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Аннотация
#### I may be Ekaterina Morozov, dutiful Bratva Princess, but I am not the sweet, well-behaved girl that everyone thinks I am.
I'm promised to Don Giovanni Toscano to create an alliance between his *famiglia* and the Morozov Bratva. I'm expected to step into my role as a Mafia bride and give up my dreams of a normal, happy life.  
I'm having second thoughts.  
Unfortunately, Giovanni is exactly the man everyone thinks he is: autocratic, lethal, and he never accepts less than what he thinks he's due.  
Which in this case, is me.
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Preface

Deceptive - An Arranged Marriage Mafia Romance is set in the brutal world of organized crime. These Italians are not messing around.

As such, there is violence, torture, consensual explicit sexual activity between a husband and wife, and human trafficking.

If these things are not to your taste, I thank you for stopping by, but please find something that will make you more comfortable. Reading is meant to be a pleasure!

Still here? Excellent! Grab a glass of wine or a bag of Cheetos and let's get started. As always, thank you for reading and supporting my books.

Warmly, Arianna



Chapter One
In which Good Girl Ekaterina is maybe not such a good girl after all.

Ekaterina�
�Oh my god, look at it!�
��Rina, don�t you dare.�
�Shut up, Casey. It must be mine,� I sigh rapturously.
�Honey, it�s like you don�t care if you live or die,� my best friend whines. �You cannot take that one, do you hear me? There are a million anti-theft features on a Bugatti and I don�t think I can dismantle them in time to-�
�Oh, we�re doing it,� I interrupted. �When do you think you�ll ever have another chance to ride in a Bugatti La Voiture Noire?�
Straightening my red jacket, I watch the valet wearing the same uniform leave the stand at the sweeping stone entry of the mansion after a fake call from Casey to pick up another car. I leave the cover of the boxwood hedge and step behind the valet drop-off just as the Bugatti comes floating up the drive like a unicorn.�
If that unicorn was entirely formed of a black carbon-fiber shell that was sculpted by hand with a quad-turbo W16 8.10L engine that produces 1500 horsepower, and an acceleration of 0-60 mph (0-100 km/h) in 2.4 seconds.�
Hustling over to the driver�s side, I open the door with an obsequious little bow.�
The man driving the unicorn does not deserve it. Harry Taylor is a billionaire tech whiz in London and a bloody idiot. He�s racked up sixteen DWI�s in less than five years. I don�t want to think of all the rare and beautiful cars he�s destroyed. The man should be in prison. In Siberia.�
There are some truly horrific gulags there, left over from the Soviet era but still very much in operation.�
I should know. My brother has put some of his most despised enemies in one of them as a punishment which they will never survive.
�Go soft on the gas pedal,� Harry Taylor snaps, throwing me the keys. �You�re parking it, not racing it in the Grand Prix.�
�Yes sir, of course,� I nod, keeping my eyes lowered. He won�t remember what I look like, these sorts never bother to really look at anyone who is serving them. I race around the back to open the door for his date as he stares off into space, I doubt he�s ever opened a door for anyone in his life. I vaguely recognize her as one of the models from Stella McCartney�s show at Paris Fashion Week last year.�
I was there, in the front row. Stella had invited my mother and me personally with the hope that Maksim and Yuri would be joining us.
What she didn�t understand was that Maksim would far rather be taking over a small, third-world country than sitting through a high-profile fashion show. In fact, I think he might have been taking over a small country that week� something that started with a K?
All these thoughts dissolve as Harry and his date disappear into the magnificent stone chateau just outside of Paris, where another billionaire is throwing yet another ridiculously extravagant party for his other nauseatingly wealthy friends and I am left alone on the circular drive with the most beautiful creation in Europe.
�Hellooo, kitten�� I sigh, petting the long slope of the Bugatti�s door as I open it.�
Casey spoke in my earpiece. �You have thirty seconds before that valet comes back from the wild goose chase. Pick me up on the east corner of the chateau.�
�Can I do a little baby talk first? This thing is so-�
�Twenty-five seconds, �Rina! You�re killing me here.�
Sliding into the butter-soft leather seat of the Bugatti is the closest thing I�d had to an orgasm that wasn�t from my own hand.�
�You didn�t just come, did you?� Casey asked, aggrieved, �Because that is so rude when I�m standing right here!�
I might have made the girl noise.
�Puritan.�
�Virgin!�
Okay, he wins this round.
�I�ll be there in seven seconds. Hold onto your bonnet.�
He scoffs and I hear the little �click� of him taking out his earpiece.

�Oh, my god you were so right!� Casey screamed as we tear down the�Boulevard P�riph�rique�s outer ring. �We could never have lived with ourselves if we�d missed this baby!�
�Top speed is 420 km, are you ready for this?� I shouted over the wind racing up and the windshield and over the Bugatti.
�Wait, shit- metrics� metrics,� he said, �that�s� two hundred and sixty miles per hour? No! No fucking way �Rina!�
My hair was whipping around my face and I laughed like a lunatic. Like a fearless nutjob whose period of freedom was ticking down faster and faster and nothing would stop me from squeezing every last second of joy out of it.�
�Yes! Yes way, baby!� I couldn�t stop laughing, �Try not to scream, remember swallowing that cricket last time?��
My beloved partner in crime narrows his eyes at me and slaps his hand over his mouth as I jam my foot down on the gas pedal.

There�s something that happens when the metal surrounding me comes alive, pistons pumping and wheels turning and everything doing what it is designed to do by the fanatical minds behind high-performance sports cars. What it is meant to do. No holding back, just the black ribbon of road in front of me and the scream of the wind, and for a moment, I�m weightless. I�m flying. The magical, perfect span of time where the engine�s working at its highest level and everything is silent and I�m in a bubble. It only lasts for a couple of seconds, maybe ten if I�m lucky. But for those seconds, I�m untouchable, and there is nothing on Earth that can catch me.
�I�m hungry!� Casey shouts into my ear.
�What?� I�m still watching the speedometer creep back down.
�I�m hungry,� he repeated, �can we stop at McDonald�s?�
�Do you even realize how sick that is that there are McDonald�s in Paris, home of the finest cuisine in the world and even worse, that you are making me take you there?� I scolded him. Even while I was doing it, I was turning onto the road that I knew led to the Golden Arches.
�I make no apologies,� he sniffed haughtily.

Admittedly, there�s nothing more hilarious than grabbing a Big Mac and fries in the drive-through in a $17,000,000 car. The kid working the window nearly dropped Casey�s food in my lap, staring worshipfully at the Bugatti.
�I know, right?� I said sympathetically.
�C'est tellementbeau, my God!� he whimpered.
I blow him a kiss and we�re out of the parking lot in two point five seconds. We head past Paris and out to one of the nearby port towns, and the houses grow smaller, humbler as we flash by, the street lights further apart. The night air�s cool on my skin, not like the frigid blast of a Russian spring.�
�So, what are we doing with this one?� Casey asked, stuffing his mouth with french fries.
�That depends,� I said, taking a nice, tight curve around a bend in the road. �How big of a creep is Harry Taylor?�
�Oh, he�s a complete bastard,� Casey said, fishing for the last of the pickles in his bag. �He has dozens of sexual harassment suits; he always pays them off or ruins their reputation. He screws his employees on their compensation packages.� He shoved the last of his food into his mouth, chewing blissfully.
�Well�� I tapped my finger thoughtfully on the finely stitched leather steering wheel. �Then you know what we have to do.�
�Really?
Francois?� He shuddered. �He gives me the creeps. I�ll bet he collects toes from his victims like a serial killer and makes them into a necklace he wears on holidays.�
�Yes, but his goals align with ours,� I said primly, �you know what �The Art of War� says.�
�Alliances so unlikely as to be not believed are a general�s best tactical surprise,� he repeated, rolling his eyes. �How many times have you told me that?�
I could see the first signs of light over the horizon, the black fading to hues of purple and blue. �It�s almost sunrise, time to get this baby inside.�



Chapter Two
In which it is just another day at the office for Don Toscano: murder, mayhem and death.

Giovanni�
�How�s your sweet intended?� Dario asked, a little grin hovering over his mouth like he was daring me to slap it off.
�Ekaterina is finishing her last month at La Sorbonne,� I said dryly, refusing to let him bait me. My little brother has endlessly harassed me for allowing my fianc�e to finish her teaching degree before we married. It was the deal I�d made with Maksim, Pakhan to the Morozov Bratva, and I would not go back on it.
�I can�t believe you�ve waited two years to get that hot ass in bed,� Dario stupidly taunted me, the comment ending in a yelp when I threw the TV remote at him, nailing him in the head.
�Watch your mouth, you stronzo. You�re talking about your sister-in-law,� I snarled.
�I�m going to have to up my game, you�re obviously not mad enough to be creative if calling me an asshole is the rudest thing you could manage.� Dario laughed at me, rubbing the mark on his forehead with a wince.
�She�s a good girl,� I said. �I don�t have a problem with giving her the time to finish her education. Besides, I suspect Mrs. Morozov has been planning Ekaterina�s wedding to me for months.� Shifting in my seat, I sighed, �Concentrate on what matters here. What else do I need to know from your visit home?�
Dario rose, stretching languidly, taking his time, and knowing I was seconds away from punching him in the throat. We were in my London office, one of my favorites, housed in a two-hundred-year-old building in The Square Mile. The tall, leaded-glass windows in my office looked out over some of the most expensive real estate in Europe. The room was filled with comfortable brown leather furniture, a big fireplace, and a well-stocked bar cart.
�I got a very agitated call from one of our Capos in Milan - Lorenzo Ricci - his niece and her best friend have disappeared.� He looks uncharacteristically somber, �Everything points to those Barone fuckers.�
My hands clenched into fists, �We�ve crushed their auction house in two locations. You think they�re back in business?� Alessandro Barone�s Mafia has been gaining strength in Rome and some of the smaller port cities in Italy, trying to take advantage of our attention being focused on growth in New York City and London. If he�s audacious - or stupid enough - to go after the families of our Capos, he�ll need to be put back in his place quickly. With excessive violence.
�Everything I�ve found from our more useful sources points to an alliance between the Barone Famiglia and the Moreau
les beaux voyous,� he sighed, �I knew that slippery bastard would be trouble.�
Now, I groaned. We already have an agreement in place with the Moreaus; we don�t do business in France and they keep out of our way everywhere else. �If they�re in bed with scum like Barone, we might have to revisit our accords with them.�
�It also means we can�t just go in and blow up the place,� he agreed, now truly gloomy. Nothing made my little brother happier than shredding a building - and all the inhabitants - with explosives. He is always impressively thorough.�
Running my finger over my lower lip, I watch him pace irritably around my office. �Head over to Paris,� I said, �ask some questions without caving anyone�s skull in. Subtlety. I know you are capable of it when you make an effort.�
Picking up a glass paperweight, Dario tossed it from hand to hand. �You�re taking all the fun out of this,� he sulked a little, �if we do find the location, we�re going to have to move fast if Ricci�s niece was taken by these bastards.�
�Let me know,� I said, �if we must, we�ll show up at the auction to buy the girls back. If we can prove the Moreaus knew their new friends were targeting our famiglia, we�ll burn them to the ground and leave nothing but ashes and blood.�
My brother grinned like I�d just given him a puppy. Or a Ferrari. �Now you�re talking!� Dario said happily.�
�Get moving,� I sighed, shaking my head. �And no bloodshed until we talk, understood?�
Straightening his tie, he scowled at me. �Now that you�re the Don, you�re no fun at all.�
Checking through my emails after he�d left, I found one from Tania Morozov, Yuri�s wife. She�d sent me some photos from their second wedding that I�d attended last month. In one of the images, I was dancing with Ekaterina. She was looking up at me, smiling shyly, the overhead lights in the garden making her skin and her blonde hair glow.
Groaning, I adjusted myself as my rising cock rubbed against the zipper on my dress pants. Waiting for our wedding was turning into more of a challenge than I�d expected.�
I was used to having a woman when I wanted her, and then rarely seeing her again. Ekaterina was different. She was a sweet girl.
A good girl.



Chapter Three
In which we meet Francois, the creepiest chop shop owner in Europe.

Ekaterina�
Francois and I have been engaged in a partnership long enough that I have my own digital remote to the gates guarding his maze of warehouses. Even with the excessive amount of safety features and signal jammers, the area looks rundown, like nothing of importance� which is exactly how he wants it to appear. His double steel gates open reluctantly, one after the other as Casey continues to whine.
�No, really. I bet he�s got one of these warehouses stuffed full of toes. Toe necklaces. Maybe toe jewelry. He sells them on the dark web and��
�Shush!� I snap, eyeing Georges sauntering up to my precious baby Bugatti. He�s Francois� son, a tweaker and he�s casually swinging a tire iron as he circles us. �Bonjour, Georges,� I say, attempting to look pleasant. He appears a little slack-jawed at the best of times, add in the spliff currently dangling from the corner of his mouth and the man looks like he can barely remember how to tie his shoelaces. �Where�s your dad?�
Georges itches his head vigorously enough to make me wonder if he�s got something crawling through his lank hair, which clearly has not seen a comb in the last month. �Eh� he�s��
I fight the urge to bang my forehead against the finely stitched Italian leather steering wheel. Something thuds against the back bumper and I shoot out of the car like my seat was on fire.
�Merde! Don�t you touch this car, you ass!�
�Just testing the durability of the bumper.� It�s Louis, half-tweaker and half-cunning weasel. He�s angling to take over Francois� operation one day. He gives me a greasy sort of smile. When it�s clear I�m not succumbing to his dubious charm, he gives up and jerks his head to the right. �Warehouse three,� he snapped, �he�s waiting for you.�
Back in the Bugatti, Casey berates me. �Holy shit I think he was going to stab you! Holy shit, �Rina! You can�t just yell at Louis like that! He�s almost as creepy as Francois!�
�Stop,� I hissed, �you can�t freak out here, we have to maintain a show of strength, remember?�
Francois� �office� is in a trailer wedged into the warehouse. Sparks are flying from two acetylene cutting torches wielded by filthy mechanics who are waving them around like they�re lightsabers. They�re casually cutting a Maserati apart and I�m praying they don�t scorch my baby�s perfect, gleaming finish.�
�My young friend!� Francois shouts from his trailer, �Come in, come in. What have you brought me today?�
�Bonjour Francois,� I said, �I�m about to become your most favorite person.�
�Really,� he says, lounging behind his cluttered desk. He wears a tattered mechanic�s shirt as �a note of irony,� as he told me once. He�s short and skinny with a mustache that never quite grows in and the sharp, shrewd eyes of a sewer rat. �Well then, seat yourselves. Speak freely. Let your words be known.�
I�m thinking Francois has also had a hit of something, because his language tends to get more flowery when he�s high.
�Thank you, Francois, we have a-�
�My brother,� he interrupts.
�What?�
Francois fixes me with a look of complete sincerity. �I wish to be addressed as �Francois, my brother� by a friend as dear as you. Our partnership is deep and true.�
�Uh� well, Francois my� brother, we picked up a Bugatti,� I said, just barely holding back my desire to giggle like a schoolgirl.
�Mon dieu,� he gasps, �what model?�
I lean forward, gripping the sticky surface of his desk. �A Bugatti La Voiture Noire. With a-�
�Quad-turbo W16 8.10L engine,� he finishes for me, rapturous. �Let us witness this beauty together!�
Stumbling out of the trailer, Francois halts at the sight of the gleaming Bugatti, and then reverently drapes his body across the hood. Casey and I look at each other uneasily. The hood must still be very hot from our joyride and I can smell something that vaguely reminds me of sausages on the grill, but he doesn�t move.
�En sa beaut� g�t ma mort et ma vie� In her beauty resides my death and my life�� he sighs, petting the car lovingly.
Maurice Sc�ve, I think, at least he�sa literate lunatic.��
Casey nudges me in the back. �We have to get going,� he whispers, �you have that final today and I have two papers due.�
�Francois my, uh, brother, I�m so happy that you share our joy, but we must be getting back to school. What do you think?� I say, reluctantly interrupting his little moment.
He rises, the side of his face is an alarming shade of red and he cups my face in his grimy hands. �You are my favorite person in the world, ma petite,� he croons. Then he snaps instantly back into business mode. �Four hundred thousand Euros.�
Casey blanches. He fancies himself as my �business manager.� �Four hundred- this is a seventeen million dollar car!�
Francois ignores him, still smiling at me in a misty fashion. �The sun rises upon you this day, Goddess of the Drift.� He�s stroking my ponytail and I shift uneasily.
�Four hundred Euros and a ride back to Paris.� I counter, wanting to get his grimy hands out of my hair.
Briskly clapping his hands together, Francois nods, �It shall be done. Speak no further of your wishes. They will be met.�
�Uh� that�s good,� I offer.

�Four hundred thousand Euros!� Casey is still complaining as we slip back on campus. It�s around six am and La Sorbonne is slowly coming awake, early-morning joggers passing bleary-eyed students who have pulled all-nighters on the paths winding between the residence halls. �That�s bullshit. That�s like four hundred and thirty thousand US. Once again, this is a Bugatti La Voiture Noire!�
�Please stop whining,� I groaned, �it�s not like we�re doing this for the money.�
�I am,� he interrupted me.
I instantly feel guilty. Casey doesn�t come from a billionaire crime family and isn�t engaged to yet another billionaire criminal. He would also be offended if I offer him my half.
�I�m sorry,� I said, and I was. �It wasn�t fair to agree to the price without consulting you.�
He puffed out his cheeks, sighing. �It�s okay. So, we�ve got three months left before graduation. How many cars are left on your Life List?�
I could have pulled the folded piece of paper from my backpack, I carried it with me everywhere, but I�d committed it to memory long ago.�
�Two,� I said, �the Porsche 911 GT1 Strassenversion - only twenty in the entire world but I happen to know there�s five within an hour�s travel from Paris, however�� I sighed longingly, �We�re never going to get the last one.�
�The 2012 Lamborghini Veneno,� he interrupted, �I know.�
�The 2013,� I corrected, �top speed is 245 mph and only five were made. Two have been destroyed, one in a garage fire and one by the stupidest drunk on the planet. Three. Three left, Casey! And I can only track down two of them.�
�Dig out your frequent flyer miles,� he shrugged, �where do we have to go?�
�Those two are both in museums,� I groaned. �We could never sell it to Francois, even if we found one. That�s a little too hot, even for him.�
Slinging his arm over my shoulders, he gave me a hug. �We still have three months. Keep digging.�

I have exactly fifteen minutes to make the walk across campus to my first class when my phone rings. I see the name on the display and groan. No getting out of this.
�Good morning, Mother. How are you?�
�Did you get the design sketches for your wedding gown?� That�s Inessa Alyona Belyaev Morozov for you, no time for pleasantries.
�Um, I can see you sent it, but I haven�t had a chance to open the link yet, I�m sorry. I�ve- I�ve been studying for finals. I�ll do it right after class today,� I try to appease her. If she starts scolding me, this could last an hour or more.
�Very well. Have you finished all your papers?� I can hear the sharp clack of her heels against the wood floor. Most of the floors at the lodge are stone, she must be at the St. Petersburg house.
�I have. Just four more finals and then any revisions on the papers that my professors might assign,� I assure her.
�Excellent.� Her tone�s shifted and I can tell she�s about to pounce on someone for not doing something up to her standards, I�m off the hook. �I know you�ll keep up your grades. You�re a good girl.� There�s a click; she�s hung up on me. Mother doesn�t have time for pleasantries.

