family was extremely hurt by what transpired, but my mother soon forgave me when I told her how we got Luisa back, and I’m now in a relationship with Sera. Albeit, it’s a slightly unconventional one, but we just left those details out.

Since Francesco was removed permanently, we’ve been working hard to locate the biggest family name on his list.

Alberto Falcone is the one we’re most wary of because he poses the biggest threat. He has the power and money to influence anyone, and that knowledge doesn’t sit lightly with any of us. Despite the fact he’s never stepped out of line to attempt to take Serafina down, he’s also on Nico’s hit list for being a main player in the flesh trade. He and Francesco worked closely to traffic women of all ages into California, so it stands to reason that he has to go.

The three other names on the list were small families, minor players in the grand scheme of things. Two have already been handled at the hands of myself and Nico. And we’ll watch the other family closely because we still have no idea who planted those bombs in Haze and on Sera’s father’s car. Whoever it was, they covered their tracks so well that not even Raf could trace him. We could only assume that it was one of the remaining names listed before we started eradicating them like vermin, which is why we’re taking action today.

“You ready?” I ask Sera as we pull up outside Nico’s mansion. He’s got the place decorated for the festive season, complete with Christmas lights and tinsel hanging in the bushes outside the door. I assume his wife had something to do with it since I can’t imagine Nico Rocco taking the initiative.

She rolls her shoulders, grimacing at her injury. Despite the doctor’s orders, she refuses to wear a sling. She says it makes her look weak, and that’s the last thing she can afford right now. She was recommended physiotherapy, but without a secondary operation to repair the ligament damage she inflicted, she won’t get her full range of motion back. Even though it’s clear she’s in pain, she uses it to fuel her revenge. We’re moving into a new era, one where the defective families are eliminated and Sera can work on building her new regime for La Cosa Nostra.

Without a word, she pushes open the car door, heading to where Nico greets her. In the last month, Nico has stepped up, providing the support Sera needed from the start. Though there’s a lot more for him to make up for, he’s been doing everything she asks and more. Even his younger brothers are on board, which makes her leadership a hell of a lot easier to solidify. Unsurprisingly, there were a lot more families willing to support Sera and the ideas she proposed—though that was to be expected once we started removing and punishing those who were found to be soliciting in human trafficking.

“You want to take this one?” Nico smirks at Sera, though he knows I’ll be handling this. There’s no need to ruin Sera’s clothes when we’re literally here to serve her every whim.

“Nice try,” she laughs, nodding to me as I approach. “LaRosa likes getting his hands dirty, don’t ya, big guy?” She winks mischievously before ambling up the stairs into the Rocco mansion like it’s her own home. I guess it really is when you think about it. The Rocco family are her family now, in all senses of the word.

Nico slaps my shoulder as he walks me into the house. “You left your gloves from last time,” he laughs.

Ah shit, I was wondering where those were. The last time we were here, I was dismembering a quivering Federico Conti. Despite his cries and pleas to offer us whatever information we wanted, it wasn’t what we were after. It was purely for my own entertainment. I could have made his death quick and almost painless, but where would be the fun in that? Especially after seeing the look on Sera’s face, full of awe, it spurred me to prolong the man’s pain.

Torture is what I’m good at, and I don’t need a reason to inflict it on someone other than the prospect of them being a threat. He begged for his life, reasoned for mercy, but ultimately his life ended with his blood on my blade and a slit in his throat.

The only reason I took my gloves off was because as soon as Conti’s gurgles silenced, Sera was pouncing on me. Turns out, she gets a real kick out of my torture methods. There was no disguising the look of unfiltered desire flaming those dark brown eyes. So I fucked her against the wall, smearing her back in the spray of blood that had traveled across the room. Obviously, my efforts to keep her clean from my bloody hands were in vain, because she still ended up with a hefty dry-cleaning bill.

By the time I finish reminiscing over last week’s post-torture fuck in Nico’s human freezer, Sera is standing outside the room, scrolling through her phone. Nico has already disappeared, veering in another direction so Sera and I can handle business with our next victim, Alberto Falcone.

“Let’s get started, shall we?” I grin at Sera, pushing the door open for her to step in first.

Bypassing the unconscious man bound to the steel chair, Sera folds her arms and rests her back against the wall. She’s silent, ever present yet watching with rapt fascination as I work. It only makes me want to impress her, try new things out just to get a reaction.

In the last six months, I’ve seen Sera grow—not just in strength but in confidence. She was never one to let someone best her, and it shows just how firm she is on that front by her compassion and mercy towards those who really deserve it. There’s power in her gracefulness, authority in her benevolence. This woman can move mountains, and I have no doubt she’ll go far. Especially with the men at her side.

I cross the room to where a plastic bucket lays beside the sink. It’s always handy to have one for a number of reasons, but since I don’t have any magic drugs to perk our prisoner awake, I settle for a good old fashioned soaking.

Filling the bucket, I turn around and dump the contents over Falcone’s slumped body. Like clockwork, he coughs and splutters, shaking his head free of the water with a look of dumbfound confusion and icy fear. His eyes snap to me in an instant as I circle his chair, turning the bucket upside so I can perch on it. It puts me at a slight height disadvantage—there’s no way I can intimidate a man of his stature from where I am—but I’m not here to intimidate. He doesn’t hold any information I need because Nico uncovered enough to wage a war between every single family. This moment between Falcone and I is purely violent, and he must sense it because his eyes widen with panic and his chest heaves with fearful breaths.

“You should be dead,” he mutters, teeth gritting together.

I roll my eyes at that statement, knowing just how much Francesco was involved in trying and failing to take me out. It was completely unrelated to Alfredo’s intentions to keep Serafina safe, but ironically, both were unsuccessful in what they wanted to achieve. “Should be,” I comment. “But as you can see, I’m very much alive.”

I don’t miss the look of irritation that flashes across his face. That brief change of expression tells me so much, and I can already tell I’m going to enjoy torturing this asshole.

“What do you want?” Falcone finally asks, his voice starting to tremble under the realization that he might not be able to talk his way out of this. Not so big now you’re the one tied to a chair, huh?

Smirking, I lean forward and rest my elbows on my knees. He still hasn’t noticed the most prominent player in the room; the one who could end all this with a snap of her finger. Falcone is so concentrated on me and what my presence symbolizes that Sera is merely a shadow.

“At this point, the only thing I want is your death.” The words fall seamlessly, unemotionally. I say them so boredly that Falcone’s responsive expression is unreadable. He can’t work out what my angle is, but truthfully, there isn’t one.

“You… you can’t!” he cries. “The Elders—”

“Don’t exist,” I laugh, and this time Sera, who has been standing silently watching, laughs with me. The sound is beautiful, liberating in only the way I would understand, and it causes Falcone to snap his gaze to her.

“You underestimate me,” Sera accuses gently. “You really thought that we wouldn’t find out?”

Her words must sound so surreal to him because he really has nowhere to hide now. Whilst hacking into that calling card, Raf also found correspondence pertaining to the non-existence of the Elders, a higher organization that we all historically relied heavily on to maintain some order in the ranks. It’s no wonder all of this shit with Sera has been happening. The Elders are merely fiction, something cooked up generations ago by three families who temporarily agreed to a truce. The agreement didn’t last long, but the rumors of the Elders had already spread. It seems Francesco Bianchi was aware of such, because it was his great grandfather who “founded” the Elders.

It’s dizzying just thinking about it, but at least it finally makes sense. The remaining families only encouraged the rumor to spread. It’s why nobody blinked when Sera became a target. There was no order to the chaos, no one to bang the gavel and say enough is enough.

Thankfully, the uncovering of the non-existence of the Elders has allowed us Sera to set out a game plan, one where her rule is final, her word in La Cosa Nostra is law. Anyone who disobeys will have their fates sealed, just like Falcone. It’s another reason we’re taking out the families on this list. Let it be a lesson to anyone who tries to go against Serafina.

As much as I want to tease Falcone more with his life, there are much more pressing things to get done and I don’t want to waste any more time. So, I head towards the tool table Nico so kindly laid out for us. Selecting the nail clippers, I inspect them playfully in the light. The silver glistens and as I look at Sera, her face filled with intrigue.

I turn, moving towards Falcone, not waiting for his screams because they’ll come soon enough. I pinch the skin on his knuckle and clip it. It’s the smallest incision that leaves the deepest cut, the harshest pain. It’s amazing how creative you can get when you set your mind to it. I get to work, completely in my element as I repeat the action on each finger until blood pools beneath Falcone’s chair and his whimpers fill the room.

But I’m only just getting started. My skin is itching for more twisted shit, but I refrain because I don’t know how far to push Sera right now. Instead, I reach for the sharpest knife, testing the blade with my finger. A small bead of blood rises to the surface, and Sera grabs my wrist, pulling my finger to her mouth. She’s playing a dangerous game right here in the freezer, but I won’t deny her. Her tongue slides over my finger, her eyes darkening with something dangerous and sexy. I have to readjust myself when I pull away, eager to finish Falcone so I can indulge in the inevitable.

“Please, LaRosa. Stop!” Falcone pants in agony.

His pleas only make me smile, though. “Now why would I do that?” I question, but it’s rhetorical because I’m already slamming the knife into his thigh.

He screams out as I bury it to the hilt, adding a twist to really do some damage. I wish this torture had a point, something this man could walk away with to rethink his life choices over. If Sera told me to back off, I would. But she hasn’t, so this man’s fate is sealed. I’m allowed to enjoy myself while using his death as a warning to others.

Spinning around, I get to work stripping the man of his clothes, all the while Sera watches me, captivated by my seamless moves. Once Falcone’s clothes are nothing but shredded material, I start slicing and stabbing until Falcone’s body is one big punctured mess. There’s no method to my madness. Like I said before, this is purely for my own entertainment. I don’t need anything from this asshole, just his cries for mercy before the lights go out.

By the time I’ve finished peeling his skin from his body, the room looks like a massacre. Blood swirls around the drain at my feet, his flesh peeled away. I tried to get it in one piece, just so I could say I’d done it. But some parts proved difficult. The man is far from alive now; just a lump of muscle slumped in a chair. It was the blood loss that did it. I never got to really pull him apart like I did to Conti, but I still can’t ignore the masterpiece I’ve created. Yeah, I’m fucked. I blame my upbringing.

When I’ve eventually finished and the light has long gone from his eyes, I move away from his body. I catch Sera’s gaze, totally unreadable, and it feels like I’ve been gut punched. I wonder if I took it too far, exposed too much of my depraved nature too soon. I’ve been careful with my techniques so as not to scare her, not because I don’t think she can handle it, but because she’s not used to it.

“Sera–”

Sera rushes at me before I can get a full word out, knocking the knife out of my hand. It clangs to the floor as her legs wrap around my waist, and then her mouth is on mine, kissing me like her life depends on it. Her lips are like a drug, holding me captive as I spin around and pin her to the wall, hungrily kissing her back. We kiss until we’re breathing the same air, until our lips are swollen and used.

I pull away as relief forces the words out of my mouth. “I thought I’d scared you,” I impart in a whisper.

Clutching my face between her palms, she peers up at me with pure adoration. “Nothing you do would ever scare me, mi amore,” she confesses with lustful conviction.

Within seconds, our lips are crashing together again, the full force of our attraction and desire fuelling our kiss. Moments later, we’re a mess of fumbling hands and muffled moans as Sera hikes her skirt up and I pull my throbbing cock out.

I pick her up by the backs of her thighs, pinning her against the wall, already lining up at her delicious cunt. In one thrust, I bury myself in her intense heat, her walls swallowing my dick greedily. There’s no foreplay, no teasing. I fuck her against the wall with sheer determination, losing myself in her soaked pussy. Our hips slap together as she meets every thrust, hooking her arms over my shoulders to get a better grip.

She rides my cock like an expert, desperately chasing her own release. I catch her lips in a rough kiss that I feel in the depths of my soul. It’s all consuming, soul destroying. Utterly perfect. And I don’t want it to end.

But Sera makes it damn hard when her moans grow louder and louder and her cunt squeezes so hard I see stars.

“Enzo!” she cries out, her body starting to shake as her climax barrels down on her. “Harder, fuck! Harder!”

I obey her demands with ease, slamming her into the wall over and over again with my hips. She’s so fucking wet it’s a challenge to hit the spot. My cock slides in and out of her so easily, my piercing hitting that spot deep inside her to the point Sera is screaming out in ecstasy. My name falls from her lips, the sweetest sound that has me punching my hips harder, faster, untiI I careen over the edge with her, my own release hitting me like a freight train as I fill her up with my cum.

My vision goes spotty, my lungs struggling to draw breaths as I rest my head on Sera’s shoulder. “Fuck!” I groan, starting to pull out.

Sera shudders, a moan slipping free as my cock leaves her pussy. “I’m going to be sad when the list is finished,” she pouts playfully, pulling her skirt down.

I lean down and kiss her, because even in heels, I still tower over her. It makes things like throwing her about the bedroom a hell of a lot easier, though. She hums against my lips, making my dick twitch.

“I’m sure I can find some more people to kill,” I tease, dropping a chaste kiss to her lips again.

“Don’t tempt me with a good time, LaRosa,” she giggles and damn, my heart leaps at the sound. How can something so simple sound so beautiful?

“Come on,” I say once I’ve tucked my dick back in my pants. “We’ve got to be somewhere.”

She frowns at me, because yeah, I never told her what the guys have planned for her. This trip out was just a distraction, a way to kill two birds with one stone. It was a pretty good distraction and not one I’m ready to part with so soon, but I promised the guys I’d keep her out of the house so they could prepare our little Christmas present for her.

“We don’t have anywhere to be,” Sera comments once we’re settled in the car.