A good girl.
God, I hate it when people call me that. And everyone does.
Right now though, I can understand it. I�m wearing a turtleneck and a long skirt, my hair up in a loose chignon, and simple, demure jewelry. My mother�s daughter. My brother Maksim�s dutiful Bratva princess. I behave the way they expect me to; sweet, polite, shy. I�ve cultivated this persona since I was old enough to understand that if I acted this way, no one noticed me since I was no longer a potential problem. Which meant� I could do anything I wanted to do out of their sight.
�Bonjour,Professeure Blanc,� I called, entering the lecture hall and holding the door for her.
�Bonjour Ekaterina,� she replied, �how was your weekend?��
The memory of my weightless, exquisite flight in the Bugatti is was vivid as when I�d experienced it, and I smother a grin. �Just fine,� I said, �lots of studying.�
�I am proud of you,� she said warmly, �graduating with honors in Autism Studies? And your insights on the new trend with oxytocin treatment from the SOARES-B study? Well done.�
My degree isn�t part of my �good girl� persona, it�s everything to me, and my heart expands.�
�Thank you, Professeure.�
I know she cares about the kids on the spectrum. But they�re so underserved, even here in Europe. These kids deserve so much more than they�re getting from us. Especially the young adults. The kids in their twenties were part of the first population explosion after the new diagnostic standards, and it feels like the research on how to help people with autism is only focused on the youngest ones.�
I realize she�s still smiling at me; her kind face is warm but there is a class to teach.�
I bite my lip, smiling weakly. �I�ll just go sit down.�
Laughing, she pats me on the back on her way down to the front.
I don�t think there�s an ugly place anywhere at La Sorbonne, but the lecture halls are magnificent; with the curved wooden seating and the colorful frescoes painted on the soaring, arched ceiling. This particular room has a massive, paned skylight and I stare up at the sky above it, smiling as a bird flies over, its wings a blur. Then I see the falcon chasing after it and my smile fades.�
I am that bird, flying as hard as I can, chasing the last of my freedom before the falcon swoops down and catches me. A gorgeous bird of prey, Giovanni. My fianc�, and the end of my freedom.



Chapter Four
In which there are delicious cannolis, contract killings and a nice dinner with an investor.

Giovanni�
Three weeks later�
�My boy! Over here.�
Looking up from my phone and numerous texts from Dario, I smile to see Uncle Salvatore waving at me. The side garden at his restaurant, Il Boschetto, is strictly for him and his guests. I wind through the flowering planters and pots of herbs outside of the blue-plastered walls of the building to reach his table. It�s perched on a hill overlooking the Gulf of Naples, and in the late afternoon light, all the buildings crowded together on the waterfront light up like an Impressionist painting.
�Uncle, buonasera,� I briefly kiss his right cheek. �How are you feeling today?�
He waves a hand. �The same as always. The doctor yells at me to stop drinking and tells me that the gout is something to take seriously.�
Sitting down, I drape a napkin over my lap and nod to the waiter who�s already bustling up with a glass of wine. �Didn�t King Henry VIII die from gout?�
He scoffs at me. �Don�t be using the British to try and bolster your argument.� My uncle may be in his late 60s, but his gaze is as shrewd as ever. �Why are you back home? I thought you were dealing with the club nonsense in London.�
�Two different problems,� I said, draining my glass and gesturing for another. �Dario�s chasing down rumors of another Barone Auction business.�
�The Barones�� he sneered, �your grandfather should have wiped them out fifty years ago. Upstarts. Newcomers, thinking they can just push into our territory.�
I hide a smile behind the new glass of wine. �Fifty years doesn�t exactly make them newcomers.�
Sal looks at me, immediately enraged. �Our family has been in the business since the Borgias ruled Italy with an iron fist, boy!�
�So, any organization with less than five hundred years in this particular line of work are mere novices?� I ask, carefully expressionless.
He points a finger at me, swollen with age. �I know when you�re baiting me. Your father really should have beaten you more as a boy to make you respect your elders. Remember, I can still take you in a fair fight.�
�I�ve seen you behead a man in less time than it takes me to straighten my tie. I have absolutely no doubt of that,� I said honestly, �and in an unfair fight, too.�
�Are you gentlemen ready for the first course?� Milo, a waiter who has worked here for years is hovering solicitously, a platter held high.
�Yes, thank you son,� Uncle says, leaning back to give him room to lead the table with food. Milo nods at me pleasantly before leaving silently. �Now,� Uncle tucks into the plate of antipasti, �before our guests arrive, tell me what else has you concerned.�
Running my finger over my lower lip, I watch the little fishing boats coming back to the harbor for the day. �Someone is trying to move in on our specialty. We�ve lost two jobs that I know they�re responsible for, and they took out one target before our man could move in.�
Sal whistles softly. �Of all the things I thought you would say, this was not amongst them. We have had a stranglehold on this industry for generations. The Yakuza, you think?�
�No,� I said, �not their style. We have our ways, they have theirs. This was new.�
Frowning, he pushes his plate away, leaning in on the table. �How so?�
�It was a high-profile target,� I spoke softly, even knowing that my uncle used signal jammers to keep conversations from being recorded. �Miles Carter.�
�Real estate, he owns a piece of the southern United States?�
�Something close, I�m sure,� I agreed. �I sent in Antonio.�
�One of our best,� he said, his brow still wrinkled, �how did this happen?�
Looking out over the harbor again, I said, �Antonio�s not sure. He reported that he made entry into Carter�s hotel room as planned, but he was already dead. Whoever it was made it look like a heart attack. Antonio found a needle mark hidden in his hair, nearly invisible unless you know what to look for.�
�Potassium chloride,� Sal nodded.
�The client wanted it to be something obvious, humiliating,� I continued. �I had ordered Antonio to put him into a noose, strip him, and make it look like auto-erotic asphyxiation. The client called me, demanding his money back because of the botched operation. But he knew nothing about another player.�
�He didn�t hire anyone else? Just to clarify,� he said.
I glare at him. �If you hire our family, you never need anyone else to get the job done,� I snapped.
Patting my hand, he chuckles. �I know, Gio, I do. So, this was freelance. Did they ever contact the client, seeking payment?�
�I had his phone and emails monitored,� I said, �and sent a couple of men to follow him afterward, but he was never approached for money.�
Draining his glass, Sal calls to the waiter to bring over the entire bottle. �So, this is a message, then. To us.�
�I�ve already sent out some of my best men to dig around and see what they can find. No one this ambitious comes out of nowhere,� I said, �they had to leave a trace, and we�ll find it.�
Our conversation was cut short by the arrival of the rest of our party, Peter Olsson, our new Monaco club investor, and his business manager.�
�Peter, how are you?� I rose to greet him, amused by his sour face.
�I am in a shit mood, that�s how I am,� he snarls. �Someone stole my Strassenversion last night.�
My brow rose, �A Porsche, correct? A one-of-a-kind model?�
�Yes!� Peter hissed, �One of only twenty in the world! The bastards stole it right out of my garage! That thing�s like Fort Knox, it�s better guarded than my safe.� He sullenly slumped down in his seat next to Devin, his business manager.
�That�s a shame,� I commiserate, �I�m assuming Interpol is all over it?�
Because we�re talking profit and loss now, Devin is aggrieved. �Apparently, there�s been a series of high-profile vehicles stolen all over Europe in the last year. All the police forces say they�re making finding the group responsible a priority, but one inspector - who clearly does not understand the rare value of this car - told us to just file the insurance claim, because this might take a while.�
�They�ll never find my baby,� Peter said sourly, �you know it was snapped up by a private buyer the minute it was stolen.�
�Losing a car that unique is a tragedy,� I said, �and unfortunately, you�re probably right.�
�Let�s refocus,� Uncle Sal intervenes, �why don�t we take a look at the business plan for this new casino, yes?�
�Excellent,� I said, handing Peter a flash drive to plug into his laptop. �You�ll see that the building is already under renovation in Monte Carlo. The business and architectural plans had to be approved by a member of the Royal Family. That alone took us nearly eight years. But now that the ownership is legalized and renovations are underway, it�s time for the next step.�
�And that�s where I come in,� drawls Peter. He�s an annoying little bastard at times, however, he earned his own millions and he is brilliant.
We talk through the funding and his portion of ownership and by the end of the meal of Arancini, Ossobuco, and truffle gnocchi, we are all in agreement.�
�Excellent!� Peter said, rubbing his hands as a plate of pistachio cream cannolis are set in front of him. �Why don�t we meet in Monte Carlo, say� the first week of June?�
�I�m afraid that week won�t work for me,� I said regretfully, �I�m attending a wedding in St Petersburg.�
�Oh?�
I grin, �Yes, my own, to Ekaterina Morozov. You should receive an invitation any day now.�
�Oh yeah?� Peter puts down his cannoli, �Maksim�s little sister, right? Do you have a picture?�
I�m somehow reluctant to show him a picture of Ekaterina, though it�s a ridiculous impulse. Pulling out my phone, I flip through the photos until I find one from Yuri and Tania�s wedding, holding it up. �Here. She�s graduating from La Sorbonne next month.�
He leans closer, giving a long whistle. �Well damn, Gio, I don�t blame you for missing the meeting.��
He�s greedily examining the image of Ekaterina; she�s wearing a dark blue dress with a modest neckline and her silver-blonde hair is piled on top of her head in some elegant twist. We�re both looking at the camera and she�s smiling shyly, with her gorgeous, sinfully full mouth, her head tilted slightly toward me. She has warm eyes, the color of the Caribbean Sea, unlike Maksim�s frigidly blue ones.�
I force a polite smile and pull the phone away, noticing he almost reaches out to grab it before realizing that would be a very bad mistake.
�I uh,� Peter clears his throat, �you�re a lucky man.�
�Agreed,� I said smoothly. �I do hope we�ll see you in St. Petersburg for the wedding.�

It�s a long evening, and looking at Ekaterina�s image keeps me uncomfortably hard for over an hour. Finally, back at the Toscano mansion and stripping down, I text my assistant to send my bride-to-be a bouquet of Russian Lilies.
My suite of rooms faces the water, and taking my cock in hand, I picture taking her skinny-dipping in our private cove. Ekaterina�s very modest, I�ve not yet even seen her in a swimsuit. Imagining taking her dress off and pulling her into the water, I groan, my head tipping back and I stroke myself, gripping hard at the crown. I�m looking forward to teaching my sweet girl all kinds of things, and the first is how to be comfortable while naked around me. If I have my way, she�ll never need clothes in the house.
�Take my cock,� I tell my imaginary girl, �stroke it.�
�Like this?� Ekaterina says nervously, looking up with her big, blue eyes as I tighten her grip on me.�
�Just like that,� I encourage her, �you�re doing so well.�
The vision of her pale hand on my stiff cock makes me groan, my thumb tracing over my piercing at the base. I picture lifting her up, wrapping her long legs around my waist, and lowering her onto me. She�s so snug and soft� Ekaterina�s eyes pop open when her hard little clit makes contact with my piercing and she stiffens, her gaze darting down to where we�re joined.
�Oh, my god�� she moans, �what is that?�
�It�s for you,� I bite her shoulder lightly, thrusting deep and staying inside her, letting the waves rock us back and forth slightly. She�s squirming against me, feeling the hard metal rub against her sensitive pearl and I grin, beginning to thrust in and out of her slowly. �This perfect little pussy is mine now,� I rasp in her ear, �the only cock you�ll ever ride will be mine. The only cock you�ll ever come on is mine. Do you understand?�
�Yes�� my sweet girl is nodding mindlessly, feeling her orgasm sweep over her like a storm at sea. I close my eyes, feeling the press of her breasts against my chest, those hard little nipples rubbing insistently. I squeeze her ass again, enjoying how it makes her stiffen against me.�
�Are you ready to come for me like a good girl?� I whisper and she nods again, frantically this time and when I bend my knees slightly and thrust as deep inside her as I can fit, I feel her coming, her slick silkier than the water, against my cock, against my thighs.� Groaning, I spurt onto the tiles of my terrace and lean against the doorway.�
�Fuuuck,� I groan. June cannot come soon enough.



Chapter Five
In which there is so much B.D.E.

Ekaterina�
My phone rings as Casey and I are crossing the central courtyard of La Sorbonne, where magnificent old buildings of pale stone surround the manicured grass and boxwood hedges. He�s insisting, as always, that the only school cooler-looking than this one is Hogwarts.
�Who is it?� He props his chin on my shoulder, looking at the screen. �Oh, damn, honey! It�s your man!�
Rolling my eyes, I answered. �Salve, Giovanni,� I greeted him in Italian. I had already learned French when I was accepted here, but when Maksim told me I would be marrying into the Toscano Mafia, I immediately started lessons in Italian. I�m not completely fluent yet, but Giovanni has been very patient with my mistakes.
�Ciao,tesoro. How are you?�
Giovanni�s voice is a weapon, especially when he calls me tesoro - darling. It�s deep and resonant, and it makes me feel things. Filthy, tingling things.
Casey is softly singing �Big D Energy,� and I want to kill him. �You got the big dick energy��
�Ekaterina?�
Oh, god� I groan silently. �Um, I�m sorry, my friend�s just being an idiot. I�m well, and you?�
�Well, thank you.� I can hear papers swishing and I can picture him behind some massive desk making critical mobster-type decisions, like who to kill, how much to swindle, and which public servants need their bribe money increased. �Did you receive my flowers?�
Casey�s bent over, slapping his ass as he moves into the chorus, mouthing, �So much B D energy��
I turn my back on him and try to concentrate. �I did, and they�re beautiful. Thank you so much. It was so kind of you to send Russian lilies.�
�You mentioned once that you missed the flowers in St. Petersburg in spring,� he murmured, his voice is even deeper than when the conversation began and I swear my lips are going numb.�
�How can you remember little details like that?� I blurted, impressed, and fighting feeling soft and emotional about it.
His voice lowers again, more intimate. �I remember everything about you, tesoro. Don�t you know that?�
I give a little wheeze and he must have heard it, chuckling softly as I cringe.
�At any rate, I�m calling to apologize,� he said, suddenly all business again.
�Oh? For what?�
The thought of Don Giovanni Toscano apologizing for anything is as impossible to comprehend as Georges giving up meth or Casey deciding to stop being such a complete jerk. He�s loudly whispering, �Ask him his dick size.�
�I�m afraid I won�t be able to be there for your graduation. I have a meeting that day that I cannot miss,� he says, sounding regretful.
�Oh, I understand,� I said, too quickly apparently because this time, his voice is harder, more interested as if he�s found a loose thread to pull on.
�You sound almost relieved, tesoro,� he said. �You sound as if you don�t wish to see me.��
I press the heel of my hand against my forehead. Moron! �Not at all, I�m sorry if it seemed that way. I just know how much work you must do before the wedding- I just�� I fizzle out with a sigh. �I understand that your life is filled with responsibilities, every minute of every day.�
There�s silence for a moment, only the faint, buzzing sound of our connection. �I would like to be there,� he says finally, �very much. This is an important day for you.�
I�m torn between being deeply touched and incredibly relieved. Seeing Giovanni in my world means only one thing; my freedom is about to end. Even so, my lower half feels like something is tugging on it every time we speak, some connection that makes me flare up like a flame is passing through me.
�You are so kind to me,� I manage, �truly, it�s more than- well, I appreciate everything you do for me.�
�It�s more than what?� Giovanni asks, curious.
Of course. Of course, he would pounce on the one thing I didn�t mean to say. �Nothing.�
�More than�� he pursues, his voice softer again, some sly intent that makes me feel anxious and somehow exposed. �More than you expect from me?�
Is he a mind reader? Oh, god, that�s not good.�
�I just� know how busy you are,� I finish lamely, cringing as Casey rolls his eyes at me.
�Hmmm�� Giovanni purrs. �I will have to change your mind about your importance when we get married.��
This isn�t soothing. I feel panic welling up inside me and I feel like that little sparrow again, getting chased by the bird of prey. �I have a class in just a few minutes, Giovanni, I�m sorry.�
�Don�t apologize,� he says, all business again. �Good luck with your finals, and I�ll see you in St. Petersburg.�
�Grazie, I will see you in June. Arrivederci, Gio.�
�Arrivederci, tesoro.� His voice is warm as he says goodbye.
�Fuck, that man is so hot,� groans Casey, pulling up some Google images of Giovanni. �I mean, he�s got that whole Dark Lord of the Underworld action going. He�s so tall! How tall is he?�
�Um, 6�6 I think?� I lean over to look at the images on his phone. Giovanni�s in black swim trunks, on a beach.
�Where is this?� Casey sighs.
�I�m not sure, but it looks like Naples. That�s the family seat of power.� Giovanni does look amazing; powerful hands pushing back his short, dark hair, and high cheekbones. His eyes are narrowed in the picture, probably because he knows paparazzi are stalking him.
�He must work out like an animal every day to get a body like that. Those abs! He has an eight-pack, doesn�t he?� Casey is swooning like a Victorian maiden right now. �An eight-pack to go with that giant dick?�
�Okay, this is getting weird,� I said.
�Honey, I respect your �wait until marriage thing,� I know it�s mandatory with the whole Bratva princess deal you�ve got happening here.��
He�s ignoring me, still wrapped up in Gio and his hotness, which admittedly is completely accurate.�
Casey keeps salivating, �And those golden eyes of his? Holy fuck! I want to do filthy things to that man. I don�t even care if he makes an effort. Just relax, Gio honey. I�ll do all the work��
�You are deeply troubled, you know that, right?� I asked. �This is my fianc� you�re talking about.�
He shrugs, linking arms and we continue to class. �If you�re not going to do something with that giant dick, I�m certainly willing to take one for the team.�
�You are literally the worst best friend ever,� I sigh.