As always, Nico will deal with the clean up for us. It’s a shitty job, but the guy has ties with some people who don’t ask questions when needing to dispose of bodies.

“What aren’t you telling me?” she frets, glaring at me from the passenger seat as we pull away from Nico’s property.

“It’s a surprise,” I smile innocently.

“I don’t like surprises.”

“You’re going to like this one,” I wink.
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Serafina


Enzo wasn’t kidding when he said I’d like my surprise. As he guides me into the den, my breath escapes me. My desk has been pushed back, the cushions from the couch are spread across the floor, and blankets are draped all over. Fairy lights decorate the room, giving it a romantic edge that makes my heart swell. These men never fail to surprise me.

Levi and Luca stand proudly behind the masterpiece, grinning from ear to ear while Giovanni sits casually on the now cushion-bare couch. I grin as I take in all the effort that’s gone into this. They’ve even ordered pizza, and there’s an assortment of candy sitting on a table that also houses a film projector.

My gaze whips to the wall opposite, noting the large screen covering it.

“Merry Christmas, baby,” Enzo growls in a tone that coaxes the throbbing between my legs to return. I thought seeing Enzo in action would turn me off, even more so with the way he stripped Falcone of his own flesh. But it’s only heightened my desire for him, to the point I’m now fucking him in front of dead guys. I’m well aware that somewhere along the way I must have damaged a part of my brain, because none of that can be normal. But Enzo doesn’t even bat an eyelid at my weird fetish, he embraces it. I mean, who wouldn’t when you’re getting fucked, right?

“Wanna watch a movie?” Levi asks with a deviant smile.

“A movie?” I laugh, gaze bouncing between Levi and Luca. “The last time we watched a movie…”

“We didn’t watch it?” Levi continues, wiggling his eyebrows with insinuation before pacing towards me. He leans down to brush his lips over mine, his hot breath teasing me with promises I want him to fulfill. “That’s the whole point,” he whispers, the confession full of lustful promise that makes me shiver with excitement.

He runs his thumb along my bottom lip that I know is still swollen from mine and Enzo’s antics in Nico’s human freezer. His eyes track the gesture until he pauses at the side of my lip and smirks knowingly. “You missed a spot.”

I inwardly groan, ignoring the flash of desire rippling through me. “I’ll go get changed,” I suggest before anyone can stop me. I still need to clean up the mess running down my legs from Enzo fucking me against the wall. Sure, it was quick, but my orgasm was otherworldly, like he just unlocked the next level of my sexual appetite and I can’t think of a better way to spend the holidays.

I refuse to let my fingers linger when I finally make it into the shower, pushing away the thoughts of my men doing something as romantic as a home movie night. I wonder what movie we won’t watch?

Finishing up as quickly as I can—while making sure I removed all of Falcone’s blood—I dress in a baggy tee and sleep shorts. I bypass putting on underwear because let’s face it, I’m not going to need them, then I make my way back downstairs to the den.

The boys are already getting comfortable, Levi and Luca on one side, with Giovanni and Enzo on the other. But the gap between Giovanni and Enzo is clearly reserved for me—something I imagine they’ve planned.

I sit my little ass down when Giovanni playfully pats the empty space, instantly wrapping his arm around my waist to drop a kiss on my temple. This might be the first time he’s shown this type of affection in front of everyone else, but from the look I catch him exchanging with Enzo, it’s welcomed.

“So what movie are we watching?” I ask Levi.

He wiggles his brows mischievously. I already know what he’s going to say before he says it and I groan aloud, throwing my head back onto Giovanni’s shoulder. “We’re not watching the Godfather!”

“Why not?” he counters. “We could learn a thing or two,” he chuckles.

Luca grunts beside him, nudging him with his elbow. “I’m not cutting off a horse’s head,” he murmurs.

We all burst out laughing at his statement, because nobody has ever done that in the history of La Cosa Nostra. Still, it doesn’t stop Levi from pressing play on the movie and handing the boxes of pizza out. Tucking into Giovanni’s side, I take a slice of pepperoni from the box in his lap. The rolling credits start, and even though we’ve probably all seen this movie before, we get absorbed in the story. Giovanni’s fingertips mindlessly stroke my cheek where Luciano’s scar remains, and it’s almost poetic how the very reason I got the scar is because of the man beside me. Yet I feel no hatred towards Giovanni, nor do I feel he owes me anything.

Instead, all I feel is irrevocable love. Love for him and his daughter—who I’m swiftly bonding with. I’ve never wanted children because they pose too much of a risk in this life, especially for me, but Gabriella is something else. She isn’t just a kid; she’s bright, full of defiance and sass. For a nine-year-old, she’s got a good head on her shoulders. But Giovanni… I could never hate him for what he did. I could never blame him for his betrayal because who’s to say I wouldn’t have done the same thing given the same circumstances. He never set out to hurt me, and at the beginning, he was just an employee. Sure, the betrayal hurt the most, but it’s clear he only has eyes for me now.

I glance up at him, captivated by the way his green eyes lock with mine. His plump lips look so kissable, especially when he runs his tongue along his bottom one. I track the movement with lust firing through my veins and he returns the gaze with equal desire. His lips connect to mine in seconds, a soft kiss that I feel all the way to the tips of my toes. Our tongues slide softly against each other like a dance.

And then I feel Enzo’s lips against my neck, making me shiver. Shit. I know these guys have agreed to put their differences aside, but these two are equally protective of me, possessive in ways that both frustrate and exhilarate me. The fact these guys are so close, yet not killing each other, only fuels the desire throbbing between my legs, and when Enzo’s hand glides up my bare thigh, I can’t stop the moan that escapes me.

The movie continues in the background, but it’s my men I’m enraptured by. Enzo turns my head so he can soothe me in his own version of tender kisses. Though it’s more hungry than tender and just gets me more worked up.

As I start to lose myself in Enzo’s embrace, I’m tugged down the pile of cushions by my ankles, legs separated as I feel the wet sensation of a tongue. I gasp and shudder, tearing my mouth away from Enzo to watch Luca with hungry eyes as he crawls up my body. With Levi’s help, he tucks his fingers in the waistband of my sleep shorts with a devilish smirk and tugs them down my legs.

I guess we’re not watching the movie after all.

With Luca’s tongue slowly working its way up one of my thighs, Levi bites the other reverently, sending jolts of molten desire to course through my veins. The juxtaposition of their touches makes me squirm to the point I could probably come just from that. I definitely want to experiment with that idea some time, but the attention that’s all on me right now is enough to push that thought aside for the time being.

Giovanni and Enzo help me peel my t-shirt off, their eyes darkening with scorching want as they finally get me naked. My nipples harden from the burst of cold air, but Enzo quickly sees to that, cupping one breast while he rolls my nipple under his tongue.

Giovanni’s lips find mine once more as he leans me back into the cushions. His kiss is utter perfection, stealing my breath and charging every cell in my body.

Luca’s tongue slides over my pussy, teasing my lips with the gentlest caress that makes me shudder. His answering chuckle fills me with anticipation, but before I can prepare myself, he slides two fingers into me with ease. I’m so soaked from their combined touches that it’s no wonder a moan slips free.

“That’s it, Princess,” Enzo whispers his praise over my chest, tracing his tongue between my breasts. “Does it feel good having Fontana’s fingers inside of you?”

That must be a rhetorical question because he doesn’t await my answer. Luca manages to coax another lust-filled moan from my lips before I can even find the words. His fingers and tongue bring me closer and closer to the edge, slowly retreating every time my back arches and my knees start to shake.

Between Levi and Luca assaulting my lower body with achingly good patience, and Giovanni and Enzo working my upper body with their kisses, it’s amazing I haven’t come apart. Thanks to Luca’s expert edging skills, though, I know that won’t happen yet. He loves to have that control over me, and I willingly give it to him. There’s no one I trust more with my body than these men and they know it.

As Luca edges me closer to my orgasm for the fifth time, I release the whimper I’ve been holding back.

Levi pushes him aside, licking his lips hungrily as he stares down at my throbbing pussy. “Don’t worry, Bellissima. I’ve got you.”

And with that, he dives in with perfect precision, tongue pointed as he fucks my pussy with it, his thumb strumming my clit so expertly that I totally shatter.

Giovanni is there to swallow my cries, soothing my panting breaths as he massages one of my tits. But neither that nor the orgasm quite sate me. I need more. I need all of them.

So I reach for Enzo’s zipper, only to find him in just his boxers. I didn’t even notice him strip his slacks off, but I’m certainly not complaining. I reach for his hard cock, pulling it free from his boxers as Levi and Giovanni change positions.

I wrap my lips around the head of Enzo’s cock, stroking his length slowly as I let my mouth adjust around his girth. My tongue plays with the ring pierced through the tip, loving the contrast of cold metal against his hot flesh.

A shocked gasp rushes through me when Giovanni lifts me by the hips. I hover over his face, lowering myself down Enzo’s shaft until it hits the back of my throat.

“Fuck, baby,” he groans, grabbing my hair. “That’s it. Take my dick down that pretty throat.”

Fuck.

My pussy throbs hard. So much so that I feel my arousal dripping out of me.

Giovanni is there already, lapping it up like he’s a starved man and I’m his first meal in years. His tongue moves through my folds, pressing down on my clit. I don't know how he does it, but I swear his tongue vibrates against my clit, and the promise of another climax quickly sneaks up on me. He dips his fingers into my pussy, soaking them and spreading my arousal down to my ass.

I hiss out around Enzo’s cock, where I’m emphatically bobbing my head up and down to every groan of pleasure. Giovanni pushes past the ring of muscle with one slick finger. It feels so damn good that I shudder, my knees dropping until I’m literally using him as a seat.

He doesn’t seem to mind one bit. In fact, I’m pretty sure I hear him growl, his tongue working harder and harder until my second orgasm sweeps me away. Working past the intoxicating embrace of my climax, I pump my hand more deliberately over Enzo’s length, loving the way he hisses and grits his teeth every time he hits the back of my throat.

I’ve barely finished riding my own high when I’m pulled away from Enzo’s cock, finding my lips crashing onto Levi’s with a force to be reckoned with. His ravenous kiss leaves my lips bruised yet starving for more. I can taste myself on his tongue, and he doesn’t seem bothered in the slightest that I’ve just had my lips around his cousin’s dick. He’s more determined than ever as he pulls me off Giovanni and into his lap—another one who has managed to get naked without my notice.

Not that I mind.

His cock notches at my entrance before I can catch my breath, and in one thrust he impales me on his length. With our heads tossed back simultaneously and the full sensation he brings, I start riding him hard. His fingers bite into the flesh on my ass as he guides me over his dick.

His abs flex beneath me, and the delicious way his toned pecs tense as he starts fucking me from the bottom has me zoning out. I’m lost in the exhilarating way he pumps into me, hitting that sweet spot every single time. It's a different angle now, one that sees me chasing my orgasm almost instantly. I hold off as long as I can, because, damn, I don’t want this to end.

But then Levi flips me over onto my back, a steady whoosh of air escaping me from the sudden movement. He continues fucking me with determination as Luca lines up behind him.

These men have some talent because I’ve only just noticed that they’re all naked now, and I didn’t get to enjoy that view. I mentally store that idea for next time—because we all know there will be one.

As Levi slows his thrusts down, he leans over me and takes my lips. It’s the slightest kiss that shoots sparks across my entire body. It’s chaste, yet full of meaning. Intentions of more to come. “Who do you want in your ass, Bellissima?” he whispers.

My eyes blow wide, gaze darting between all of them. I try to weigh up my options because let’s face it, I still want to be able to sit down tomorrow. My men are all generously endowed, which makes the pleasure all that much more euphoric, but I really don’t fancy Enzo’s piercing destroying my asshole, so I glance at Giovanni with an inquisitive look.

I don’t even need to ask him because in a blink of an eye, he’s squirting lube onto his cock and smearing it down his shaft. I practically salivate at the sight, seeing how Giovanni handles himself. Fuck!

Levi helps me sit up, giving just enough room for Giovanni to slip behind me.

With his thick arm gripped around my waist like a steel band, he leans me back against his chest. “You’re in charge,” he whispers in a voice dripping with sin and sex.

If he thinks I’m going to take my time sitting on his dick, he’s got another thing coming. Using all the strength I can muster between my busted shoulder and already being impaled by Levi’s cock, I lower myself so that Giovanni can line up at my ass.

It’s a tricky task, given the position I’m in, but with a few adjustments and enough lube, Giovanni manages to push into my ass, inch my delicious inch. I lean back further, allowing my full weight to rest on his chest.

The sense of fullness starts to overwhelm me. My chest heaves with anticipation because Giovanni still has yet to move inside of me, and in this position, I’m helpless to actually move myself. But then Levi starts moving, and when Giovanni’s deep grumble fills my ears, he starts to thrust into me, too.

It’s shallow to start with, tentative even. But then Giovanni must gain more confidence because his movements become more determined. His hands cup my breasts while Levi kisses me hard. His moans fill my mouth, along with his tongue, then he throws his head back as Luca enters him.

The sight alone, as Luca locks eyes with mine over Levi’s shoulder, has me careening closer to another orgasm.

Enzo moves closer to me, his cock in his hand as his idle strokes expose his glistening tip to me. I lick my lips and silently call him. His thumb runs along my bottom lip, a dirty smile crossing his own. Tugging on my chin, he pulls my mouth open and slips his cock past my lips. He takes control—in a different way to Luca—and I’m totally here for it. I never thought Enzo would have a dominant side to him. Then again, I never imagined this ever happening. We were friends for so long that I thought my own infatuation with him was purely one sided. We’ve come a long way from those days and while I hate that his ‘death’ ignited those feelings deeper, I’m glad it happened.