One month later�
�So, it�s official. It�s over.�
I�m having drinks with Casey at his place and I might be feeling a little sorry for myself.
Casey, ever the optimist, protests, �Well, we still have a week until graduation and the Morozovs descend upon you. Seven days. What�s left on your life list?�
Pulling my backpack closer, I take out the tattered piece of paper, unfolding it carefully. This isn�t something I could keep on my phone since my brothers can tap into it at any time.
He slings his arm over my shoulder, leaning in to look at the list.
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�Did that,� he says proudly.
�I made out with you before you told me you were gay!� I snapped, smacking his arm.
�Yeah, but aren�t you glad I didn�t pressure you to go past sucking face?� Casey counters, grinning in a way that makes me want to slap it off his face. But I can�t do that, because he�s probably right.
�We would never have actually done it,� I said.
�Like I would have even done �it� with you,� he laughs. �But I�d never kissed a girl before, so now we both have something checked off the list. What�s next?�
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�Did that,� we say together. Marcel Dumas, our first year here. He was the creep who would get drunk every weekend and try to stick his hand up an unsuspecting girl�s skirt. He tried it with me and ended up at the H�pital H�tel Dieu with a broken nose and a fractured eye socket. Maksim was always adamant that my sister Mariya and I should be able to defend ourselves. Ayo, my bodyguard at home, taught me Krav Maga for ten years.
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�Yeah, that was fun,� Casey says, �especially since we got our clothes back on just before the Gendarmes arrived. That saved us a trip to jail.�
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�That was�� Casey smiles fondly, probably remembering the babies thrashing for the water as fast as their little flippers could carry them.
�Magical,� I said, eyes getting wet at the memory of the azure waves, the tiny turtles were only dark spots against the white sand as they emerged from their shells.
�Remember when you whacked that seabird who was going after the little guy in the lead?� Casey started laughing at the memory of me chasing after the stupid bird and knocking it off course with my sweatshirt.
�He deserved it,� I hissed. �Those poor babies get snapped up by the dozens when they�re trying so hard to survive. I hate bullies.�
�Well, you taught that Galapagos Crake a lesson it won�t soon forget,� he said dryly. �What�s next?�
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�Now see, here�s where I feel you hit your stride,� he says, tapping the paper. �And look how good you are at it! This is your calling, I�m telling you.�
�We�re up to� fifteen cars?� I ask, mentally checking them off.
�Yep,� he agreed, �just missing that last one. Your great white whale��
�Thank you, Moby Dick,� I said dryly.
�So, the cars were their own sub-section of the Life List,� he continued, ignoring me as always. �What�s left?�
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�Oddly specific, but okay,� he noted. �Let�s do that one.�
�We�ve tried to do �that one� three times,� I protest. �We�ve never gotten in.�
�We could if you�d flash that big-ass diamond engagement ring of yours and mention that you�re engaged to Giovanni Toscano,� he counters.
I point at the line below number five:
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�Yeah, that does make it harder�� he scratches his chin thoughtfully. �But as it happens, Christoph just got hired on as a bartender at Le R�ve.�
�Your old roommate Christoph?� I gasped, �Why didn�t you tell me?�
�Because I have been waiting for the perfect night,� he gloated, �and honey, this is it. We�re gonna have to bribe the shit out of him, though.�
�I�m completely comfortable with that,� I said, wildly excited. �Drinks are on me!�

Getting past the line that snakes around the block� and then another block� and then another block to actually get into Le R�ve is truly worthy of my Life List. The most spectacular and exclusive club in Paris - the epicenter of amazing nightclubs - is a glorious old building filled with decorative neon lighting. Neon lights line every stairway, the dance floors, light designs on the forty-foot ceiling dangling down like moving art. There�s a swimming pool on the roof outlined with multiple dancing lines of neon light that change as you swim over them. It has a glass bottom and you can look up at the partygoers jumping into the pool as you�re dancing.
�If we do get in tonight, I am not jumping in that pool in my dress,� I told Casey. I�m squeezed into a 1955 Chanel, a deep, sapphire blue dress that ends in layers of filmy tulle at mid-thigh, swishing delightfully as I walk. �This treasure is not getting wet!� It�s a little too low cut and I nervously keep hiking up the spaghetti straps.
�Will you stop that?� Casey slaps my hand. �You look amazing, don�t fuck it up.�
�I�m nervous,� I said, �I don�t want the girls to fall out when we�re dancing.� It�s late, close to midnight but Le R�ve is just warming up. The light fog drifting through the city gives the club a surreal glow.
�Uh-huh�� He�s busy texting his roommate Christoph for directions to the VIP entrance to the club. He�s going to meet us there and split the bribe money with the doorman. �Okay, channel your inner Haughty Bratva Princess, honey. It�s time.�

�This is so much better than I could have ever dreamed!� I screamed at Casey over the thumping house music.�
�Hell yeah,� he screams back, �we are making this dance floor our bitch!�
We do look good. Casey�s blond and tall, like me, and to be honest, probably prettier. We�re getting a lot of stares which would usually make me want to disappear, but these stares aren�t because I�m the sister of the notorious Morozov Pakhan, or because I�m the fianc�e of Don Toscano. They�re because I�m young, I�m happy, and my best friend and I are having maybe the most amazing night of our lives.
�I need a smoke,� Casey shouts, �do you want to sit at the bar for a moment?�
�No, I�ll keep you company.� I�m fanning myself, flushed and grinning as we burst out the VIP doors into the cool air. The doorman nods and smiles, accepting us as two of the Beautiful People who get to swan in and out of the VIP entrance without waiting in line.
Casey lights up and I stretch my arms over my head, loosening up my shoulders as I look around the private parking lot. The fog is still hanging low and all the expensive cars are misty and indistinct.
And then it happens.
The fog breaks apart as if even Mother Nature is in awe of the miracle approaching us. I can hear the angels singing just under the rumble of the engine of the 2013 Lamborghini Veneno. The silver CFRP monocoque body gleams under the club�s lights as the rear fin rises over the car like a beacon of hope.
A high, inarticulate noise escapes my slack lips and Casey looks up, his cigarette dropping from his mouth.
�Holy. Fucking. Shit,� he says hoarsely. �Tell me that isn�t a-�
�Yes,� I whisper rapturously. �The Veneno. The third one left on the planet. Driving up to us.�
A valet moves past us at the speed of light, nearly throwing himself in front of the car. Not a car. A Chariot of the Gods. He opens the driver�s door and a gorgeous man in an exquisite black suit steps out, buttoning his jacket with a bored expression.
�I know him!� I whisper, as I turn my head away and put my hand up, pretending to fuss with my hair. �He was at my brothers� weddings. He�ll probably be at mine. That�s Nolan O�Rourke. He�s this insane billionaire that likes to mess with people for the fun of it.�
O�Rourke strolls into the club without looking over at us, and I watch as my dream, my beauty, my future is driven slowly past us to the parking area by a valet grinning so wide that it�s a miracle the skin is not splitting off his face.
Casey sighs. �You were so right. It�s beautiful. It�s� oh, my god honey.� He looks over at me and whimpers a little. ��Rina, we can�t! I don�t have my equipment here, we�re not wearing anything to disguise us, not even sunglasses! You don�t have a uniform. We can�t!�
My misty emotion is gone, no longer clogging my thoughts and everything comes back into razor-sharp focus. �You�re going to flirt with the doorman, I caught him staring at your ass earlier. Just get him around the side long enough that he can�t see me take the Lamborghini to the south corner and onto the street.�
�Wh- what about the valet?� Casey stutters, terrified but wildly excited. I know him.
�Headlock,� I said, eyes still on my sweet baby. �I can knock him out in less than sixty seconds once I�ve got him in a grip. Go now. I�ll pick you up on the next block over to the right. Got it?�
�This is insane! We can�t-�
I tear my gaze away from my Great White Whale long enough to glare at him. I must look unhinged because he flinches. �Go!� I hiss, and he backs away toward the doorman.



Chapter Six
In which Giovanni was not expecting that.

Giovanni�
The next day�
�There is an auction, and it�s tonight.�
I rub my forehead. �Damn those Barone fucks straight to hell. Where is it being held?�
Dario snorts derisively, �In Paris, of course. So, you know the Moreaus had to have facilitated it. Nothing happens in that city without their approval.�
�It looks like our alliance with the Moreaus is about to meet an unhappy end,� I snarl.
�Now you�re talking!� The idiot sounds genuinely cheerful at the prospect of bloodletting.
�There�s a limit to how many guards we can bring,� I said sharply, �pull in some men from the London office to act as buyers. Make sure they have enough funds to buy Ricci�s niece and friend if they are there.�
�On it,� Dario says eagerly.�
�Brother, this is not the time to rain death and fire, do you understand?� I said, �This is the time for diplomacy.�
�Right up to the point it isn�t,� he retorts, ending the call.
I shake my head. If the fucking Barones think we�ll be coming in, guns blazing, they don�t know our family at all. By the end of the week, however, I�ll make sure every member I see at the auction is stabbed, poisoned, or beheaded. Quietly. Not this noisy gunfire that the Americans and Russians are so fond of.

�The Moreaus have to be involved,� Dario sneers, �the Barones could never have pulled off something like this alone.�
We�re pulling up in front of a huge, elegant home in the 8th arrondissement, the most affluent area of Paris. It�s not the place I�d expect to see terrified, likely drugged young women being auctioned off to the dregs of human society.
Stepping out, I know Carlo, my personal guard, is right behind me, scanning the area. Other well-dressed men - and some women - are heading up the marble steps to the Georgian-style home. I would consider it beautiful in any other situation, but right now it�s a shiny red apple with a rotten core. And the worm in the middle is Alessandro Barone.�
I really want him to be here tonight because before I leave, I�m going to slice him wide open.
Dario at my side, we enter Hell.
�Security everywhere,� murmurs my brother, �I recognize some of the Barone�s men. Guards outnumber guests two to one at this point.�
None of the potential buyers at this grisly auction seem affected by the guards, accepting champagne and walking leisurely toward a huge ballroom. Through the open leaded-glass doors, I can see a stage stretching along the back wall, yellow silk-covered armchairs placed in rows before it.
�Ah, Giovanni, my old friend! Bonjour.�
I turn to smile thinly at Laurent, head of the Moreau les beaux voyous.
�Laurent. I�m surprised to see you putting on this kind of� event,� I say, watching his face stretch into an insolent grin.
�I am also surprised to see you here, mon ami,� he retorts. �I didn�t think you participated in these auctions.�
�A couple of young women under my family�s protection have gone missing,� I lean in, sending his shorter body into shadow. �I would hate to find them here, but one must turn over every rock to see what slithers underneath, eh?�
His smile is rapidly disappearing. �I would be unaware, of course. The origin of the inventory is rarely known to me. I am simply here as a facilitator.�
�A facilitator for the Barone famiglia?� I�m barely holding on to my temper.
He shrugs gracefully. �The auction is about to begin. Why don�t you take your seats?�
�Please let me be the one to kill that guy,� Dario loudly whispers.
I have been forced to attend two other auctions like these, only by necessity. This one is elegant; the expensively dressed buyers, the ballroom, paneled with mirrors on one side with multiple crystal sconces sending the light reflecting around the huge room. It�s scented with roses from a dozen different bouquets set on antique marble tables. It makes this auction even filthier, if that is possible.�
Emilio, who�s involved more in the legitimate financial side of our family�s business, sets up my account and hands Dario and me bidding paddles. A woman to my right attempts to give me a flirty smile, drawing back at my look of contempt.�
Here�s when this elegant auction descends into the hell that I know it is. The first girl, more or less hauled up to the stage, is dressed in costly lingerie, her hair and makeup professionally done. And she has been drugged to the gills, she can barely stand by herself. As the bidding begins, the girl looks around, clearly confused. She jumps a little when the auctioneer bangs the gavel and calls �Vendue!�
With every new young woman who�s dragged out, my jaw gets tighter and I�m seconds away from cracking a molar.
Dario leans in. �That one�s Ricci�s niece.� He shows me the image on his phone and I nod for him to start the bidding. The girl�s barely eighteen, tears are beginning to make her mascara streak down her reddened cheeks. This seems to escalate the bids higher and higher, but my brother perseveres until the last bidder falls out. He glances at me, �Are you bidding for her friend?�
Something stops me. I don�t know why, but I shake my head. �Have one of our London men bid for her.�
He nods and the grotesque display continues. Buying back our women is costly, and my jaw clenches that much tighter. It�s not the money, it�s the fact that it�s lining the pockets of scum like Alessandro Barone and, apparently, Laurent. I vow to make sure they both deeply regret their profit from this night.
�And now, Mesdames et Messieurs, we have a very special final bid tonight,� the auctioneer�s voice is oily and ingratiating. �For those of discernment and wishing only the rarest of flowers, the House of Barone thinks you will be very pleased.�
The lights beam down on the last young woman being pulled onto stage. She�s exquisite, that prick auctioneer was right about that. She�s wobbling on her high heels, her silver-blonde hair tumbling over her shoulders and down her back. The pink lace teddy she�s wearing is showing far too much of her long legs. Those beautiful blue eyes of hers are filmy, and she can barely keep them open.
It�s Ekaterina. My fianc�e.



Chapter Seven
In which Ekaterina learns the worst possible time to be spontaneous is when you�re stealing a billionaire�s rare sports car.

Ekaterina�
The night before�
�I told you it would work!� I�m laughing crazily and Casey�s holding on to his seat, white-knuckled.
�Oh, my god, woman I was freaking out,� he babbles, �I was just waiting for that giant fucker to turn around and see you making off with this car!�
�Do you feel that?� I�m ignoring his near-hysteria because this perfect creation has me by the throat.�
�Wh- what?�
�The twelve-cylinder power unit with a displacement of 6.5 liters,� I ramble, �it has a shifting seven-speed ISR transmission.�
�Yeah, it�s fucking amazing,� he agrees, �and also, I�m about to wet myself from fear. We did not plan this one, �Rina.� He may be freaking out, but I�m watching his hand stroke the dashboard like it�s a mink stole.
�You�re rubbing the Lamborghini-patented CarbonSkin, which is soaked in a very special kind of resin that stabilizes the fiber structure while allowing it to remain supple.� I know I sound like a phone sex operator right now but I can�t help it.
�You need to stop talking,� he wheezes, �because I swear I�m about to come. Seriously, give me a minute.�
We�re approaching an exit that I know takes us to a perfect stretch of road; unencumbered by any obstacles, just twists and turns that will make this precious baby come alive for me. �Have you accessed the signal for the anti-theft technology yet?� I ask.
�I have to wait for the specs to download on my phone,� he mumbles, tapping away, �but I�m seconds from getting the signal jammer in place.�
�Excellent,� I sigh, and make the turn onto the road that will witness the highlight of my life.
Casey looks up and sees the black ribbon stretching out ahead of us and swallows hard. �This is it, girl. The big one. Are you ready?�
I tighten my grip on the steering wheel. I can feel the rumble of the engine vibrate along my thighs. It�s different from an orgasm. It�s something else. Something injected into my DNA, maybe. Not just the car but the night and my dearest friend beside me and my last, precious days of freedom.
An invisible hand at the base of my spine is nudging me. Drive. Drive faster. You can outrun your future if you just keep driving�
My foot jams down on the gas pedal.
I�m too breathless to even laugh, I can only switch my gaze between the road and speedometer, over and over while my heart seems to expand like a balloon. There�s nothing else.
Two point six seconds, 100km.
Five seconds, 125km.
Ten seconds, 175km.
Twenty seconds, 200km.
�Don�t tell me how fast we�re going,� Casey screams. �I don�t want to know. If I know, I'm going to convert it into miles per hour and probably have an aneurysm.�
I can�t answer him, I can only pay attention to the insistent push telling me to drive faster. So, when the headlights come racing up behind us, I jump.
�Oh, fuck is that the police?� Casey shrieks. �I got the signal jammer set! It�s operational!�
�It�s too late!� I shout, �They must have had enough time to track us.�
My brain moves back into laser focus as I shift the Lamborghini into sixth gear. They will not catch us. Now it�s not my future I�m outrunning, it�s the Gendarmie. And Interpol. And a bunch of other law enforcement who really don�t like us.
Then, a helicopter swoops over us. Someone is shouting from a loudspeaker and I can�t hear a thing they�re saying at this speed but I�m pretty sure it�s something along the lines of, �Stop the car!�
There are three sets of headlights behind us now, though they�re all fading back, nowhere near fast enough to catch us. It would be like a sloth trying to nail a jaguar. Unfortunately, not true of the helicopter. The floodlight they�re using to follow us is sending black spots through my vision, though I�m terrified to even blink at this speed.
�Do you think your brother and your fianc� can bail us out of this?� Casey shouts in my ear.
That pushy fist at the base of my spine transfers to my stomach, twisting it into a knot. I had picked this stretch of road because of its relative desolation. There are no convenient hiding places, no groves of trees to hide us, no abandoned barns to slip the car into. As we tear around the next turn, I know it's over when I see the bank of headlights ahead of us.
�I�m so sorry Casey,� I�m numbly watching the digital speedometer creep back down. �This is my fault, I�m so sorry.�
�I could have refused to help you,� he�s nearly in tears. �I agreed to it. We�re in this together.�
My beautiful dream slows to a stop, along with the Lamborghini. I take Casey�s hand, squeezing it. �I will take full responsibility. I�ll make sure Maksim gets you out of-�
�This was the stupidest thing you will ever do.� The man next to my door is holding a gun to my head. He�s gigantic, and his dark face splits into a grin. �No matter how short or long that future is. But I�m betting on very, very painful. And very short.� There are five more men surrounding the car, and none of them are wearing Gendarmerie uniforms.
�I�m Eka-� Something hard hits the back of my head and I�m gone before I can get the rest of my name out.

Oh, everything hurts so much.�
I open my eyes and squeeze them shut immediately as the light stabs into my brain. My head feels like my brain grew legs and it�s trying to kick its way out of my skull.
�She�s awake.�
I force up one eyelid to see the giant who knocked me out hovering over me, still grinning, along with two other creepy-looking guys.
�Get up.�
I must be moving too slowly because the giant hauls me upright. �Who are you?� I ask, running a hand through my snarled hair.
�Who are you? That is a far more important question,� he says.�
Looking around the room, I notice the rust stains from water leaks on the metal walls and the filthy mattress I�m sitting on. Whoever has me, it�s not law enforcement. I cannot say a word about Maksim or Giovanni now, because if these creeps are in a rival organization a speedy death is the best thing that could happen to me.
I laugh bitterly. �I�m no one important. Just a complete idiot. Where�s my friend?�
The giant slaps me. Not enough to disfigure me but that doesn�t mean it doesn�t hurt. �You need to worry about yourself, believe me. So answer my question.�
My gaze darts back to the rusted door. I can see a thin line of light in the crack, which means it�s not fully closed. And that it�s not locked.
Forcing myself upright, I stand shakily, leaning against the wall and start crying noisily. �What are you going to do to me? Please don�t hurt me.�
Casey must be out there somewhere, maybe in another room, hopefully, he can hear me pile on the hysterics.
One of the thugs strolls closer, tapping a baton in his hand. Oh, god. Those things can shatter teeth and break bones with one swing. �La chienne you should start talking or I�ll give your mouth something else to do.�
I weave a little in his direction, still sobbing. �Please don�t hurt meee�� When he rolls his eyes, I hit him on the bridge of his nose with the heel of my hand and yank away the baton, sending it down hard against his shoulder. The audible crack of bone and his accompanying shriek are very satisfying. He goes down like a bag of dirt and I lunge for the other guy. He�s got a gun in his belt and if I can get to it, I can shoot the giant.
I sweep the baton across this next guy�s throat and both of his hands go up to his neck as he�s choking on his own blood. I have one hand on the gun in his belt when two tree trunk arms wrap around me, squeezing like a python and now I�m the one who�s probably going to choke to death. I try head-butting the Sasquatch squeezing me but he�s too quick for that, and the kick I aim at his knee doesn�t even seem to make him flinch. I feel a sting in my neck and everything goes dark again.

�...Did you really have to drug her? Do you know how hard it is to measure this shit in the first place? Now I must do it all over again!��
The voice is shrill and female, and she seems very disappointed.
There�s a rich, deep chuckle that I recognize as the giant�s. �She broke Maximo�s nose and shattered his shoulder and crushed Tony�s larynx with a baton in the space of six seconds, so I�m pretty sure we�ve got ourselves a live wire. You should put that in her description. Some people like beating the sass out of their purchase. You got her from here?�
�Fine,� the female said querulously, �but I�m not happy about it.�
His voice is fainter. �She�s the star of the show tonight. Make her look good.�
I hear the rustling of fabric and her voice again. �He�s gone. You can stop pretending.�
Whoever it is gives me a minute to force my eyes open again and sit up. My head spins and I�m gagging, trying desperately not to throw up.�
�Don�t you dare puke on this bed or I�ll make you eat it again.� I manage to focus enough to see my new hostess.
�Believe me,� I manage, �I really don�t want to.�
She scoffs, dropping a pile of fabric on the bed. She�s maybe in her early thirties, pretty with eyes like ice chips, and she�s looking at me like I�m some kind of vaguely interesting species of insect.
Trying to rub my eyes, my hand yanks against a cuff attached to my wrist and the bed rail.�
�Get your shit together. I must get you ready within the hour and I�m not in the mood to fuck around.� She grabs my chin, turning my head one way, then the other as she looks me over. I can�t push her away because they�ve cuffed my other hand, too. And put some kind of short chain around my ankles.
Looking down, I can see that someone has bathed me and put me in a clean white robe. �Who did this?� I snap.
�What? Got all the motor oil and shit off you? I have people for that. You�re not the first unconscious inventory we�ve had to clean up.�
Oh, dear god. Inventory? �Look,� I stammer, �I can get you so much more money than whatever you can make if you-�
She slaps me briskly, again, not hard enough to mark but I feel it. �Shut the fuck up.� There�s real fear in her voice now and she looks over her shoulder. �You�re going to do what I say and you�re going to get ready. If you don�t, they�ll send someone down to dress you or send you out on stage naked. Do you understand me?�
�Can you please just tell me where I am? I had a friend, a cute blond guy, tall? Have you seen him?� I�m not above begging. �Please?�
The woman�s ice-chip eyes freeze me in place. �I�m going to say this one last time,� she utters softly. �There�s a lot of places on the human body that you can beat hard enough to bruise the muscles and tear ligaments. It will be agony, but it won�t bruise your skin. So you�ll still look pretty when we put you up on that stage, but you will hurt enough to wish you were dead. If you don�t shut the fuck up and obey me, I�m calling Marcus back and he�s going to start in on you.�
I stare up at her, blood turned to ice, just like her gaze.
�Do you understand?� she asks softly.
Just get through this, I think. Just get through this and we�ll find another way.
�Tell me what you want me to do,� I say evenly.�



Chapter Eight
In which we meet a cloying auctioneer, a cranky cartel leader and a German cannibal.

Giovanni�
The auction�
I�ve lived long enough in the ways of the famiglia that I didn�t think there was anything left to surprise me. I was wrong.
My Ekaterina is swaying slightly on the stupidly high heels they�d forced on her feet. Her head droops to the side as if she�s falling asleep. All the same, she is almost painfully beautiful. Of course, these pigs would have saved her until the last as the most desirable prize.
�Number thirty-two is in her late teens to early twenties. You�ll note that there is an affidavit from the staff doctor that she is a virgin.� A frisson of excitement ripples through the crowd while a vein throbs violently in my forehead.�
�She stands 5�10 tall and weighs 140 pounds. Number thirty-two is in excellent health and allow me to warn you, she is quite fiery!� The auctioneer chuckles condescendingly, �She put up quite a fight and�� he winks at the audience and I vow right then to pull his fucking eye out after this is over. �She might need some taming.�
�Well, he couldn�t make this any more exciting for the freaks in the audience,� Dario hissed in my ear. He�s recovered from his shock faster than I have. �What the fuck is she doing here, Gio?�
�I have no idea,� I murmur, �but we are getting her out of here, as quickly and quietly as possible. I don�t see Moreau or anyone from the Barone�s near us, which they would be if they knew who she is and that she�s engaged to me.�
He nods. �Got it. What do you want me to do?�
�We can�t fight our way out of this�� I grit my teeth for a moment and continue. �Tell Emilio to stand by and be prepared to transfer as much money as necessary into the account. Alert our men outside to be ready to surround us and leave the instant I have her.�
�Done,� he whispers and leans over to Emilio on his other side.
I can see Ekaterina�s brow wrinkle; she�s trying to fight the drugs and understand what�s happening to her. Whoever dressed her had a heavy hand with the mascara and eye shadow. I�ve never seen her in makeup before; Ekaterina is always so beautiful that cosmetics aren�t necessary. In this case, it�s a good thing. She�s so heavily made up that she�s almost unrecognizable.
�We�ll start with an opening bid of five million Euros,� the auctioneer says. �Do I hear five million?�
A paddle shoots up. I look over and my fists tighten hard enough that the knuckles audibly crack. Carlos fucking Martinez, head of one of the most vicious cartels in Colombia. He runs his own trafficking ring, strange that he�d be here for new talent.
�Very good. Do I hear six million?�
Two more paddles. This can�t get worse.
Dario leans in again. �Is that the German freak everyone talks about? Isn�t he supposed to be a cannibal?�
�Shut the fuck up,� I hiss between my teeth. My brother is correct. I watch the German�s tongue grease over his rubbery lips.
�Excellent, do I hear-�
�Twenty million Euros.�
Heads turn to look at the man in the back and my blood turns to ice. Anton Vasiliev, Bratva of one of the Six Families in Russia. He hates the Morozovs, even though the Six are forbidden to move against each other.
�Thank you Monsieur,� the auctioneer is nearly pissing himself with excitement. He must get a cut of the profits. �Do I hear-�
�Thirty million,� I say, lifting my paddle and trying to look bored, as if I just want this over with.
�Thirty-five million.�
�Fuck, it�s the German cannibal again,� Dario murmurs.
�Forty,� Vasiliev cuts off the auctioneer, who mops his shiny forehead.
�Thank you, Messieurs, do I hear forty-one?�
I force myself to sit back, looking composed as the battle between the German and Vasiliev finally wears down.�
�The current bid for number thirty-two is seventy-three million Euros. Going once. Going twice-�
�One hundred million Euros.�
There�s a ballroom-wide shuffle as everyone turns to look at me. I keep my paddle upright, expressionless.
�Mesdames et Messieurs, this is a new record in the Barone Auction House,� the auctioneer couldn�t look happier, if only he knew that I�m going to gut him later. �One hundred million Euros. Do I hear a higher bid?��
There�s silence, and the German stares at me with hatred.�
�Very well. Going once, going twice� sold to Signore Toscano.�
�Collect the Ricci girls,� I tell Emilio. He nods and rises quickly, and I lean into Dario. �Stay with me. If it looks like anyone�s figured it out, cut their throat.�

Ekaterina�s dozing in my arms, I�ve wrapped my jacket around her to cover her ass and everything else the lingerie is trying to expose.
�Sir? We�re five minutes to the helicopter,� Carlo says from the front seat. �It�s already warmed up and ready to go.�
�Thank you,� I answered, �make sure the pilot�s ready to lift up the moment we arrive.�
Ekaterina�s growing restless in my arms, and I�ve seen enough hysteria from victims coming off what these bastards dosed her with to know I need to get her safely away from here before she�s fully conscious.
I carry her from the car once we arrive at the private airstrip, her head lolling against my shoulder. Blinking up at me, she tries to focus.
�G� Gio�? You�re�� She licks her cracked lips with a worried little frown. �It�s��
�Shhh, tesoro,� I say as soothingly as I can. �Go back to sleep, it will be alright.�
The closest and safest place to take Ekaterina with the least amount of scrutiny was my yacht, already docked in the Le Havre Port, about an hour�s flight from Paris.�
�The doctor is already on board,� Carlo speaks into my headset.�
�Excellent. Who did you find?� The first thing I�d ordered after getting Ekaterina and the Ricci girls out of there was to pick up an auction employee and find out how they got their hands on my fiancee.
�We have two people in custody,� he said, �one of the higher-level guards and the auctioneer.�
A huge grin spreads across my face. �Get the necessary information, but keep the auctioneer for me.�
�Yes, Don.� He�s thinking about it, I can tell. �How� intact do you want him?�
�Keep his eyes in place, and his tongue and ears, too. I want him lucid and screaming when he knows what I�m going to do to him,� I snarl, thinking about how he�d winked at the audience when he suggested beating the courage out of Ekaterina.
�As you wish, is there anything else you require?�
�Double the security on the boat. I won�t risk Ekaterina�s safety. We need to know who we�re dealing with,� I order.
�It�s done, Don,� Carlo says. He�s one of my best, I need to double his salary. �Goodnight, sir.�
�Goodnight, Carlo.� I look over at Ekaterina, still unconscious and securely strapped into her seat with noise-canceling headphones on. We land on the yacht, and I�m eager to get her into bed, clean all that shit off her face and see what the doctor says. If they�ve hurt her, I�ll burn that elegant mansion in the 8th arrondissement to the ground.
Despite the night I�ve been through, my spirits lift when we climb out of the helicopter and I carry Ekaterina across the gleaming white landing pad on the upper deck.�
Lo Spirito was the first thing I�d ever bought, ten years ago, something just for me. My father thought it was an outrageous purchase until the first time he and Mamma spent the day on it. He bought two yachts of his own but admitted it was never the same.
Ekaterina stirs as we head downstairs and she�s thrashing in terror and confusion by the time I carry her into my stateroom. The self-defense training she�s had is obvious, and I have to tighten my grip before she punches me in the throat.
�Hush now, listen to me. You�re safe. Ekaterina, look at me�� I croon in Russian, trying to give her a sense of normalcy. I pin her to the bed, concerned that she�s going to hurt herself.�
She pauses, chest heaving, her eyes finally clear and searching mine. �Giovanni?�
�Yes, I�m here.� I brush the hair off her sweaty forehead. �What do you remember?�
Rubbing the heel of her hand against her eyes, she tries to focus. �We� this guy, I think his name was Marcus. He� took me? There was a needle and I woke up and this woman told me they could� make it hurt and not leave bruises��
I�m not doing a very good job of hiding my rage because she shrinks back against the pillows. Cupping her cheek, I force a smile. �It�s all right, tesoro. You�re here. You�re safe. We�ll figure this out.�
She bolts back upright, her eyes wide with terror. �Casey! I must find Casey- they have him, he might be dead! This is all my fault!� Ekaterina is sobbing, clinging to me and I�m grateful when the doctor knocks on the door.
�Mr. Toscano, it looks like the drugs are leaving her system.� He hurries over to the bed, taking her hand. �Miss Morozov, can you breathe slowly for me? We can help you, you need to get your breathing under control so we can understand you. I�m Dr. Lombardo.�
He�s taking her pulse as she still begs me to find Casey. I search my memory for any mention she might have made about a Casey during our very few conversations. This makes me realize how little my fianc�e and I have spoken. About anything.�
Very few men in my family even met their wives before the wedding, but I wanted something different. I didn�t want to be bound to an obedient stranger for the rest of my life. That�s why I accepted Maksim�s request to allow Ekaterina to finish school, why I�d tried to spend some time with her over the last two years. My intentions were crushed under the weight of the responsibility of becoming the Don of the Toscano Famiglia. I�d seen her twice since I made the arrangement with her brother, had called her perhaps three or four times.
Who was this Casey? How did my bride-to-be end up in a slave auction? If we hadn�t been there tonight, she could have ended up in the German�s meat locker.�
This woman is a mystery to me.�
Her weeping is slowing down, and Dr. Lombardo is checking her pupils with a penlight. �Your intended must have blood like pure spring water,� he says dryly. �They gave her a fairly mild dose, fortunately. She clearly has had no exposure to drugs, which is why she�s experiencing emergence agitation.�
�I�ve seen it before,� I nod. �Ekaterina�s a good girl. She barely drinks, she doesn�t do drugs or smoke.�
I think.
�Let me finish the examination,� he continues, �but she needs sleep and then food. I�ll start an IV, she�s mildly dehydrated. There�s also a laceration on the back of her head. It was cleaned up a little, but it�s likely someone hit her there to subdue her.�
�Thank you, be sure to give her a contraceptive shot as well.� My buzzes and I see a text from Dario.�
Call me. We have a fuckload to talk about.
Groaning silently, I leave the stateroom, certain that this conversation is going to send me into a rage Ekaterina shouldn�t see.



Chapter Nine
In which this is awkward.

Ekaterina�
When I wake up nothing hurts, which is a big improvement.�
Sitting up, I look at the sunshine stretching across the floor and attempt to put all the pieces of my memory back together.
It doesn�t help that I have no idea where I am. I know I�m with Giovanni. I can hear the water lapping against the side of the boat� so I�m on one. A boat.�
Deep breaths. Just focus on the details�
I�m in a stateroom, and it�s huge. I didn�t think yachts had rooms this size. It�s decorated in ocean colors- blues and greens, aqua pillows on the bed, and on a couch and two chairs in the corner. There�s a beautiful wooden floor, polished to the same gleam as all the teak fittings and trim, and a pile of books on a table next to the chairs. Other than that, there aren�t other hints that anyone�s ever used this giant, fancy room.
Dragging myself out of the too-comfortable bed, I look out one of the windows.�
We�re at sea.
What? What is happening here? How did I go from getting drugged by those freaks to being saved by my fianc� to� here? And where is here? �The ocean� seems like a somewhat overly broad answer.
�You�re awake.�
I whirl around and lean against the wall for a minute until my head decides to stop spinning, and then straighten up, trying to smile.
Giovanni strolls over to me, his hands in his pockets. He�s wearing tan trousers with a crisp white shirt. His sleeves are rolled up and I can see a couple of the tattoos he usually keeps hidden. I�ve learned that the Italian Mafia isn�t quite as brazen about ink as the Russians are.
�I�d say good morning, but I�m not sure what time of day it is,� I said, smiling awkwardly.
As he draws closer, I step back, knocking into the window. Giovanni�s handsome face is set in impassive lines, but his amber eyes are on fire with rage.
Oh, god. None of this is good.
�Do you remember what happened?� His deep voice is no longer warm, it�s cold, his words are clipped like he�s biting off every one of them as they come out of his mouth.
I rubbed my arms, moving away from the window. �You saved my life. I don�t know how you found me, but-�
�I wasn�t at the auction for you,� he cut me off. �We were trying to recover the niece of one of my Capos. Imagine finding my fianc�e there as the highlighted inventory for the evening?�
Flinching, I whispered, �It wasn�t my plan, believe me.�
�Hmmm�� he mused, circling me like a shark. �And what was your plan? Because stealing a rare sports car that is easily tracked by anti-theft technology seems profoundly foolish. And I didn�t think you were a stupid girl.�
All the blood drains from my face, leaving me light-headed again. �I- I can see where that would disappoint you,� I mumble.
�You know�� he�s still moving around me, �with a car of that magnitude, the Police Nationale are the last people you�ll see when you�re finally caught. Someone who owns a car so rare like that� where there�s only a handful of them in existence-�
�Three,� I blurt before I can stop myself. Based on his steely eyes, he doesn�t appreciate my interesting tidbit.
�Such owners don�t waste time with law enforcement. Because once they catch someone so colossally suicidal, they have a crew that exacts justice in a more satisfying way.� Giovanni moves toward me, and I step back in a strange little waltz. He slams his hands against the wall, and pins me between them, and I realize he�s cornered me. �What the fuck were you thinking?�
My mouth opens, and nothing comes out. There�s no way to spin this. There�s no story I can offer that�s going to dial down his rage. I suck in a deep breath, nearly coughing on it.
�I understand that you will want to end our engagement, I know Maksim will pay you back-� I wince, how much did he spend on me? I hope it wasn�t a lot. �Just please don�t break the alliance. My family�s been loyal to you-�
His hand is on my jaw, silencing me. �I paid one hundred million Euros for you.�
�Oh! My god!� I wheezed, �That can�t- that�s insane!�
�Do you know who was bidding against me?� His giant hand slides from my jaw to cup my throat. Loosely, not squeezing, but I can feel his thumb tracing my rapid pulse. �The first man runs one of the most vicious drug cartels in the world. The second bidder was Russian, one of the Six. Anton Vasiliev. He�s not fond of your family, is he?�
I shake my head numbly. �No,� I whisper. �He hates Maksim�s guts.�
�Imagine if he purchased you, darling, and discovered who you really were?� Gio�s practically whispering in my ear, and I�m terrified. Really terrified and I don�t know if he�s going to murder me himself or just throw me into the water and watch me drown. His fingers tighten. �Hmm?�
�It would be so bad,� I whisper.
�Oh, but wait!� He throws up his hands mockingly and walks away. �The cannibal.�
�The what?� My voice rises to the level of helium escaping a balloon.
�Gerhard Schmidt,� he supplies, leaning against the back of the couch. �A very wealthy industrialist with holdings around Eastern Europe. He has an unusual hobby. He buys young women and after a suitable period of torturing them, he eats them.�
My knees give out and I slide down the window to land with a thump.
�He was quite interested,� Giovanni continues, relentlessly. �He bid up to seventy-three million Euros before dropping out.�
I�m up and racing for the bathroom, just making it to the toilet in time. I haven�t eaten in so long that nothing comes up but bile, but I groan in humiliation as he strolls in, watching me in disgust.
Mouth tight, he wets a washcloth and hands it to me. �Clean yourself up,� he orders, �you have an hour. There are clothes on the chair next to the bed. Get dressed.�
My hands are shaking as I take a shower and brush my teeth, and then I just stare at my reflection. I�m still sheet-white from the story about the German cannibal who almost bought me. And Giovanni- ahundred million Euros? Maksim will kill me. Will he even pay it? Will he tell Giovanni to just dump me somewhere?
No. My brother loves me. And anyway, Ella would never let him disown me. There�s nothing Maksim wouldn�t do for his wife.�
A hundred million Euros. No one is worth that kind of money, certainly not me. Then, I remember Casey. How could I have forgotten him? Was he part of the auction? Please god, don�t let the German cannibal have purchased him!
Flying out of the bathroom, I stop short to realize I�m alone. Just as Giovanni had said, there�s a white dress on the chair with matching underwear and high-heeled sandals. It�s a pretty dress, a white, gauzy thing that flows down to mid-calf. I yank on the sandals and set out in search of the man who likely hates me right now. But I must convince him to find Casey.
�Holy� is this an aircraft carrier?�
I walk out of the stateroom and get my first real look at the yacht. The Russian Oligarchy are notorious for their super-yachts, and I�ve been on a few. But nothing compares to this. It�s not just the size, there are bigger ones, I�m sure. It�s the beauty of the thing.�
The lines and curves of this ship are like art- the white fiberglass sides swirl and swoop along like the waves we�re cutting through and the teakwood decks shimmer like the water. I�m on one of the upper levels, and there�s a huge pool below me. Deckhands in pristine white uniforms bustle around doing� whatever deckhands do on a ship the size of Paris itself.
�There you are.�
It�s Giovanni, and he doesn�t look particularly happy to see me. He�s changed into a dark suit with another white shirt, open at the neck and he looks� delicious. Terrifying, but gorgeous.
�I want to thank you for your kindness,� I rush ahead with my little speech, �I am horrified that you had to pay so much to get me back, I�� I wring my hands, looking for the words that will make him stop looking at me so coldly, the ones that will make him listen. �To be honest, I probably don�t deserve it after doing such a stupid, stupid thing.�
He�s still silent, just watching me with his hands in his pockets, looking like some GQ dream come to life.�
�I know that you�re disgusted with me and I don�t blame you. I�ll accept any decision you make regarding our future. But please- my best friend Casey was with me in that car. He got taken, too. Was there a blonde guy - my age - in the auction?�
He�s still silent, his face cold and impassive.
�Please, he�s my best friend. When I came to La Sorbonne, no one would talk to me, they were scared to even be around me. But Casey�s this brash American and he did not care about anything. He wasn�t afraid of my brothers; he didn�t care about their money or the Bratva. He was just� my friend. He didn�t even want to take that-�
�Steal,� Giovanni interrupts me.
�What?�
�You stole that Lamborghini,� he clarifies.
�Yes,� I agree in a whisper, �I uh, I stole that car. The only reason he was there is because he wouldn�t leave me on my own.�
He gives a mirthless chuckle, looking out over the water. The fading sun still lights up his pale amber eyes and� Really? This is what I�m thinking about when Casey could be dead somewhere?�
�I know you�re still a virgin,� he says coldly, �because the auctioneer announced it. It was quite instrumental in driving up your price.��
�Someone looked at- they examined me?� I nearly shriek.
�Apparently,� he smiles unpleasantly. �But as I was saying, while you at least chose to be loyal enough to keep your virginity, why would I rescue your little boyfriend? That�s an audacious thing to ask of your fianc�, don�t you think?�
�What? Boyfriend?� I laugh weakly in relief. �No, Casey�s gay. Totally gay.� Then I realize what he said and I�m angry, too. �I never dishonored you or our agreement,� I said stiffly. �I never did anything improper. With anyone.�
He tilts his head curiously, examining me. �You can see where I would find it difficult to believe a car thief.� Giovanni strolls closer, lifting his hand and putting it around my neck again. �What other things have you been doing, my not-quite good girl?�
�I�� My mind�s racing and I can�t think of what to say. What does he know? What could he have found out about me? The man had spies everywhere but how much of my life at La Sorbonne could they have dug into in the span of a few hours? I decide to stay on point.
�I made a mistake. I know it was unacceptable, and I never meant to embarrass you. As I�ve said, I understand that you�d want to break our engagement and I�ll take full responsibility with my family and my Pakhan and submit myself for-� I audibly gulped, �For punishment. But I�m begging you, please help me find Casey. He doesn�t deserve what�s probably going to happen to him if we don�t get to him in time.�
His fingers are sliding up and down the thin skin of my throat, and they�re calloused, like a man who works with his hands, not a rich, pampered Mafia Don.�
Giovanni�s always been a mystery to me. Stern, and scary. He�s been kind to me, though. Until now.
�Since you�ve begged me so sweetly, I�ll put a team on it. They�ll find him, if he�s still alive,� he agrees.
I stifled a sob and nodded against his hand. �Thank you. So much.�
He smiles and it is not a nice one. �Consider it my wedding gift.�
�Oh?� I ask, a little confused. He doesn�t seem like he�s in the gift-giving mood.
His hand slides from my throat and takes me by the wrist. �Come with me.�
�Where are we going?� I said, following like an obedient duckling.
We descend the steps and end up by the pool. There are lit Japanese fire lanterns floating on the surface, and a man wearing a priest�s collar standing nearby. My feet suddenly feel stuck to the deck.
�What�s- who�s that?� I stutter.
Giovanni pulls me along to stand before the priest, who does not look particularly happy to be there. �This is The Most Reverend Bishop Gallo, he�s here to marry us.�
�Tonight?� I wheeze. �Right now?�
He kisses my hand, his lips cold against my skin. �Right now, darling. If you still want your wedding gift.�



Chapter Ten
In which Ekaterina�s rushed wedding is celebrated with orgasms.

Giovanni�
�You�ve found her? She�s safe?��
I�d rarely heard Maksim Morozov sound anything but calm and urbane.
�Yes, she�s safe and here with me,� I said.
�Slava Bogu - thank god,� he breathes. He speaks to someone in the room with him, and I hear his wife Ella cry out in relief. �Thank you, Giovanni. I owe you a debt I cannot repay.�
�Oh, it came at quite a cost,� I say wryly, �but worth every penny to bring her home safely.�
�How so?� Maksim asks. �How did this happen?�
�Your sister stole a rare Lamborghini, one of only three in the world.�
�What?� he shouts, �There�s-� He takes a deep breath. �Go on, please.�
I keep my voice low, opening the door to my stateroom. Ekaterina�s lying face-down, one arm sprawled across the bed. She�s sleeping the sleep of the utterly exhausted. The sheet�s just covering her perfect little ass.
After I tell Maksim everything, there�s silence for a moment.
�Ekaterina knows how to drive?� he finally said, too stunned to sound like his usual, composed self. �I don�t know what to say, Giovanni. I never- I still can�t believe it, even though I believe you, if that makes sense.�
�I understand,� I said, �and while I certainly have many, many questions she�ll need to answer, the important thing is that she is safe.�
�Thank you,� he says, �I will send down her bodyguard immediately to bring her home. I never should have allowed her to go to university without him. She�s just� always been such a good girl.� He chuckles humorlessly.�
�That�s the other thing we should discuss,� I say casually. �I married Ekaterina tonight.�
His voice is razor-sharp. �I beg your pardon?�
Ah, now, here comes The Pakhan.
�I married your sister tonight,� I repeat patiently, �I flew Bishop Gallo in to marry us here on my yacht.�
�Why would you do this?� Maksim is shushing a clearly agitated Ella.
�The car she stole belongs to Nolan O�Rourke. Based on everything I know, he�s not aware of her identity. But he sent a crew after her to deliver an extremely nasty punishment. I don�t think he�ll ever find out that it was Ekaterina, but I�m taking no chances. Between being officially married to me and being the sister of the Pakhan of the Morozov Bratva, the chances for repercussions would be minimal.�
Laughing bitterly, he says, �Nolan fucking O�Rourke. He�s a bastard.�
�He�s a sociopath and an asshole!� Ella shouts.
Chuckling, I say, �I agree with both of you. Ekaterina even admitted that she knew who he was when she stole his car. She said it was� on her life list? She was very agitated by then and didn�t make much sense. But regardless, I believe this was the right decision.�
�My sweet little sister stole Nolan O�Rourke�s one-of-a-kind Lamborghini,� Maksim says. �No one will ever believe this.�
�No one should ever know this,� I remind him pointedly.
�Agreed,� he sighed. �I will wire you the one hundred million Euros immediately. That was not a cost you should have to absorb.�
�It�s not necessary,� I said, �consider it as her bride price. Look, it�s late here, and I need to sleep. We can speak again soon and I will have Ekaterina call you.�
�Giovanni,� I can hear the Pakhan again. �Ekaterina is still my sister. My family.� A chill spreads over his tone. �I need to know that you will still treat her with the respect she is due.�
�I would not have married her tonight if I didn�t intend to protect her and care for her,� I said sharply. �Our agreement hasn�t changed.�
Thank you,� he said, thawing slightly. There�s urgent whispering and he asks, �Ella would very much like to speak to you before you go.�
�Certainly,� I say politely, rolling my eyes. I really don�t want to hear this.
�Giovanni?� Ella�s sweet voice is anxious, �Can I please say something?�
�Of course.�
�I don�t even know where to begin. I don�t� know this Ekaterina, it just seems so insane. But I do know one thing, okay? No matter what she�s done, I know she has her reasons and I do recognize that sounds nuts. But I can tell you unequivocally that she is one of the kindest, truest souls I have ever met. She has been there for me in times when no one else recognized I was hurting. Please, just�� Ella sighed, �Please give her a chance to prove herself again. I know she will.�
�I understand what you�re saying Ella,� I assure her gently. �I have never hurt a woman and I would not start with my bride. There is a lot to answer for, here. We�ll figure it out together, she and I.�
�That�s all I can hope for,� she said, �thank you.�
�You�re welcome, goodnight.�
Hanging up, I pour myself another drink and walk back into my bedroom. The moonlight�s playing over my bride�s pale, lovely breasts and I can just make out the red marks from my stubble on her skin. My cock�s rising again and I groan silently. I�ve already fucked her twice, and probably not as gently as I should have for her first time. She�s going to be sore enough in the morning.�
I don�t regret a thing.

Earlier in the evening�
Bishop Gallo stays just long enough after marrying us to share a celebratory glass of champagne before he�s escorted back up to the helicopter to fly back home.
I turn to Ekaterina, who is staring at me, wide-eyed. �Can I ask you something?�
Finishing my glass and pouring another one, I said, �Of course.�
�Do� you even want to be married to me?� she asks, �It doesn�t seem like it.�
I ponder her question. �Am I surprised and displeased that you, darling, are not at all who I thought you were? Yes. Does that make you undesirable to me? Absolutely not.�
She is so lovely, standing there in her pretty white dress, wringing her hands anxiously. �I should call my brother,� she says, �he must have heard of my disappearance by now.�
�I�ve already messaged him,� I assure her, filling her glass. I lean against the railing, watching her. �Come here.�
For a car thief, she is remarkably guileless. I can see her uncertainty but it won�t stop me. I have waited long enough. She approaches slowly, and I hold out my hand to take hers and draw her the rest of the way.
�As my wife, you will be shown the proper respect,� I say. �By our family, by our associates. However, I expect your obedience. I expect you to behave in a way that does not bring shame on the Famiglia. There will be repercussions for disobedience. Do you understand?�
My new bride�s mouth is pressed in a thin line, but she nods.
�Answer me,� I say sternly. �Out loud, respectfully, and always in this way.�
She takes a deep sigh and nods. �Yes, Giovanni. I understand.�
I tap my glass against hers. �Salute.�
�Vashe zdorov'ye,� she says, draining her glass.
Good, I think, she�s going to need some liquid courage.

Back in the stateroom, I turn her to face away from me and slowly unzip her dress, enjoying the little hitch of her breath, the warmth of her skin, and the flush rising in her cheeks.
Seating myself, I gesture, �Undress for me.�
Ekaterina glances over at the light switch and I shake my head, fighting a grin. She is graceful, I have always admired her elegant movements, though never more than now, as she slides one strap down her arm, and then the other, holding the dress to her chest for a moment before letting it fall to her feet.
�So beautiful, tesoro.� I manage to sound calm, when really, I want to growl like a beast, put her over my shoulder and throw her on the bed. �Now the bra.�
It takes her a moment to remove it, and she�s blushing fiercely now, eyes lowered as she puts her arms over her breasts before dropping them again.
�Come over here,� my voice is husky, I am giving away how much she arouses me. I need to stay in control. She is beautiful. I cannot trust her.�
I take her hips and help her straddle my lap. Her lovely, pale breasts are at the right height for me to lean forward and take one pink nipple in my mouth. I am rewarded with a sharp inhalation of breath, and my hand comes up to stroke the other one. It fits in my hand perfectly, warm, and silky soft. My mouth is tugging gently on one nipple and I slide the other one between two fingers and pull. I�m rewarded with another gasp.
�Your sweet nipples�� I praise her, pulling back and running my thumbs over their stiff peaks. �These breasts, just as perfect as I�d imagined.� I kiss and suck on each stiff, pink point until she�s gasping and moving her hips against me.
There is a startled yelp when I abruptly stand up, wrapping her legs around my waist to carry her over to my bed. �Lean against the pillows, my gorgeous bride,� I said, �and put your hands on the bed rail. You will not move them, do you understand?�
�Yes, Giovanni,� her soft reply pleases me. She remembered my instruction.
Running my raspy chin along her thigh, I enjoy her shiver. I hadn't shaved yet and I could feel the goosebumps coming up on her skin in the path of my whiskers. "Such a lovely girl," I soothe, "so sensitive. I�m going to put my mouth on you now, and you will watch me. And you will not move."
"Yes, Gio- Oh!" My mouth is on her and it makes me nearly feral. Her pussy is blazingly hot and her taste is sweet as I have imagined. It has been a long time since I�d had my mouth on a woman. My tongue sharpens to a point and dips into her channel, enjoying the tightening of her thighs before she remembers and tries to open them again.�
Twisting my wrist, I slide one finger inside her and feel my cock throb violently. The inside of her was heat; muscles fluttering and clenching, like a hummingbird, cradling my finger tightly.�
�Shhh�� I manage, �You need to relax. Something larger than a finger is going inside you, and you must be ready for me.� She whimpers a bit at that and I greedily place my whole mouth over her clitoris in the most carnal of kisses, sliding my finger in and out as she is distracted, then add another. I balance on my elbow, and put my other palm on her stomach, enjoying the feel of her internal muscles tensing from the outside. This time, I�m deliberately crude. �My cock feels ready to split from its skin, tesoro. It�s eager to be inside you. You�re so slick and wet for me, can you feel it?�
When it seems like she is too overwhelmed to answer me, I give an especially hard thrust with my fingers.�
�Oh! Yes, Giovanni!��
Running my fingertips over the quivering silk of her inner walls, I search for two specific spots, that as I press or stroke them, make her arch her back and gasp, my finger swirls along another spot and she moans. Right at the top of her, by her cervix, is a lovely little pocket where I can just rub with a finger and�
I am shocked to realize I am saying this out loud, and that her knuckles are white with her desperation to keep them on the rail and obey me. But I can see the effect of my words; her breasts glisten with sweat and her eyes are glassy.
�I�m going to fuck you now, sweet wife. Spread your legs wide for me.�



Chapter Eleven
In which there are snacks. And more orgasms.

Ekaterina�
�I�m going to fuck you now, sweet wife. Spread your legs wide for me.�
I freeze up, I can�t help it.�
When he draws back, his beautiful eyes are molten amber, concerned, and I find myself relaxing. �Yes, Giovanni,� I breathe, and I am surprised about feeling so� eager for this. So quickly. From a man who is still a stranger to me.
He hovers over me, stripping off his shirt and pants in seconds. The soft light from the windows gleams over his chest, all hard muscle and smooth skin. His body is like a weapon, firm, with an economy of movement and a sense of terrifying, coiled energy that is ready to explode.�
He is scary. He is beautiful. And he makes me so wet.�
He is between my thighs, and I can feel that thick part of him, heavy against my leg. His hands move, they stroke along my skin and dip in and out of my center again to trace wet trails of my slick on my clitoris and his cock. He is different now, no longer silent and he whispers all this beautiful filth to me.�
Giovanni�s voice is always sonorous and exquisite, and now that he is turned on, it has a growl to it that makes me shiver. It makes me want him to keep talking because he feels safer now. I can tell he wants me, that I arouse him and not just like something he owns.
That I am desirable.
The thought is so overwhelming that I moan, �Please, Giovanni��
He stills for a moment and I wonder if I did something wrong, and then those hard, knowing fingers are back, stroking in and out of me. �Such a good girl,� he purrs, �say it again.�
�Uh�� I feel clumsy and confused, but I can feel myself tighten against his fingers inside of me again and I repeat, �Please, husband? Please?�
He moves suddenly and it makes me stifle a shriek, but then he is over me, those sinuous hips of his rotate gently as he puts the thick head of his cock at my entrance, pushes in and out, in and out as I feel the broad head push through and back out of me before sliding back in halfway and makes my back arch.�
My hands almost fly off the rail where Giovanni placed them, so he puts his hand over mine and holds them there, wrapping his long fingers around my wrists.�
God, I feel so full- full almost to bursting and I know he isn�t all the way in yet. There�s a burn that makes me draw my thighs up, my fingernails dig into his wrist while I try to breathe through it.
�Sweet girl, keep breathing,� he soothes me, �it gets better.� I hope so, because I feel like he�s splitting me in two, too wide to fit inside me. He�s holding still, it takes some effort based on the tight lines around his mouth and I am so grateful.�
He is a
lot. There is so much of him and it doesn�t seem like there is room to breathe with him in me. After a moment, he slides in and out again, a bit more each time until I�m finally getting impatient with his patience.�
�Aren�t you the sweetest surprise, baby?� His voice is hoarse, it feels like another set of fingers running along my skin. �Such a tight, silky little thing. I can feel my cock splitting you wide. You�re enjoying it, aren�t you?�
It takes me a minute to remember how to make my lips form words again, but I manage, �Yes, Giovanni.�
He chuckles, deep and pleased. �Such a good girl.� Giovanni thrusts hard, all the way to the top of me, and a shriek rips from my throat.�
Growling, he thrusts against the resistance of my channel, making me open for him. The smooth, blunt head of his cock strokes along parts of me inside that I�d never felt, going deeper than I thought there should be room to go. It feels so good. Why does it feel so good?�
After a moment of delirious explosions of pain, and pleasure, and an insane adrenaline rush, I can feel something rubbing against my clitoris. Something hard, and smooth and it strokes against my sensitive pearl every time Giovanni bottoms out in me.
�Wh- what is that?� I wheezed, bouncing along with the force of his thrusts. He smiles, burying himself inside and holding still for a moment as he takes my hand down to slide my fingers over where we are joined. �Is that a piercing?� I gasped.
It was, a stainless-steel barbell at the base of his cock, and it is in the perfect spot to rub insistently against my clitoris every time he pushes up into me.�
�It is,� he murmurs, �I�m going to make you feel so good.�
I forget about the ominous nature of this rushed wedding and just fall into the movement of the heat and weight of him shoving greedily in and out. When it seems like he can�t get any bigger, his cock swells more and he reaches between us to stroke my clit with his thumb, circular motions that get firmer and firmer.
Gio puts his mouth to my ear, hissing, �You will never come without my permission. I give it to you now, lovely girl. Come with me. Now.�
I do. It feels so good, overwhelming like he is inside all of me, and when his swelling cock bursts, the heat goes everywhere, making me come and feel like I�m on fire all the way to my fingertips. I�m no longer good girl Ekaterina, or car thief Ekaterina. I�m somewhere in the middle and it feels like something that maybe I could settle into with Giovanni.
We�re both panting, he is heavy on top of me, it�s kind of comforting like he�s blocking out everything else. Then, he stiffens and pulls out, ignoring my pained gasp, standing up. I can feel his come slide from me into an embarrassing puddle on the sheet and I sit up, wincing at the pressure on my pelvis.
Then he just turns and walks into the bathroom, shutting the door without another word.