I’m glad we found one another, despite the dramatics, the betrayal, the loss. I’m glad we found love for each other in this otherwise messed up world.

As Enzo pumps into my mouth, Giovanni starts to pump harder into my ass. Luca fucks Levi harder and harder, the force pushing Levi into me. We’re like a well oiled machine, all parts working together to meet one goal.

“Oh my god!” I pant, eyes closing tightly so I don’t get dizzy. My heart thumps so hard that my chest aches. My pussy squeezes Levi’s cock so hard that I can feel the threat of my orgasm, so close, yet so far away.

Giovanni reaches between my legs with one hand, strumming my clit fast. My vision blackens as my walls contract and the orgasm that he pulls from me hits me like a freight train.

Levi pulls out so fast that I squirt all over his thighs, and all over the cushions below me. I cry out, pulling away from Enzo’s cock so I don’t injure him. My entire body quivers with shockwaves, my head thrown back into a blissful state. But the subtle hum my body gives me tells me I’m not quite done. Levi pushes back into me with ease, leaning over me with idolizing focus. “That was fucking hot,” he breathes, and yeah, I can’t deny how sexy I feel with all their eyes on me.

I didn’t know I could do that until a few months ago, when Luca and Enzo were sharing me. I put it down to Enzo’s expertise, but I guess any one of my men can make me really wet in the right position.

Grabbing Levi by the back of the neck, I plead breathlessly against his lips. “Fuck me, Marchese. Fuck me until I’m boneless.”

Of course, my second-in-command obeys without hesitation. Luca and Levi work together, punching their hips into me while I take Enzo back into my mouth. Giovanni keeps up his thrusts until his groans turn to grunts. He nips my earlobe, making me shudder.

“I’m gonna come, Principessa.”

“Then do it. Come inside me, Gio,” I mewl. Just the sound I make has his dick twitching inside of me. It makes me ache for harder thrusts, but I know Giovanni too well. He’s always delicate with the way he fucks; almost tender. I love that about him. Despite his size and brooding silence, he’s such a gentle lover, and sometimes, it’s just what I need.

Keeping my rhythm going, I suck Enzo to the back of my throat and hold him there. His hand grips my hair, preventing me from moving, but I love it. I love the control he takes, the way my eyes water as I swallow his dick. My breath rushes out of me when he releases his grip.

“Cazzo,” he hisses, staring down at me while I continue to stroke his length.

Spit dribbles down my chin, but it doesn’t deter him from leaning down at kissing me hard, biting my lip as he pulls away. Then his cock is back in my mouth, working himself up as Levi and Giovanni fuck me with their juxtaposing rhythms.

Every hole is filled to the point of pure ecstasy, and I can’t keep my head up as I’m thrown into another blissful orgasm. Wave after wave of heady euphoria overwhelms my body. My legs shake as Giovanni spreads me further with his knees, allowing Levi to drive deeper and deeper.

And then we’re all crying out.

Warmth fills my ass while Levi floods my pussy with his cum. Behind him, Luca ruts harder, grunting until he collapses against Levi’s back.

But Enzo isn’t done with me. There’s a devilish gleam in his eye that tells me he has ideas, and I don’t know why that fills me with so much excitement. Surely, I’ve had enough of that for a lifetime.

Yet I don’t stop him when he pulls out of my mouth, fisting his length with determination, his hips rocking as he groans out a string of curses. Then he’s painting my chest in ribbons of cum, eyes locked on the masterpiece now covering my chest.

I run my fingers through it in thought, eyes still locked on my best friend as I lick my fingers and groan. I could definitely get used to this Christmas tradition.

Eventually, we pull apart. Our mess of toned limbs separate. Luca and Levi curl up on one side of the cushions, blissed out, while Giovanni holds me against his chest. Enzo passes me a shirt to mop up some of the cum on my chest, though it’s reluctant at best with the way his eyes are hardest on his mark.

Once we’re all cleaned up—to the best of our ability without leaving the room—we all settle against the cushions. The movie is still playing, though it’s almost finished. We’re all too sated to move, though, so we let the movie run back to the start.

My heart squeezes so tightly at the sight of us all together like this. I would never have thought this would be possible. Not in the slightest. There’s been so much betrayal and heartache that it’s been a dizzying chapter in my life, one I never would’ve survived without the love and devotion of each and every man in this room.

I rest my head on Enzo’s shoulder. “What’re you thinking, baby?”

I hum a sated response, blissing out on the aftershocks. “Mostly about how much I love you all.”

Nobody responds back to that, but they don’t need to. They’ve shown me, in more ways than I can ever imagine, how much I mean to each of them.

Enzo presses his lips to my sweaty temple while Giovanni strokes his fingertips up and down my spine. I’m still conscious of the scar that decorates my skin. Hell, I’m conscious of all of them, but my men see past those marks. I’m not in a bad place, I’m not battling demons in my dreams like most would with my trauma. I’m fighting it in my own way, with my men by my side, and I’ll continue fighting until the end.
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Epilogue
Serafina


ONE YEAR LATER

The sun beats down over the Mediterranean Sea, the turquoise ocean glistening like jewels lost in a vortex of light. I lose myself in my thoughts, ignoring the way the scar on my shoulder itches from the gorgeous heat hitting my shoulders. This place, no matter what it represents, will always be a part of me.

I’m back to where I started; where this all started.

It’s been a year since my inauguration, a year since I signed my name in a blood oath, a year since I first felt the true fear of what my position posed. It felt symbolic to return here.

Enzo’s name still sits beside mine on that parchment, the scarlet liquid now dried into a brown mark. But it signifies so much more than an alliance. It signifies new beginnings, a chance for me to make La Cosa Nostra what I want it to be. Not a day goes by that I don’t think about what happened, about what we all lost on our way to get here. But we’ve also gained so much, and that’s what pushes me to strive for better; for my family, for La Cosa Nostra. Each day brings us a step closer to my new regime, where families aren’t torn apart, where children aren’t used as weapons or worse. We’ve each done our part to get to where we are right now, and while it’s been a struggle some days, I wouldn’t have been able to do it without my family.

Strong arms band around my waist as I think about how far I’ve come. I’m not the meek leader any more. That fire in my belly that Luca identified months ago is a roaring inferno. I’m feared, respected, revered, and the family surrounding me enforces that with every breath I take.

I rest my head on Enzo’s shoulder, breathing in his freshly showered scent and relishing his embrace like a safe haven.

Luca and Levi appear beside us at the same time, hands linked like the loved up fools they are and I can’t help but smile. I’ve watched those two grow with each passing day. Their adoration for one another is unmatched. The way they look out for one another, care for one another, love one another unabashedly. I’m in awe of them and how shamelessly they show their devotion. It’s heartwarming, inspiring to see that they’re not afraid to express themselves in front of me, or anyone else for that matter. The stereotype of what our organization brings with it has been firmly stamped out, and I love that they don’t feel the need to hide from us.

Levi hands me a drink with a bright umbrella hanging out of it, his face alight with mischief—or maybe that’s just the Mediterranean glow. “I thought you’d like sex on the beach,” he smirks.

They’ve both caught the sun, their toned bodies glistening with sweat over luscious bronze skin. All my men have gorgeously muscular bodies, tanned to perfection. It makes it increasingly hard to keep my hands to myself, but nobody said I had to.

“He tried the same line on me, Dolcezza,” Luca snorts, wrapping an arm over Levi’s shoulder and kissing his cheek.

Rolling my eyes, I take a sip of the cocktail. It’s not as sweet as it should be, and definitely carrying a heavy measure of vodka, but Levi has been playing bartender all week so I have to give him props.

We wanted discretion, complete alone time on our little vacation, which meant a skeleton crew. Though I can’t really call Enzo chartering a yacht for a month in the mediterranean a little vacation, it was a much needed respite.

Nico and his brothers—my brothers—are handling everything while we’re away. It took a little nudging on my part, but Nico eventually accepted. It seems he really did mean it when he said he was happy where he was. He has no interest in overthrowing me, though he’d have every right to since he’s older. No, the Rocco family is content with their situation, dealing in arms contracts and taking jobs from me when needed. We have a good thing going on that only solidifies my respect for the family more.

“Sera!” A girlish wail pitches across the deck.

I spin around just in time for Gabriella to leap into my arms. “Hey, Sweetheart,” I gush when she wraps her arms around my neck and nuzzles in. She smells of the sea, of innocence and a bright future. She’s the image of perfection wrapped up in a sassy bow. This girl is a firecracker. She’s not afraid to ask for what she wants, but with the respect only she could earn from her father. I hold her just that little bit more tightly, smiling when Giovanni appears in soaked shorts, combing my fingers through her sea-drenched hair.

“Gabby wanted to try one of Uncle Levi’s cocktails,” Giovanni laughs as he heads towards us, dropping a kiss on my lips.

“Oh really!” Levi teases, tapping her nose playfully with one finger.

Gabriella nods emphatically, her green eyes wide with excitement.

It was almost shocking how well she took to Levi, equally as surprising as how she took Luca’s hand without qualms when I was in the hospital. It seems the girl has a good head on her shoulders, a sense for knowing who to trust.

Reluctantly, I place her back on the deck so Levi can take her to make mocktails.

“Why don’t I teach you?” he poses as he takes her under the canopy towards the bar top. Their chatter trails off as they move behind the bar, Levi lifting Gabriella onto the surface so he can pull out all the ingredients. I’ve never seen a guy so at ease with a child before. I swear it makes my ovaries ache, but with four overprotective and possessive guys, there’s no chance I’ll allow a pregnancy to happen. I can only imagine what something like that would cause for our dynamic.

No. What we have is more than enough for me.

Suddenly, Luca pulls me into his embrace, running his nose along the column of my neck. He hums a tune that goes straight to my pussy, but I have to control myself now that we have a kid around us twenty-four-seven. Luca must know, because he turns us away from view as he presses his thickening bulge against my ass. “Wanna go for a dip?” he rumbles in my ear, making my knees go weak.

“Maybe later,” I reply, sliding my arms over his. “For now, I just want to enjoy this.”

He runs his finger down my spine and I squirm against his touch.

“Luca,” I whimper, unable to resist the urge to rub my ass against his hardness.

“Later,” he repeats my brush off with a chuckle.

I scowl back and he moves away, but not before he offers me a wink and a lick of his lips. Damn him. Some things never change; he still revels in taking my control. It’s the only reprieve I get nowadays, but there's just something so liberating about giving in to him.

Inhaling deeply, I turn my head back to the horizon. It’s late afternoon and soon the sun will be setting. It’s the one thing I’ve routinely watched since we arrived. There’s just something so peaceful about a sunset; the way the water glistens as it waves a final goodbye at the day. It’s beautiful, a poetic salute to the past. It’s like a reset button, allowing us to anticipate a future.

This last year has been filled with so much loss, so many lies and secrets, but it’s the men behind me and the love they have for me and one another that has forged me into the woman I am today. Without them, I’d be a body in the ground. Without their protection and love, I wouldn’t be standing here, single-handedly ruling over La Cosa Nostra. I know I’m not really doing it alone, but it’s my name the families know. I’m the one they fear will take them out.

With Nico and Enzo’s help, I’ve been able to eradicate the old ways, the generations who vowed never to see a woman in power. Despite the pathetic list my Grandfather collated, there were more families hiding in the shadows. Raf was able to locate them, and Nico and Enzo handled them with the grace and mercy those misogynists deserved—none. I got to watch them in action and it was almost laughable how much some grown men pleaded for their lives.

After word started going around about the families and the knowledge that they weren’t protected by ‘The Elders’, everyone was looking over their backs. Ironically, they didn’t want a woman in power because of the emotion we carry with each decision. But that’s what sets me apart as a leader. I use my emotions to strengthen my choices and my leadership. I rule with mercy when it’s warranted. I lead with compassion when it’s required. But most of all, I reign with the strength of my men and my empire is indestructible because of them.

I’ve spent the last six months creating a new mafia; La Cosa Nuova, as we all keep calling it. At first, the name was a joke, but it’s somehow stuck and those families vowing their alliance to me have adopted it. The human trafficking ring has dried up with no one daring to step a foot out of line. No imports or exports are granted without my knowledge. No alliances can be forged without my consent. California is under my thumb. I’ve dropped heavy sanctions on families who were close to not making it. I offered them mercy in the form of heavy taxation. Anyone who steps out of line is granted one strike. But after that, my enforcer takes care of them—and Luca has missed getting his hands dirty.

“What are you thinking?” Enzo purrs in my ear as he returns to his earlier position.

“I was thinking about what was next on the agenda?” I smile vacantly. I can feel his heartbeat against my back, our breaths in sync with one another’s.

“Anything you want, baby. This world is yours now.”

And damn, do I feel those words resonate, because he’s right. My reform of La Cosa Nostra is slowly building up. My command over the organization is stronger than ever, and it’s only reinforced day by day. It feels like everything is finally coming together and a peace is forming across all families. Everything we’ve been working so hard to achieve is falling into place. There’s no threat to my family, no target pinned to my back. We’re living in a new generation, a new era.

This is my reign. My empire.

My Cosa Nuova.

*** The End***
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Translations


Sei tutto per me – You're my everything

Il mio tutto - My everything

Il mio sole - My sunshine

Dolcezza – Sweet thing

Bellissima – Beautiful

Tesora – Treasure

Principessa – I think we can guess what this one is ;)

Sei la mia ragione di vita - You’re my reason for living

Sei pazzo - You’re crazy

Cazzo – Damn/Fuck

Merda – Shit

Figlio di puttana(s) – Mother fucker(s)

Donna – (in reference to La Cosa Nostra) female version of 'Don'
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A NOTE FROM SOPHIE


Hey you! You did it! You got through one hell of a rollercoaster!