Giovanni�
I find myself leaning on the bathroom counter after splashing cold water on my face and trying to remind myself that it is right to maintain some distance. She can�t be trusted. Buon Dio, good God, I haven�t come that hard in� thinking back over a wide variety of experiences, I am hard-pressed to come up with many that top it. I had no idea I would take this much pleasure in her becoming mine.�
Shaking the water off my face, I realized I had just yanked myself free from my bride and simply left her.�
�You are terrible at this.� I glare at myself in the mirror as I wet a washcloth with warm water and pull a towel off the shelf. I am not used to performing aftercare, unless it�s with a submissive after a scene. But this is different. This is my wife, and she deserves everything.
As I feared, Ekaterina is sitting up, holding the sheet to her chest as tears trickle down her sweet face. I take a deep breath and feel my role as her husband click into place.�
"Poor darling," I soothe, �I�ll make you feel better. Lie back now." Trying to scrub the tears off her cheeks, she nods, every muscle tensed in a way that makes me feel disgusted with myself. She had been so beautifully, utterly undone after I had made her come.�
Gently, I run the cloth over her wet face and down her stomach, over her inner thighs, and then, as she gasps, over her wet center. A muscle ticks in my jaw when the cloth comes back smeared with more blood than there should be. I should have been more careful with my bride. I knew she was inexperienced but once I was inside her, I couldn�t think clearly, more like an animal reveling in the feel of her. She was tight, tight as fuck and perfect. I could only sink myself deeper and deeper and fight against instantly coming inside her.�
I pick up the towel and softly wipe her dry. �Are you sore?� She lowers her head and nods, and I tilt her chin back up.
�Ah, ah. What do you say?�
�I am, a little, Giovanni,� Ekaterina whispers.
�I have something for that.� Once I return with an ointment for her somewhat abused pussy, I make her spread her legs again and smooth the cream over her tender skin, drawing a gasp when I slip a finger inside her. �Better?� I ask.
She nods and then remembers, saying, �Yes, thank you, Giovanni.�
�Good girl,� I say, kissing her carefully. Her mouth is a little swollen and I vaguely remember biting her lower lip at one point. �Rest here for a moment. I�m ordering you something to eat.� After seeing us both dressed, I call down to the kitchen.
The waiter appears and I block him from the room, taking the tray. Putting it on the table in the seating area, I sit down, patting my leg. �Come here, tesoro.�
She tries to take the chair on the other side of the table and I chuckle, patting my thigh again. �Come sit on my lap.� My new bride hesitates for a moment, then obeys me. �Such a sweet girl,� I whisper, running my nose along her jawline and enjoying her little shiver.�
Lifting the cover on the platter, I look over the slices of crusty bread, cheeses, olives, and some perfectly ripe figs. Lifting a thin slice of Fontina to her lips, I shake my head when she tries to take it. �No, open your mouth.� She sighs but obeys me and we spend a leisurely half hour, enjoying the meal.
�Can I ask you a question?�
I�m gently wiping her mouth with the napkin, but I nod. �Of course.�
�How long do you think it will take to hear back from your men who are looking for Casey?� Ekaterina asks.
Lifting the glass of wine to her lips, I shrug. �They�ve been told to send me hourly updates. There is nothing yet, but these are some of my best trackers, and we have a starting point, at least.�
She nods, her expression is heartbroken. �He didn�t want to do it, you know? He only went along because he wouldn�t let me go alone.�
There are so many questions I have, so many things this secretive woman will need to explain. But not tonight. �Tell me about him,� I said.
�What, Casey?� She smiles, leaning in when I urge her to take another sip of the Pinot Grigio, and nearly coughs it back up when the back of my hand strokes across her nipples.
�Sorry, tesoro, your breasts are very tempting, I fear,� I chuckled, feeling a little guilty. But it was taking all my strength of will to not throw her on her back right now and force my cock back inside her. �But yes, tell me about your best friend.��
�He�s obnoxious. Every time I�d talk to you on the phone, he�d be acting like an idiot, singing-� she breaks off, flushing bright pink. �At any rate, obnoxious, yes. But he�s also very loyal, and he always had my back. My first few months at university were so lonely. I expected it, to be honest. No one wants to hang around with a member of a Russian Bratva family unless they want something from you. Casey never did.��
She shifts gently on my lap; I can tell to take some pressure off her sore center. The wine we are drinking is soaking into her, her eyes are softer and her muscles are less tense. �He�s American?� I ask.
�Mm-hm, he�s a very talented artist, and tech whiz, as well.� Ekaterina�s expression is fond as she talks about him and I�m fighting a surge of jealousy that the thought of someone else could make her look this way. She moves her hips again, trying to find a comfortable spot and I take her by her waist, lifting her to straddle my thigh. Her hands fly to my shoulders, trying to balance.
Offering her another sip of wine, I watch the muscles in her delicate throat work and just like that, I�m hard again, damn it. My hands smooth along her torso, back to her hips and I slide her back and forth on my thigh, feeling her pussy rub against the rough material of my jeans. Her scrap of underwear is a flimsy defense.
�I�m glad he was a good friend to you,� I force myself to say. �Give my men time to work, all right?�
Nodding fervently, she leans in to give me a kiss on the cheek, an action that seems to surprise her, too. My fingers tighten on her and I pull her along my thigh again, long, and slow, enjoying the little hitch in her breath. She tries to balance on her tiptoes, and I tilt my thigh up a bit and a whimper escapes her.
�So beautiful, my sweet bride,� I murmur in her ear. �Are you still sore?� Looking down, I can see a wet mark on the leg of my jeans and I grin.
�Not so much,� Ekaterina whispers as my hands slide to her ass, squeezing her firm cheeks.
�I want you to come like this,� I said, gently biting the soft skin of her shoulder. �Rub yourself against me. You�re already so slick, aren�t you? Use me and make yourself come.� My hand moves under the back of her panties, squeezing her ass again and sliding a finger between her cheeks, searching for that little pucker.�
Ekaterina stiffens to the consistency of concrete.�
�Relax,� I croon, kissing along her neck, her shoulder, �keep moving, baby.� When I press my forefinger against her rear entrance, it pushes her forward, rubbing her clit hard against me. I circle the tight little spot, pressing just enough to keep her back arched. �I can feel how wet you are, you need this, don�t you? You�ll feel so much better once you come. Show me.� My voice is deep and raspy, and I barely recognize myself. She seems to enjoy it because her back arches again and she�s pressing her clit down hard on me. I flex the muscles in my thigh and grin when she moans.�
�Come for me.�
I gather up a fistful of her thick, glossy hair and tug, a sharp bite of pain to go with the sweet and she comes, squeezing my leg between her thighs, shaking and gasping and she has never been more beautiful.



Chapter Twelve
In which Ekaterina decides to take matters into her own hands.

Ekaterina�
I wake the next day as the yacht jolts. There are voices shouting and I can hear cars in the background.�
Groaning, I pull myself out of bed. Every step I take reminds me just how far up inside me Giovanni was last night. Pulling on a robe, I go in search of him. Maybe he�s heard something about Casey?
We are in a slip at some luxury marina. The buildings and what I can see of the town seem familiar, and then I realize this is the port town where Francois ships out all his hot vehicles. I�m still sheltered from view, awkwardly keeping to the hallway by the stateroom because I doubt the Don�s wife should be running around the yacht in just her robe.
�Look, he�s not the priority right now.� Giovanni must be right around the corner and I hear the scrape of his shoes on the deck as he paces, he�s speaking in Italian and I�m straining to catch the words. �We have bigger things to focus on right now. Put him on the back burner and concentrate.� He�s silent for a moment, listening to the caller. �I�ll come up with something to tell her, keep her from stressing out again. Mm-hmm� good.� More silence. �She�s still sleeping.� There�s a comment from whoever is on the phone with him that makes him give a deep, masculine chuckle. It totally screams I�m The Man.�
The arrogant son of a-
�Focus on the immediate threat, Dario.� He is talking to his brother, then. Yuri once told me that when they were back at university, no one at the Ares Academy would fight Dario because he insisted it �should be to the death to really count.��
Lunatic.
�Good. Talk to you tonight,� Giovanni finishes the call and I race back down the hallway to the stateroom, making a beeline for the bathroom and slamming the door shut.
Slapping my hand over my mouth, I smother the sob trying to break free. I sat on that man�s lap; he urged me to talk about Casey. I thought then how lucky I was, to end up with someone from my brother�s world who was actually kind. Giovanni�s just like the rest of them.
Casey needs me. That�s the only thing that matters. Could I call Maksim or Yuri? Surely they�d help me. My shoulders slump. They�d call Giovanni. In the vile, archaic ways of their world, I�m his property now.�
There�s only one solution to this dumpster fire. I�ll go find Casey myself.
There�s a sudden knock on the door and I jump half a foot.
�Ekaterina, come out. Breakfast is ready.�
I paste my good girl smile on my face. �Be right there, Giovanni, thank you.�

Well, that was much easier than I expected.
Giovanni has breakfast with me, out on the balcony of our stateroom, overlooking the bay leading out to the ocean. Tour boats are chugging out of the harbor, along with fishermen and the occasional speedboat.
�Would you like some eggs, tesoro?� He smiles at me, flashing those white, even teeth like he�s in a toothpaste ad.
Oh, you want me to eat your eggs, you kovarnyy chlen, you treacherous dick? I�ll eat your eggs, I think bitterly. I�ll eat your eggs and then for dessert, I�ll eat your cold, black, lying heart.
�Yes, thank you,� I smile sweetly.
He leans back, drinking his coffee and looking me over with an alarming level of thoroughness. �How do you feel?�
I flush red, unable to stop it. �I�m good, thank you.�
Oh, god he�s doing the I�m The Man chuckle again. Yes, Giovanni, you are gigantic, I think. You made me come. A lot. You probably noticed, what with all the screaming. But I hate your guts so none of that matters.
�I have to run into the city for a couple of hours,� he said, �why don�t you relax, take a swim in the pool? We can call your brother later.�
It just hit me. �My finals! I�m only two weeks away from graduating,� I gasped, �what am I going to do?�
He finishes his breakfast and stands, pulling me to my feet. �I can make a call, I�m sure they�ll let you finish online. You can still graduate with the rest of your class.�
Okay. He�s only ninety-eight percent a lying, evil deviant. Two percent of him is decent.
�Would you mind if I ran into one of the shops here and picked up a couple of things?� I ask innocently. �I can take one of your men with me.�
He frowns, �It�s not a good idea, tesoro. We barely got you out of that nightmare with the auction.�
I give him my most appealing smile. �I know, I remember, I�� I break off in a shudder and it takes me a minute to recover. I got out, but Casey could still be in that hell hole.
Surprising me, Giovanni wraps his arms around me, kissing the top of my head. �Perhaps some normalcy is not such a bad thing. But I�m assigning three men to you, and no further than the shops and back. I�ve ordered a new wardrobe for you; they�re delivering it to my home in Naples today. Feel free to get whatever you like here, however.�
He reaches into his pocket and pulls out a credit card, handing it to me.
�Oh, that�s all right, I have my own-� I stop as I realize I have nothing. I don�t have my purse, or my phone, or my passport. I do have a large stash of cash and alternate IDs back in my quarters at La Sorbonne - the standard Bratva bug-out bag material - so I just need to get there without being caught.
�Take this,� he urges the card on me, �we�ll have your ID set up again within a couple of days and get you a phone. But for now, I want you to have what you need.�
I force myself to remember that while he�s inched down from 98% pure evil to maybe 91% with that wonderful, thoughtful speech, he�s still a liar.
�Okay, well� thank you, Giovanni. I appreciate it,� I said, and I do. He kisses me goodbye; this takes a while. There�s the brisk goodbye kiss, which devolves into the long, slow sucking kiss with tongue, to-
�Don Toscano?� It�s his personal bodyguard - Carlos? Carlo? He�s wearing the standard dark suit all made men must apparently wear, sunglasses, and his hands are folded politely in front of him. �The helicopter is waiting to lift off whenever you�re ready, I am told to remind you that the meeting with the investor�s group is in thirty minutes.�
Sighing, Giovanni brushes a kiss against my forehead. �I�ll see you soon, sweet girl.�
That makes me cringe a little with guilt as I wave goodbye. I�m not sweet. Not at all.�
Because I�m about to evade my bodyguards, pull out a chunk of cash with his fancy black American Express card. And I�m going to disappear.�
Maybe we�re both pure evil.

Being raised as a Bratva princess did equip me with certain skills. I know that the trick to ditching your security detail is that it�s easy if they think you actually want their protection. It lowers their guard and they face outward, instead of paying attention to you.
So, I stay close as we visit a quaint little shop for some personal items and then we wander into an expensive boutique. Two of the men station themselves by the front door and after deliberately getting the one tailing me to bump into me a couple of times, I sigh prettily.�
�I�m going to go try a couple of these dresses on,� I say, smiling up at him limpidly. He nods, staring at me blankly until I point to the other corner of the shop. �I don�t think the Don would want you in the dressing room with me?�
His eyes widen and he nods, stepping away.
I scope the boutique; I see that I can drop and crawl under a couple of clothing racks and make it to the employee area and then out the back door as soon as he looks away for a minute. He turns to step out of the way of another shopper who seems perfectly content to buzz around him. He is tall and looks pretty good in that dark suit.
Thank you, random shopper lady, I think as I crawl past them.
Cash obtained from a DAB, I buy a burner phone and walk briskly away from the waterfront. I dial a number I still know by heart - which is a miracle because who remembers phone numbers these days - and he picks up on the third ring.�
�Yes?�
�Francois, it�s Ekaterina.�
�Why are you calling me from this number? Have you transcended to a new plane of existence?��
I hold the phone away from me for a minute and shake my head. �No, I- I lost my other phone and I need- I would like to pay you for your assistance?�
�Whatever might be required, my young friend. A new quest! Bravo.� Francois is making my head hurt.
�Can you please have someone pick me up? I�m in your port, about fifteen minutes away.� I ask, looking behind me and walking faster.
�Yes. It will be done. We must speak face to face so that our words have meaning in the fabric of the ether,� he agrees. �A car is on its way to you on angel�s wings.�
�Uh, thank you, Francois.� I disconnect, wondering if this was such a good idea.

Going back to Francois� kingdom without a stolen car and my best friend by my side is completely different, and not good different. Georges and Louis stare at me, chuckling together in some private joke. I weakly raise a hand and wave at them, they don�t return it.
Francois looks different as well, sitting behind his battered desk and he doesn�t rise to greet me.
This was probably a really bad idea.
�So, Francois, I wanted to ask for your expertise, and I can pay, of course.�
He makes an impatient movement with one hand. �Set your words free to the wind.�
�Uh, okay. Casey and I stole a car, we weren�t well-prepared and boy did I learn my lesson about that and-�
�The 2013 Lamborghini Veneno,� he interrupts me.
�Good news travels fast, huh?� I laugh uncomfortably. �Then you probably know that we got caught. I got out but we were separated, I must find Casey, and you know the right guys to help me. I can pay. Very well.�
Francois is not talking over me with flowery language. He�s not even moving, hands folded together and eyeing me cooly. �You have found yourself in the unfortunate travails of the unwary, Princess Bratva.�
�Wh- I don�t know what you mean,� I protest, but of course I get it. He always knew who I was. From the first car, I�ll bet. Underpaying Casey and me while we brought him priceless cars, secretly laughing with his tweaker son.
�Here at the automotive paradise you see before you, everything and everyone has a value.� His shrewd rat eyes are examining me. �Your value, yours and your dear friends� were the wisps of dreams on tires that you brought to my home. However, my dear, you have no value in this ephemeral state.�
His sparse mustache curls up in the first smile I�ve ever seen on Francois� face.�
�Aside, of course, from the value that can be assigned to you,� he said.
My eyes narrow. �I�ve been bringing you priceless cars for two years, Francois,� I said sharply. �I have value of my own. Do you want to keep making a ridiculous amount of money from me, or not?�
Louis interrupts me. �Boss! We have company.�
�Ah, new acquaintances or old enemies,� Francois mused, �let us go discover who stands before us.�
Even with the excellent security of the Morozov Bratva, I have survived two murder attempts in my life. One, when I was four where the end of my life came as close as a bullet in the headrest of my car seat. I still remember the shrill, mosquito-like buzz of the bullet as it flew past me, it felt like it nearly ripped my eardrum out. That ear rang continuously for a month.
The second came when the man trying to kidnap me was shot by my bodyguard Ayo just as he was about to start cutting pieces off me. I remember the nausea and bone-searing terror. The sweaty, shaky realization that I wouldn�t survive this.�
I did survive those attempts. But here? How could I have been so stupid? I believed that money still motivated Francois and I could bribe him into helping me find Casey.
Someone else made him a better offer.
The noise outside escalates, car doors slamming, low voices. A lot of voices. Then I hear one that�s terrifyingly familiar.
He steps up into the trailer, pristine in his navy-blue suit, and takes off his Bulgari sunglasses. His warm amber eyes have chilled to an icy gold shade as he looks at me.�
Giovanni is going to kill me.



Chapter Thirteen
In which shit gets blown up.

Giovanni�
I look over Ekaterina, checking for injuries or signs of abuse, but my lying thief of a bride looks just fine. She looks beautiful, in fact, with her silvery blonde hair flowing down her back and those perfect breasts demurely covered in a dark red sundress. She�s pale and there�s a tremor on her lips before she presses them together.
�You have something of mine,� I say to the weasel behind the desk. This must be the legendary Francois. �I�ll be taking it back now.� I can almost feel the fury rising in Ekaterina at being described as a package pickup, but that�s not my problem.�
�Ah, Signore Toscano. An honor indeed to see your path cross with mine this day,� he says, smoothing his pitiful mustache.�
I force myself to nod pleasantly. �Thank you for keeping my property safe, we�ll be leaving now.�
I wrapped my fingers around a rigid Ekaterina�s arm, pulling her down the stairs of the battered little trailer. �He called you?� she asked bitterly.
�No, I did not call Don Giovanni.� Francois appears behind us, holding a very large gun to Ekaterina�s head. �I called our new guests. You are quite in demand, Goddess of the Drift.�
Two explosions outside shatter the windows in the warehouse and I know someone�s blown up my cars. There�s gunfire and shouting from some of my men as they race into the building, weapons out.
�Boss, we have to go!� Carlos said urgently, �We�re down two cars and there�s company.��
There�s another explosion and Francois waves his gun, enraged. �Do not violate the sanctity of my yard, you barbarians!� he shouts. I rip the gun out of his hand and hold it to his head, gripping his throat with my other hand and pulling him closer. �Who did you call?� When he doesn�t answer, I grip him tighter, watching him choke. �Who?�
He is suicidal enough to smirk at me. �I am but a simple businessman.�
An audible �thunk!� from behind me is followed by a groan from Carlos as he collapses at my feet, a throwing blade lodged in his lower back. Three more fly in rapid succession and I pull Ekaterina behind me and Francois in front. Two hit him squarely in the chest, the third wedges in my shoulder. There�s a blur to my right and I shoot the man in the face.�
Yanking on my jacket, Ekaterina shouts, �The big truck over there; it�s Francois's pride and joy, it�s reinforced enough to break the gates down.�
I shoot again, taking down another man. �Where are the keys?� I shout back.
�They�re in the truck,� she yells, �he�s always in there listening to music.�
Waving my gun at my guards to follow me, I haul Carlos �up and throw his arm over my shoulders and race across the warehouse, keeping my body between Ekaterina and the entrance. A violent flare of light and an ear-shattering roar knock us sideways.
Fuckers.
They threw in a flashbang grenade. I keep lurching toward the truck, narrowing my eyes to slits, trying to focus through blue-white sparks blurring my vision.
There�s a yelp and another one of my men goes down, a knife jammed in his thigh. Ekaterina is the one to break loose from me, reaching down to pull him up and help him get moving again. We reach the truck with two of my guards laying down cover fire while I get the truck started. Just as I hit the gas pedal, there�s another explosion that feels right on top of us, but this behemoth barely rocks from the impact.
Now the bullets fly, trying to finish what the explosions and the knives could not. I focus on winding between the piles of crushed cars, stacks of auto parts and head for the gate as the guns outside fire faster.�
�Someone just brought out their AR15s,� Carlos said. Approaching the heavily reinforced steel gates, I growl to see more black SUVs barreling up the road leading to Francois� compound.
�More guys?
You have got to be kidding me,� Ekaterina gasps, trying to hold on and keep pressure on my guard�s knife wound at the same time.
�Just hang on,� I say grimly, downshifting and hitting the gas again.�
Ekaterina is right, the reinforced bumper and grill of this tank rip right through the gates and we almost blow past the cars outside when Carlos shouts out, �Wait! It�s Dario!�

�How did you know?�
Once I remembered the knife in my shoulder, it stung like a motherfucker. Dario called me a whiny little bitch and ripped it out, smirking at my low groan of agony.�
�Cheer up, the blade didn�t hit anything important,� he said, chuckling heartily and making me resolve to break his fucking nose as soon as I felt up to it.
We send Carlos and the other injured guard off in the helicopter with Ekaterina to the yacht and call Dr. Lombardo to meet them there.�
It is not just my little brother riding in with the calvary, he had Maksim and Yuri Morozov with him. While their men are securing the yard and looking for potential captives to question, we settle in the back of one of the reinforced SUVs to drive back to the port.�
�I have to say, your timing is impeccable, gentlemen.�
�Yuri picked up some chatter from a couple of sources who spend their time on the dark web,� Maksim said, watching me with his chilly blue eyes. �He called me right after you and I hung up.�
�A group has self-proclaimed a contract on you, your brothers, and our sister,� Yuri said grimly.
I frown, ignoring the burn in my shoulder. �That makes no sense. A self-proclaimed hit?�
�They were taking a stance,� Yuri said, �they are going after you and warning others to not interfere.�
�It sounds like a new group, trying to make a name for themselves by taking out the biggest fish,� Maksim pondered. �Outrageous, and knowing the Toscanos, also suicidal.�
�Fortunately, we were both in London,� Yuri added, �it seemed prudent to make a visit.�
�Once again, your timing was inspired,� I said, grateful to see the yacht come into view. �There�s apparently a lot to talk about.�

�How could you have slipped your security!� Maksim thunders, glaring at Ekaterina, who is glaring right back. Yelling at her is really my role as her husband, but Dr. Lombardo is stitching up my shoulder and I�m content to enjoy the show.
�Giovanni promised to find Casey as my wedding gift!� she shouts back, �And then I find out he lied to me? I must save Casey!�
�Wait,� I interrupt, �why would you think I was lying to you?�
My bride can�t quite meet my gaze, but she says, �I overheard you talking to Dario this morning. You told him to drop the search and you would come up with something to tell me to keep me from stressing out.��
When she finally does look at me, there�s hurt there. How dare she look like a wounded fawn? This woman has done nothing but outrage me for the last forty-eight hours. Even those spectacular moments in bed aren�t going to soften me up for this.
�Oh, man, this is awkward!� Dario says happily.
�Not that this is in any way your concern,� I explain coldly, �but we were speaking about an issue regarding our sister. Perhaps if you�d spoken to me about it instead of slipping your security detail, taking off with cash stolen from my credit card, and running straight to the man happy to give you up, this could have been a much more productive afternoon.� I wanted to enjoy the guilt and misery on her face, but I�m still too angry. Then she opens her mouth and makes it worse for herself.
�How did you find me if Francois didn�t call you?� Ekaterina asks.
I nod my thanks to Dr. Lombardo as he ties off the last stitch, slapping a bandage over the wound. �I had a tracking device inserted under your skin when the doctor checked you over after bringing you here from the auction.�
�That was one hell of an auction,� Dario says reflectively, �Yuri, you should have seen it; Anton Vasilev was bidding his ass off on your sister and then Gerhard Schmidt is waving his paddle around-�
�The German cannibal?� Yuri interrupts, horrified.
�Yeah,� Dario confirms cheerfully. �Actually, why haven�t we killed that motherfucker yet?��
�We should,� Yuri agrees.
�So, Giovanni here booms out, �One hundred million Euros!� and those fuckers wilt like a dick in church,� Dario continues.
�Thank you, brother, that will be enough,� I say dryly. I look over and Ekaterina is clearly torn between cringing in shame at the unbelievable cost of retrieving her and indignation about the tracking chip.
�You chipped me?�
Indignation won out.
�I hardly think you�re in a position for outrage, darling,� I said, �It�s rather a common practice. Your brother had a tracking chip put in his wife when they were married.�
She whirls to Maksim, �You chipped Ella? Like a pet from the shelter?�
�It�s not ideal, I know,� he says defensively.
�Did you chip Tania?� Dario questions Yuri, �What�s the best long-range tracking device for humans these days?�
�There is nothing on this planet that would keep Tania from murdering me if I implanted a tracker,� Yuri says fervently. �That said, there is some new technology that-�
Rubbing my forehead, I gritted out, �Can we return to the central issue here? How do we find out who�s taking out this hit on my family?� Turning to Maksim, I ask, �Did your men find anyone alive in the compound to question?�
He frowned. �The only man left alive was so high that he�ll be useless until he detoxes. Based on the condition of his teeth, he�s a long-term meth addict.�
�That�s probably Georges,� Ekaterina volunteers. �Getting anything out of that pea soup of a brain is going to be difficult.�
�The bodies that were left behind after the fight had nothing to identify them,� Maksim continues, �no famiglia tattoos or matching markings. We still think they�re Mafia.�
�Why? I asked.
Maksim grinned. �Their shoes, fine Italian leather, probably made by hand.��
�You know my people well,� I laughed. �Send their photos to Dario, we might be able to recognize one of them.� Rising, I rotated my shoulder. �There�s a lot to talk about. Ekaterina, you are excused. We will see you at dinner.�
�But-� she attempts to argue and visibly deflates as we turn to stare at her. Even her brothers have no interest in soothing her right now.
Pressing her lips together - the lips I had kissed and bitten last night - she nods and leaves the room without looking back.



Chapter Fourteen
In which Ekaterina reflects on just how badly she screwed this up.

Ekaterina�
I want to stay on the deck with the Big Men making all the decisions. I want to ask about Casey. I also want to turn tail and run. Find someone to take me back to Paris, grab my bug-out bag and just� run.�
Admittedly, I had not thought much about what happens after marrying Giovanni. I shied away from the mere thought because it would mean the end of my freedom loomed that much closer, the childish kind of avoidance that is pathetic at the age of twenty-two.�
I�m pretty sure, though, that this is the worst possible start.�
[image: ]
Slumping into a chair on the master stateroom balcony, I watch the last of the harbor disappear. Where are we heading? Are Maksim and Yuri spending the night on the yacht with us?
Burying my head in my hands, I pray to whoever might be listening that Giovanni would be too angry at me to want to have sex tonight. I�m remembering just how loud I was last night and I would rather step over the side of the yacht and drown in the Mediterranean than let my brothers hear me having sex. Yuri would probably find it hilarious.�
Sex.
What was that last night? Inside, I still feel hollowed out, like that giant dick of his moved everything inside to make room for him. He was dominant and rough and I turned to mush, all soft and vulnerable. Everything he did felt so good.
I can�t believe this, but it�s possible that being with Giovanni was hotter than any car I�d ever stolen.

�Ah, there you are.�
I struggled to lift my heavy eyelids and found my new husband leaning on the railing in front of me, arms folded. His eyes were still that chilly gold, looking me over, not like this morning, when his visual examination was clearly lustful.�
This was more dispassionate, like he can�t believe he�s stuck with me.
�I, um�� I said, clearing my throat. �It looks like I must apologize to you twice in as many days. I am so-�
�I came to tell you that we�ve found Casey,� he interrupts me coldly. �He has been beaten pretty badly, but the doctor thinks he�ll recover with no lasting effects.�
I�m on my feet and rushing over before I can think about it, throwing my arms around him and hugging him tightly. �Thank you! I know you probably hate me right now, but thank you so much! I�m so grateful!�
It takes me a minute to realize that he�s not hugging me back. I look up at his chilly, indifferent expression and my heart sinks. Did this all push him too far? Is he going to wall me up in his Naples villa and never speak to me again? I feel my eyes getting wet and I stand back, breathing deeply.
�Thank you, again.�
�That�s not necessary,� he cut me off. �I keep my word.�
�May I speak to him?� I asked, following him back into the stateroom.
He looks at me briefly as he unbuttons his shirt. �I�ve fulfilled my commitment. You don�t deserve anything more from me. So, no. You�ll be on your best behavior for your brothers at dinner. Tomorrow, you�ll start your online studies to graduate with your class. And you will not ask me for anything else.�
�Look, I-� I choke off a sob as he heads for the bathroom. �Truly. I am so deeply sorry for doubting you.�
He pauses for a moment, his back to me, and then walks into the bathroom without a word.

Dinner was as miserable as I feared it would be. Yuri and Maksim apparently not only understand Giovanni�s anger and disgust with me, they also agree with him, because I am not included in the conversation. Which means I eat in silence, listening to the three of them talk.
When dessert is served - Cantuccini and Vin Santo - I stare at the plate of cookies and the glass of wine for a moment before laying my napkin down. �Gentlemen,� I�m proud that my voice is steady, �if you�ll excuse me, I�m very tired.� I force myself to look at the man who now owns me. �Do you mind if I turn in early?�
Giovanni gives me a brief, regal nod and turns back to Maksim, continuing their conversation about a new nightclub they�re opening together.
I make it out of the open-air dining room and halfway down the hall before bursting into pathetic, noisy sobs.�
�Hey, hey, malen'kaya zvezda, little star�� It�s Yuri, and he gives me a hug and a place to bury my face so my pathetic wailing is no longer audible. He deftly leads me around the corner to yet another private deck with a spectacular view and sits me down.
�So, this is pretty bad,� I manage between sobs.
�I am not going to lie, you shit the bed on this one,� Yuri says, keeping an arm around me. It�s my brother�s superpower, being completely honest, and yet still kind. �Tania and I still cannot believe what has happened. Who are you, my little rebel?�
�I just� I�ve always known what was going to happen to me. My entire life has been planned out by someone else. Mother. Maksim. I made a list of the things I wanted to experience before I would have to get married and then have the rest of my life planned out by yet another person, this time my husband. I tried to cram everything on my Life List in the four years at university. I might have gotten carried away with the whole car thing, but��
Yuri is laughing and doesn�t seem to plan on stopping any time soon. �That must be one hell of a Life List. What else is on it?�
I lean my head against his shoulder. �Dumb things, like punch a guy in the face.�
�Who did you pick for that one?��
�Ugh, this creepy guy at La Sorbonne who was always trying to grope the women. Broke his nose and his orbital socket,� I said proudly.
�That�s my girl!� Yuri gives me a kiss on the top of my head. �What else?�
�It feels so strange to talk about it. Out loud.� He raised an amused eyebrow. �To you. My brother.�
�Here�s the thing, malen'kaya zvezda,� he says. �You have apparently been living a double life, and rather skillfully, too. But you�re at a crucial point here. Who you were; good girl, rebel� those things are gone. What you are now is the bride to Don Giovanni Toscano, head of what is becoming one of the most powerful Mafia organizations in Europe. What you were, is still important. Now, you must decide what parts of the old Ekaterina you will bring into your new life. You can�t just� lock down bad girl Ekaterina and force yourself to pretend she never existed.�
I laugh bitterly. �After this introduction, I�m pretty sure Giovanni isn�t interested in getting to know any more about bad girl Ekaterina.�
Yuri shrugs, �You might be surprised. Not only did he want this arrangement, he was also willing to wait two years for you. I think he�s far more invested than you know.�
�Yeah,� I cringe, �he�s invested, all right. One hundred million Euros worth.�
�Who knew you were that desirable?� He laughs when I slap him on the arm. �Maksim offered to reimburse Giovanni; did you know that?�
�No,� I said miserably.
�Giovanni refused, and he also declined Maksim�s offer to allow him to back out of the arrangement between you two. Instead, he married you,� he pointed out. �All is not lost.� He hugged me again and stood, cracking his neck wearily. �I�m going to call Tania and then try to get some sleep.�
�Do you really think I don�t disgust Giovanni in every possible way?� I asked.
�I�ve seen him look at you. You do not disgust him,� Yuri grinned down at me. �But maybe hold off on any new revelations about your bad girl past for now, eh?�
I blush. �Yeah, probably a good idea.�
�Goodnight, malen'kaya zvezda, Things will look better in the morning.�
My brother walks away with one last wink. Yuri always said that to me when I was younger and our world seemed bleak. I hope he�s right.

Giovanni never comes to bed that night.



Chapter Fifteen
In which Giovanni experiences disillusionment and Ekaterina experiences irritating brothers-in-law.

Giovanni�
My wife is beautiful.�
I stand over her, fist clenched around my glass of vodka. I don�t like vodka, but I keep it on hand for when I host my Russian associates. Now, I am drunk on it and staring at Ekaterina, asleep and almost angelic in the moonlight.�
Angelic.
No, my bride is hardly angelic, no matter how lovely she is.�
I saw her first at Maksim�s Christmas brunch four years ago, a gathering for his closest friends and associates. She wore a green dress with a modest neckline and a plunging back that showed off her sleek spine. She had pulled her hair up and it displayed her long, elegant throat so beautifully.�
We were introduced, with her soft hand in mind and a quick look in my eyes before her shy gaze darted away. It was enough. She was only eighteen then. I am ten years older, not shocking by the standards of most arranged marriages. I knew Maksim was new to his role Pakhan then, and that he was disenchanted with the idea of marrying off his sisters. Still, I resolved to approach him about Ekaterina when she turned twenty.�
He contacted me first.
�Giovanni,� he�d said, �this pains me. I never wanted to use my family��
�You aren�t using Ekaterina,� I�d interrupted. �We�ll be a good match. You already know I�ll treat your sister with respect. I�ll care for her and protect her with my life.�
�Will you agree to let her finish her education?� Maksim asked, �It�s very important to her.�
�I will,� I had promised, hesitating. �I can fly into St. Petersburg and meet with her. It will give us a chance to get to know each other.�
�That�s an excellent idea,� he said, his relief bleeding through his measured tone.

Clearly, I should have spent a great deal more time getting to know Ekaterina. But there were always so many fires to put out, so many things demanding my attention. I told myself we�d get to know each other after the wedding.
If I�m truly honest, I kept my distance because I wasn�t certain I�d be able to control myself around her. Just looking at her makes me want to throw her over my shoulder. Hide her away from the world and fuck her until neither one of us have anything left to give.�
Last night� if I were a good man, I wouldn�t have taken her so soon after an experience as terrifying as the auction. I�m not a good man. I couldn�t wait. Everything in me drove me to tear through her virginity, suck bruises into her neck and breasts to mark her as mine. I wanted her to feel where my cock had been inside her with every step she took.
Ekaterina, my beautiful, precious bride, is perhaps not such a good girl either. Expertly losing her security detail and storming into Francois� poisonous lair to find help for her friend is not something the demure, mild woman I�d met at that Christmas brunch would do. So many devious plans behind the sweet smile that thanked me for breakfast this morning.�
When I got the notification that she was on the run, anger wasn�t my first reaction, it was admiration. Fury came quickly after, but I was oddly pleased with my bride. How long has this rebellious creature lived this double life so skillfully? I wanted to know more about this Life List she�d made. Had she fulfilled everything on it?
I�m drunk. My hand has reached out while I have been thinking of debauching my bride, and I�m stroking her hair with a gentleness I�m not feeling. When she stirs, my hand freezes. I take my filthy thoughts and my drunken self out of the room.
I will sleep somewhere else tonight.