What did you think? Was it everything you expected? I know it wasn't for me—it was better! Those boys are so damn defiant and swoony that I just let them write the book for me. Can we just take a moment to take a breath… inhale… exhale… Good!

I suppose I should thank you. Just kidding! Thank you for sticking with the story, even when I gave you an awful cliffhanger. I can't tell you how many people sent me messages after book one, telling they'd thrown their kindles at the wall. I do hope they survived long enough to finish this book. Sera's journey was definitely rocky, a goddamn rollercoaster. I can't tell you how many times I stared at the screen going, "really?". In the end, I just went with it, because every one deals with their own trauma differently. She had to deal with a lot betrayal, cracked trust and a lot of dick measuring from her men. But let's be honest, she probably has the biggest dick of them all. I really enjoyed capturing her growth throughout this book because a lot of you were questioning me for a moment, wondering why she was a leader. Trust me, some questions just can't be answered. That's life!

Before you turn over to read what else I've got into store for you, I need you to join me in expressing immense gratitude to my some of my besties who have helped me untangle my thoughts and musings. Jessi and CJ, my unofficial editors/ proofers/ sounding boards/ dictionaries/ trumpet blowers. You're the best! This book wouldn't be what it is without your input. You both listen to me whinge on a daily basis, hold my hand and beautifully tell me how it is. One day, the video calls will be face to face! Just you wait!

To YOU, my reader. Thank you so much for reading the duet, for taking a chance on my writing and supporting me. I hope you enjoyed yourself because Iris Bay will return with some new characters, a new story and new love interests. I haven't got a date for this, but it's on my mind to give a certain set of twins their chance to prove how well they share their toys. For now, I'll let their story play out in my mind while we take a trip back over to New York City. I hear the Notorious Five has been taken over my new leadership.

If you enjoyed the story, please consider leaving me a review, or even a rating. It all helps to get me seen and we all know how picky Amazon's algorithm can be. For indie authors like myself, it's extremely important that we are seen, so even if you leave a couple of words in your review, it goes a long way and makes a difference.

If you want to keep up to date with all of my work, come find me on instagram @the_notoriouswriter where I post literally everything about my books on there.

You can also find me on Ream, where I release all my serialised WIPs before they get published. Don't be shy, come say hi!

Sophie Dyer

xxx
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Precious Legacy
The Notorious Legacy Series Book One


Love doesn’t come easy when your family leads one of the notorious organized crime gangs of New York City. Life isn’t easy when you’re battling morals, jobs, and broken promises. There’s also a razor thin line between love and hate, and I tread so close to it that sometimes I struggle to discern the difference.

I know, because I love hating Roman Genovese. And I hate that once upon a time, I may have loved him. It’s funny what the young mind can perceive as love; how naïve we can be when we’re too immature to know any better. But I know now. It wasn’t love I felt—it was lust. Obscene lust that blinded me, and Roman took full advantage of that, like the manipulative bastard he is.

That’s what fuels the burning sense of loathing in the pit of my stomach. Anger is the first emotion I feel when I think of him, quickly followed by the desire to drive a knife through his stupidly pretty face.

I’d never do it. It’d cause a war between families, and the alliance we have forged has done ridiculously well in this city. My father makes up just one of The Notorious Five. Axel Bonanno is the founder of the organization; the one everyone fears, respects, and bows to. He inherited the position from my great uncle, a man who betrayed his family just to gain a sliver of power over the city. It’s one of the reasons my father built his legacy the way he did; not just for the Bonanno name, but for his brother’s bound by loyalty: Colombo, Lucchese, Gambino, and Genovese. Together, they’re the five pillars that became the leading crime syndicate in New York City, and now my father is handing his legacy down to the next heir, my twin brother Alvaro.

Tonight, we’re celebrating his new title as leader of the Bonanno family. A while back, my father decided it was finally time to step down and let my twin take the reins, so he’s been preparing for retirement, making plans with my mom to spend more quality time together. Of course, Alvaro can’t wait to prove himself to Dad. Not that he has to. My dad thinks the sun pretty much shines out of every orifice when it comes to my brother. He can’t do anything wrong in his eyes, even when he fucks up.

Unfortunately, it’s a different story for me entirely. I’m not exactly daughter of the year—or the past five years, for that matter—since I declared that I didn’t want to be a part of the family business. It’s not that I don’t agree with what our families do, it’s just that my passions lie elsewhere. Mom’s totally on my side, and so is my Aunt Lexie, but Dad’s still on the fence about setting me free. Actually, he’s more on the other side of the fence, giving me the evil eye from afar. Even tonight my father stands across the room, seemingly in deep conversation with Uncle Noah, but I know his attention is firmly on me. Too bad the intensity of his glare only encourages me to act out. Nothing I do is ever good enough, so defying him has become a talent I’ve honed.

My gaze bounces through the crowd, taking in the groups of friends and family clinking glasses and laughing over the music. Everyone’s here tonight; the Gambinos, Luccheses… even the O’Sullivans have made an appearance. Roman’s parents are around here somewhere, and I’ve already seen Aunt Lexie—though I don’t want to revisit that memory because I’m almost certain I caught her and Uncle Trigger fucking in the bathroom—and the DJ is in the far corner, blaring the playlist Haldon Gambino curated for his best friend’s ascension to leadership. 

The beat travels through the room, the bass thumping through my chest. It’s no surprise that Haldon’s talent is in music, since his father owns half the clubs in Hell’s Kitchen. Haldon follows in his father’s footsteps, the looks, the lines, the leadership. The Five is slowly handing the mantel down to the next generation. We’re all in line to take something from this, but the biggest shoes to fill belong to my father.

I return my attention to my mortal enemy, Roman Genovese, as he makes his rounds through the crowded room. His tattooed hands clutch other people’s, shaking them with graceful conviction, feigning smiles I’m all too familiar with. His entire presence grabs the attention of everyone in the room, even me, and I hate it.

You might think that with our parents being best friends, their kids would follow in their footsteps.

Not. A. Chance.

We’re enemies. Our hatred towards one another is built on the plight of our past. Our history forged our emotions, and now every time I look at the jerk, I want to rip his tongue out and shove it up his ass. The only thing stopping me right now is the room full of people I’m standing in.

I can’t deny that the man is poised to go far in this world. He’s in line to take over for his father, too. Not in the immediate future, but judging by the way he holds himself, it won’t be too long before he’s commanding others to do his dirty work. And I can’t wait for the day. He’ll demolish everything in his wake, just like he did to me, and I’ll revel in that moment. Until then, I’ll just stick to the shadows, keep my distance, and pretend that I actually want to be here.

“If you keep glaring like that, he might combust,” my brother comments from beside me.

“I wish,” I mutter, grabbing an open champagne bottle from the nearest waiter’s tray.

Alvaro chuckles, shaking his head. Despite this being his party, he’s kept me in his line of sight the entire evening—just like our father. Considering he’s the favorite, he spends every moment he can ensuring I’m not left out. It’s been like that since we were kids. It’s what I love about him; his ability to remind me I am a part of this family, even when I don’t feel like I am. 

“Just make sure nobody else gets caught up in the fire,” he remarks.

Rolling my eyes, I continue surveying Roman from afar. I haven’t seen him in a year. He spends all his time in California now and it’s evident from the sun-kissed glow that it’s not been strictly business.

Since The Five branched out to the West Coast, Roman has been helping his father and the O’Sullivans out there. The rest of The Five stayed here to run their outfit, which is probably a good thing. It means I don’t have to see the asshole as much.

“Are you ever going to tell me what happened between you two?” Alvaro asks, arching an inquisitive brow.

No. Not in a million years.

I could never admit that Roman Genovese, one of my brother’s best friends, stole my heart, and then shattered it into a trillion, irreparable pieces. We were close until we weren’t, and that’s what hurts the most. That’s what I refuse to talk about, refuse to address—because the hatred spurs me on, drives me to never let my guard down for anyone, and pushes me to focus on the more meaningful things in my life.

There’s also the fact I don’t want to burst my brother’s bubble. Even though we’ve all grown up together, Haldon, Roman and Alvaro have always been inseparable. But my brother is also super protective of me, and I him. If he knew what Roman did, there wouldn’t be a friendship between them anymore, that’s for sure. There’d be bloodied fists, black eyes, and maybe even a gun pulled. What Roman did is between me and him, and I plan to keep it that way.

“Are you ever going to go mingle with your minions?” I retort, just loud enough for my twin to hear. I take a long pull off the champagne bottle, the bubbles fizzing down my throat as my eyes narrow on the tall blonde weaving through the throngs of people. His hair is brushed back, loose strands falling over his eyes and shining every time he passes beneath a strategically placed light. I remember all the times I used to run my fingers through those strands, tug on them while… fuck… I need to stop letting my thoughts run free.

“I came to check up on you,” my brother says sweetly, resting a hand on my arm.

“I’m fine,” I snap.

“Look, I don’t know what happened, but you can’t continue to bottle that shit up.”

Swallowing another mouthful of the bubbly liquid, I slide my anger-filled gaze to my brother, my knuckles whitening as I grip the neck of the bottle. “Some things are better left in the past.”

Alvaro retracts his hand, returning his attention to Roman, who is heading straight towards us. “Keep telling yourself that, sis. Maybe one of these days you’ll believe it.”

“Varo,” Roman nods at my brother as he reaches us. Then he scours those bright blue eyes over my body, and every inch of my skin responds with a betraying burn, a desire that I try to push as far away from my consciousness as possible. “Lani,” he smirks.

My back stiffens. “Alanis,” I correct through gritted teeth.

With an awkward nod, my brother retreats. His expensive shoes clip the hardwood floor as he heads towards the bar, unable to leave the toxic tension quick enough.

I gulp back my vexed frustration. The urge to slam the damn champagne bottle over Roman’s head just so I can get away from him is too strong to ignore. Sure, it’s violent, but the damage it’d inflict would be nothing compared to how he left me.

Roman clearly has other ideas, though. He circles my figure with his own like I’m prey. His vibrant irises darken as they tour my neck, my chest. As his footsteps prowl behind me, I feel his hand drag down my waist, his touch leaving a path of scalding desire burning down my side. “Have I ever told you red looks good on you, Presh?”

I wince at the nickname, closing my eyes as his manly scent surrounds me. “Fuck off, Roman.”

Hot breaths suddenly kiss my ear. Roman’s proximity is deliciously suffocating; a confusing storm of lust and loathing that spins me around until I’m dizzy. It doesn’t help that beneath that cocky, disgustingly confident and nauseating mask, is a man who’s fucking great in bed. I just have to remember why I need to steer clear.

He doesn’t love you.

“You know how much I love it when you talk dirty,” Roman whispers before sliding his hot tongue behind my ear.

I suppress the shiver that crawls up my spine, the hairs on my arms refusing to obey my demand not to react. With my body standing rigid and resolute, I grit my teeth and reply over my shoulder, “Go bother someone else.”

“Why would I do that, Presh?” His fingertips gently caress my bare arm, starting from my shoulder and coaxing every hair to stand to attention as his touch descends to my wrist. When he reaches my palm, his little finger links with mine; a sharp reminder of our past. “You’re the sexiest girl in the room,” he purrs.

I snatch my hand away, feeling the frigid ache of his vanishing touch. I’m not about to let him get close again. I can’t afford to.

Never again.

“Want to know a secret?” Roman rasps against my ear as he leers over my shoulder from behind. His hand squeezes my hip, before dropping down the curve of my ass. 

Yes. “No.”

“I enjoy bothering you the most.”

I suck in a breath when his palm tours my thigh, landing on the one thing I never leave home without.

“How the hell did you get this in here?” he tuts, fingers thrumming against the piece holstered to my thigh.

I swing my arm around, hand clutching his wrist as I yank it away and twist it back. He winces slightly, but that’s about as much emotion as this asshole will ever show, so I go for the jugular, reminding him just how much I hate him.

“Call it a present. You can take it and use it on yourself.”

“So hostile,” he breathes out heavily, his other hand planting firmly on my ass and pulling me close to him. “You know I enjoy your fight.”

I do. I also know how much he enjoys fucking everything up, taking whatever he wants and leaving me with nothing. I’m all too familiar with how much enjoyment he takes from obliterating everything good.

“Go fight someone else,” I grit out.

“I don’t want to fight. I want to dance,” he winks.

I shove him away with as much force as I can muster without causing a scene. “In your fucking dreams,” I hiss.

With only two steps, Roman presses his chest flush with mine, his forehead pushing against my own and our lips so close to one another’s that any sudden move could result in catastrophe. A surge of panic blended with excitement pools in my stomach, dropping to the throbbing pulse between my legs.

I hate how responsive I am to him, even after everything he did. It’s like I can’t stay away—no matter how broken he left me, I’m always craving more. My body betrays me, my brain doesn’t know what to do anymore, especially when Roman leans forward to press his lips to my cheek, searing his promise into my skin.

“You’re always in them,” he whispers. Confidence fixes his posture as he moves away from me, and his smile stretches those detestably perfect lips. Another wink makes my heart skip a beat before he glides past me and towards my brother, who’s now throwing back shots with Haldon at the bar.

There is no way I can stand to be here anymore, not while Roman is on the prowl, not while I’m in his line of sight. Not when I know he will make every effort to piss me off tonight, just like he does every time I see him.

“Why is it always the good-looking ones who are assholes?” A head rests on my shoulder as I watch Roman leave. I know it’s Haven Gambino from the signature perfume she always wears, and it makes me smile.

I sigh, spinning around and handing the half-drunk bottle of champagne to my best friend. She takes a swig from the bottle before handing it back to me, wiping her mouth with the back of her hand. 

“Beats me.”

Releasing 4th November – Preorder today
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