Ekaterina�
My brothers stay just long enough the next morning to tell me goodbye. Maksim hugs me and roughly admonishes me to �behave.� Yuri grips me with a grin, whispering, �Remember, the man wants you. A lot. Work with that, malen'kaya zvezda.�
I turn to Giovanni, who is dressed beautifully in a dark grey suit. He puts his sunglasses on, staring down at me expressionlessly. �I will have the care center send you an update on Casey�s condition. I may not see you for a few days.�
�I could� head back to La Sorbonne and finish my finals?� I offer, knowing as his lips tighten that he won�t be accepting that option.
�Your security team will take you to our family villa in Naples,� he said.�
There�s no goodbye kiss this time, tongue or otherwise. I watch him climb into the helicopter with my brothers without a glance back at me.
I have entirely screwed this up.�

The two days the yacht takes to make its leisurely way to Naples are spent studying. I punish myself by not utilizing that spectacular pool or lounging outside to enjoy the perfect weather. I deserve none of it. I finish my papers and true to Giovanni�s promise, my professeurs allow me to take my finals online. I�d like to know how my husband pulled that off, but since it�s been two days and he hasn�t contacted me, I�ll probably never know.
When we dock at the Porto Turistico di Capri, I do come out of my self-imposed exile to watch our approach. Naples is one of the few cities in Italy that I have not visited and the hillside of homes, in glowing jewel colors washed into softer shades by the sun, is magical. The Church of the Spirito Santo presides over the harbor, with its gleaming silver dome and the bell in the tower is ringing, as if it�s calling all the fishermen home.
The captain steps up to me, pristine in his white uniform. �Signora Toscano, are you ready to disembark? It will be my honor to accompany you to the Toscano Villa.�
It was too much to hope that Giovanni might be here to do that, so I take a deep breath and force a smile. �Thank you, Captain Bianchi, I would appreciate that.�
My three guards are having none of my attempts at charm this time. They bristle around me, keeping a close eye as they hustle me into the Maserati SUV. By the heavy �clunk!� of the door closing, I know this one is armored.
Captain Bianchi, god bless him, keeps up a steady narrative, pointing out historic sites and extolling the virtues of the Isle of Capri, we�re apparently just across the Bay of Naples from the city. �Do you scuba dive, Signora?�
�I do,� I answer, looking out over the bay. �I�ve heard about the Blue Grotto, how the water glows electric blue?�
�It�s beautiful,� he effuses, �like nothing else you�ll ever see.�
�I hope I�ll have the chance, very soon,� I say. Part of my suspicious Russian brain is wondering if maybe Giovanni really will just brick me up in a cell inside his magnificent villa, which I�m staring at with a mix of admiration and terror as we drive up to the sweeping entryway.�
The villa has a distinct Moorish influence, from the rounded tower rising from the end of the villa to the curved walls of the terraces that follow the flow of the shoreline around the house. There�s a white rock breakwater along the side and I can see an ancient wall that traps the seawater in a square, ancient pocket of stone from the cliff. The grounds are lush with green plants, reds, blues, and pinks from the flowering trees and huge urns flaunting more exotic blooms.
I�m used to magnificent homes, the historic Morozov base in St. Petersburg has a spectacular mansion in the city and a huge hunting lodge in the forest by Lake Ladoga. Giovanni�s home is the opposite, all warmth, color, and light. Everything here looks like it was built around the natural features of the land surrounding it.
Walking through the courtyard made from the yellow volcanic rock the area is famous for, I try to keep my heels from clicking. The sound is echoing off the white plastered walls and the �clack, clack, clack� sound relentlessly follows me through the courtyard and then the Italian marble entry.�
�Sister!� It�s Dario, grinning like he knows something that I should, but that he�ll never tell me.�
I hate that look.
�Hi Dario, how are you?� I give him my best good girl smile, but based on his smirk, he�s not buying it. �Thank you for meeting me.�
�Giovanni told me to keep an eye on you,� he says in a way that seems far more sinister than reassuring. �On the bright side, my job is made easier because stealing a sports car on the Isle of Capri is next to impossible.�
�Good to know,� I manage between gritted teeth.
I hate him.
Dario leads me through the villa, casually pointing out a couple of equally beautiful guest houses, matching the style and look of the main building, and both big enough to accommodate an army. �The north house is mine in case there�s something you need,� he said.�
I pause by the edge of the terrace, �Who lives in the south one?�
His grin drops off his tanned face and his amber eyes - so much like Giovanni�s - narrow. �That house belongs to my sister. She prefers her privacy and it�s important that you respect that.�
�Of course,� I hasten to assure him. �Francesca, yes?�
He doesn�t answer, just herds me in the direction of the next wing. �This is the master suite,� Dario said, already looking bored. �And right on time, this is Martina De Luca, our housekeeper and the scariest woman in Italy if you get her floors muddy.�
�Bella,� she says approvingly, taking my hands in hers. �We have waited for far too long for Gio to bring home a bride. But you are worth the wait, of course!�
She is a lovely, round sort of woman with a soft face that falls into a pile of wrinkles when she smiles, like a rumpled quilt.�
�Salve, Signora De Luca,� I smile shyly. �It�s a pleasure to meet you.�
�Please, my name is Martina. Let me show you the master suite,� she said. �Dario, I am sure you have things to do?�
My brow rises. I cannot picture any of our housekeepers talking like this to Maksim or Yuri, but clearly, this woman has history with this family.
She sweeps open a beautifully arched door to show a series of rooms, all looking out on the bay. �The balcony runs the length of the rooms,� she says over her shoulder as she keeps opening more and more doors. �Gio�s mother used to love to have coffee on the south terrace.�
�Was this Signore and Signora Toscano�s suite?� I asked. The former Don and his wife were well-known for being a true love match, even in the Mafia world. They were murdered at a New Year�s Eve party in New York City by their oldest son Dante, who was then killed by Giovanni and Dario. The family has had a bloody last few years.
Martina�s face melts into a pile of wrinkles again. �It was. Gio didn�t want to move into these rooms, but he finally did last year. I think it helped the family accept the loss of their parents.�
�It was a terrible thing,� I said sadly, �my brothers were there, at the party. I�m sorry for your loss.�
�Life carries on, and so must we,� she said, shaking off her melancholy and not-quite dragging me around the suite.�
The closets alone are astounding. Giovanni�s comment about buying me �a few things� is the understatement of the century, like calling the Titanic a canoe. A huge, long room is filled with sumptuous, expensive clothes for me. Dresses, evening gowns, workout gear, business wear, and drawer after drawer of lingerie. I don�t know if he thought I�d be coming to him with nothing, but it was insane.�
�Why don�t you take a moment and relax?� she says, �I can have some coffee and biscotti brought up?�
�Thank you, but I still have so much studying to do for a final tomorrow,� I said, �Giovanni let me use his laptop on board Lo Spirito, is there a computer here that I can use?�
�Of course,� she said, �in your office.�
My office is yet another room here in the suite, smaller, cozy with pale yellow bookshelves and an elegant desk in front of a window that looks out on the mainland of Naples. There�s a sleek Apple MacBook Air placed in the center of the desk.�
�It�s� this is perfect, Martina, thank you so much.� I�m feeling a little teary-eyed with relief. I don�t know if she�s heard about my extracurricular activities yet, but she seems to like me.
Squeezing my hands again, she gives me another of her approving smiles. �I have a feeling about you, my dear. I think you are going to be very happy here.�
She leaves me then, and I slump into the office chair in front of the desk, staring out the window and hoping Martina is right.�
Because there is no Plan B in the Mafia. Just like the Bratva, I am Giovanni�s for life.



Chapter Sixteen
In which one villain gets humiliation and a well-deserved end.

Giovanni�
�I�m surprised you�re not in St. Petersburg right now, getting ready for the big day.� Peter Olsson puts his arms over the top of the black leather seating in the VIP section of our London property, Club Venom.
�We had a change in plans,� I said, watching the dance floor, writhing bodies and colored lights overhead bouncing off the mirrored walls.�
�Oh?� He leaned forward. �Is this an unfortunate development?�
�No,� I shake my head with a practiced smile, �Ekaterina and I decided that we couldn�t wait that long. We had a quick, quiet ceremony aboard my yacht. Knowing her mother, I am certain we will still be required to have a large and lavish party this summer.�
�Congratulations,� he raises his glass to tap against mine. �I have met the Morozov matriarch. She is not the kind of mother-in-law you want to annoy.�
I chuckled, �I come from an Italian family, remember? I understand terrifying women.�
�Where is your lovely bride now?� Peter looked around as if I might have stashed her under the table or behind the bar.
�At home in Naples. She�s finishing up the last of her finals for graduation.��
Our server comes slinking up to us, wearing the scanty black dress all the female employees wore. I can tell she�s altered it to make the neckline even lower and the skirt short enough to show off her thong when she bends over. Which she is doing right now, her head nearly in my lap as she tries to get my drink on the table.
�Thank you,� I said, �why don�t you give our guest his drink and be on your way.�
She has no common sense. �I�m happy to get you anything else you might need, Mr. Toscano,� she chirps, I�m sure she thinks it is adorable.�
�Leave,� I said sharply, watching her face fall as she scurries away.
�I can hear the sound of female hearts breaking all over Europe at this news,� Peter laughs as he throws back the rest of his drink.
�And here you are to offer them comfort,� I chuckled, standing and buttoning my jacket, �Thank you for joining me to catch up on the construction plans for Monaco. I fear I must make this an early night, but the staff has been instructed to give you anything you might require.�
�Far be it for me to keep a man from his bride,� he said graciously, though I caught a glint of envy in his eyes.�
My early night is not due to flying home to be with my bride.�

�Is everyone in place?� I ask Dario, pulling on my gloves.�
He�s whistling happily and it is making my headache flare up. My brother is never happier than when there is mayhem to wreak.�
�Yes,� he says, eyes narrowed as he finishes the wiring on the plastique bundle. �So, we�re synced. As you detonate the charge on Moreau�s fuck palace in the 8th ah-rrondissement,� he says with an affected French accent, �the other charges will light up Moreau�s warehouse down by the port in La Havre, the Barone storehouse of weapons in Palermo and their electronics storefront in Bari. And yes,� he holds up his gloved hand, �I personally made sure the holding areas for the captives were clear. No one will die, aside from possibly a couple of Barone fuckers.�
�And Moreau,� I smiled grimly. �After he�s given us everything we need to know.�
�So, while we�re on the subject of killing a shit tonne of people,� Dario continues pleasantly, �Yuri and I are really into the idea of taking out the German cannibal.�
�He�s not an enemy,� I said, �if we run around killing every piece of shit on the planet, our empire crumbles, and so do we; a hundred years old and still killing evil bastards, shuffling along with our walkers��
Dario didn�t laugh, the way I expected him to. �You saw him that night, Gio. He could have bought Ekaterina. If we hadn�t been there, you know he would have.�
�It is not our role to take out every evil-doer on the planet,� I said, �some might consider us in that category.� I sigh, looking at his set expression. �But when it stands right in front of us� you are correct. After we finish this, start your planning. Take as many men as you need.�
Dario grins, slamming his fist into his other palm. �Fuck, yeah!�
�Plan it!� I shout after him as he leaves. �No charging in without a system in place!�
He waves cheerfully without turning around and I groan. At least I know tonight is structured well, down to the last detail. As it should be, when we�re starting a war.
Taking in a deep breath of Parisian air, I look at the back of the elegant mansion we had visited, Dario and I, just a few days ago. Moreau had a top-shelf level of arrogance, running a slave auction out of his own home. Planting the explosive device, I cut the alarm system - more sophisticated than those on the rest of the street, what a man would need if he held captives in his basement. I have coexisted with Moreau and his les beaux voyous for years and never knew he could sink so low.�
It ends tonight.
�Check the basement and garage again,� I whisper to the two guards with me. �Check twice to make sure no one�s there.��
�Don, allow one of us to accompany you.� Carlos is the one brave enough to question me.�
�You are needed here, as we planned,� I said coldly. �Any other questions?�
�No, of course not,� he shakes his head fervently, �but you are the Don.�
�We�ll meet back here in ten minutes,� I said. �Go.�
The downstairs was empty and dark, Moreau had sent his staff home. Good, even easier. I could hear low music as I slipped up the stairs, an irritating, discordant jazz that set my teeth on edge.�
Moreau is lying on his bed in black satin bikini bottoms. His tiny dick is pulled out and two naked girls - they couldn�t be more than eighteen - are kneeling on each side of him, pretending to worship his pitiful erection. I spot the bottle of Viagra on his bedside, and I can�t stop my laughter.�
�That�s the best you can do, even after taking a fistful of boner pills?� I manage, still chuckling, �I�d be embarrassed to have these girls witness your shortcomings.�
Both girls shoot up and as one opens her mouth to scream, I point my gun at her.�
�No, no. You will not say a word. You�re both smart girls, I�m sure. Grab your shit and walk out. You will quietly wait downstairs in the kitchen. If you make a single peep, I will kill you. Do you understand?�
The speed with which they nod and obey me shows this isn�t the first time something like this has happened.
�Are you mad? We have an accord, Toscano!� Moreau screeches, trying to grab a robe. �My guards will tear you apart!�
�Do you mean the six downstairs, and the three patrolling the grounds?� I inquire politely. �They�re dead. Now stand up and walk out of here like a man.�
I watch his hands as he hurls threats, shaky assurances of the vengeance that will rain down on me. When he reaches under his pillow I send a knife flying across the room to lodge through his hand. He screams high, like a slaughtered sheep.�
�Pathetic,� I sigh, knocking him out with the hilt of the knife I pull from his hand. Cutting off his right thumb, I zip-tie his hands and feet quickly and pull him down the stairs, enjoying the sound of his head bouncing off each one.
Carlo and Matteo are watching the two girls, clinging together and clearly terrified. I tilt my head at the unconscious Moreau. �Take him out, I�ll finish up here.�
There�s silence in the kitchen as they leave, both girls still staring at me. �Did Moreau buy you?�
They look at each other.
�Look at me,� I said sharply, �tell me the truth. Did he buy you?�
One, a blonde, tries to shush the other, shaking her head. The brave one has beautiful skin the color of chocolate. �Yes,� she whispers. �He told us that if we couldn�t get him off, he was going to sell us to a whorehouse.�
I sigh, rubbing the back of my neck. �I want you to go outside because this house won�t be standing in�� I check my watch, �another six minutes. We can help you, should you want it. My associate can drive you to a halfway house run by a friend of mine. They can give you a new start. The choice is yours.�
�It�s been a long time since I had a choice,� she murmurs.
�Go on,� I nod at the door. �Get out of here.�
The brave girl pulls her friend out the door, and I watch them walk hesitantly up to Carlos. They�re insane to trust us, but I�ve seen too many of these girls who have suffered enough that anywhere is better than where they�ve been.�
Taking three more precious minutes to open Moreau�s safe in his office with the print from his severed thumb, I pull out a sheaf of papers, a huge chunk of Euros and a couple of flash drives.�
�Two minutes, Don,� Carlos says in my earpiece.
�On my way.�
Two minutes is enough to drive several blocks away and enjoy the show: flames leaping up high above the roof of Moreau�s mansion. The trick to demolishing a building so close to others is a shaped charge that detonates in a way that collapses the house in on itself.�
Elegant, really.

�How is she?�
�Why don�t you come home and find out for yourself how your new wife is doing?� Martina says, disapproval dripping from every sentence.
How many men in my position would tolerate this kind of disrespect from their housekeeper? I thought sourly. Of course, Martina is more than a housekeeper. She is a substitute mother, a fierce defender of our family, and a woman of unquestionable loyalty.
�Piccola mamma, little mama,�
I said, �my wife was in grave danger when I found her. Until I have taken care of the problem and I know she is safe, you will simply have to take care of her for me. Do you understand?�
�Yes, my Don. I do.� Martina sighs. �She is well. She does nothing but study in the master suite. I have convinced her to come down for meals and take an occasional walk around the grounds.�
�Thank you, I will be home as soon as I�m able,� I assure her as we hang up.�
I open the app on my phone that shows the surveillance cameras in the master suite. Clicking on the study�s camera, I can see Ekaterina hard at work. I remotely check her search history daily, but it is all school-related so far.
Is she behaving because she feels guilty? Or is this good girl behavior going to exist just long enough to fool us all again?
My thumb absently strokes over the screen, watching her beautiful face, intent on her work and typing away furiously. The full moon is shining in her window, but she doesn�t look up. When I return home, I intend to bend her over that windowsill and fuck her until she screams loud enough to be heard over the waves crashing on our beach.



Chapter Seventeen
In which there is welcome home sex.

Ekaterina�
It wasn�t a �couple of days� when Giovanni finally returned home, it was a week.
I wake in the early morning hours of the eighth day to see my husband standing over me. He is wearing some kind of a black tactical suit, and had several days� worth of stubble on his cheeks. He is so far from the impeccably suited businessman I know that it takes three seconds of acute terror before I realize it�s Giovanni.
�You�re back,� I say stupidly, wincing internally. Smooth, girl. Very smooth.
�I�ve been busy,� he said in a strange, blank tone.
A trickle of unease starts up my spine, making me sit up and scooch back against the headboard. �Did you get what you needed?�
Giovanni�s head tilts, watching me. He finds my comment amusing. �I did what was necessary,� he says, �as for what I need?� One knee goes on the bed, then the other and he�s crawled over me, grabbing my thighs, and yanking me down flat on the mattress.
His big hand is on my throat, not squeezing, just holding me there. �Have you been a good girl while I was gone, Ekaterina?� My sleep shorts are not providing any coverage and the rough material of his tach suit rubs uncomfortably against my bare thighs.
I give a short, humorless chuckle. �You haven�t been looking at your surveillance footage? Though I haven�t found the camera in the bedroom yet, I�m sure it�s here somewhere.�
His fingers tighten on my neck. Not enough to cut off my oxygen, reminding me that he could. �Do you expect me to trust you, tesoro?�
I sag under his grip. �I guess not.� There�s something wet on my silk top and I look down to see a small red stain. �Oh, my god are you bleeding?� I gasp.
He looks down briefly, brow furrowed. �Apparently.�
�Will you let me help?� I ask, �I can bandage you up. We should see how bad it-�
Giovanni cuts off my flow of concern with a vicious kiss, more like his full lips pressing harshly against mine before his tongue stabs into my mouth. Harshly pulling me under him, he slots his narrow hips between my thighs, spreading them wide.
�I�ve been thinking about this,� he hisses in my ear. �Every day. Teaching your little pussy how to fuck. Coming with my cock up inside you. Were you sore after that night?�
�Yes,� I admitted. �For days.�
�You should always be sore from my cock,� he says, biting my ear. �You will always remember who you belong to. Because this is mine.� He cupped my center and squeezed harshly. �But this�� he tapped my forehead with a finger, �this is trickier, isn�t it?�
I am so scared right now but in a thrilled, horrible sort of way. Giovanni is unrecognizable, harsh, and angry. He�s always been so calm when he�s been around me, controlled and slightly distant. �It�s yours, too,� I lie. �Like the rest of me.�
He smiles cynically. �We�ll see.�
Giovanni�s on his knees, tearing off the top part of his suit and I can see the cut just under his ribs, bleeding sluggishly. I try to touch it and he pulls my hands away, putting them on his belt. My fingers are yanking on it, pulling it open and then struggling with the button on his pants.�
With a growl, he rips his pants down himself, kicking them off before attacking my breast, sucking and biting the nipple through the wet silk of my camisole. His calloused, warm fingers squeeze my other breast and I let out a startled shriek when he slaps it. His hard fingers latch onto both nipples and he pulls on them, my back arching to take away some of the burn.
�So good,� he murmurs, rubbing the thick bulge of his cock against my painfully sensitive center. His hands slide to my hips and flip me over as if I weigh less than the pillow my face is buried in.
His hand slips between my thighs and pulls them open wider and I gasp as he presses his cock against me again. He's sliding it up and down, slowly, nudging my clitoris each time, fingers tightening on my hips every time I gasp and moan. He gives a dark chuckle, runs his finger through my wet lips, and lifts it to show me.�
"So wet already?" Giovanni whispers in my ear, his tone dark, and diabolical. "You are my good girl, certainly."
He spreads my lips to look at me makes me stiffen against his fingers, embarrassed. I can't believe his slip-and-slide games are making me wet. Shamelessly, blatantly slick for him and I'm glad I have my face pressed into the pillow. He grabs a fistful of my hair and pulls my head back, kissing me as his rough fingers slide inside me.�
"Still so tight," he murmured, kissing me again. "It's like I've never been inside you. I'm going to keep you stuffed on my cock for weeks, so your perfect little pussy shapes around me. You'll feel empty when I'm not fucking you."
The sexy talk from him is killing me. Maybe it's Giovanni's gorgeous voice, raspy, potent, sinful. He keeps whispering about how beautiful I am, how tight and sweet. And then he buries his face - buries it! - against my pussy and I feel his tongue swipe a long, luxurious lick from the back of me to my clitoris, wrapping his lips around it and sucking.
"Oh, my god Gio," I'm moaning, "it's too..." I don't know what it is but every single atom of my body is attuned to that part of me, feeling his tongue tickling my clitoris while he slides inside me with two fingers, stroking along my inner walls, pressing and stroking, spreading his fingers to stretch me and I grip the pillow, screaming into it, just wanting to come more than anything in the-
"Not yet, baby," he says, biting my shoulder, "you'll come with me."�
"I might die first," I wheeze, "I thought I should share that information- Oh! God!"
I feel his chest move against my back as he laughs. "I should say, 'no, I'm Giovanni, not god.' But I am your god, I will the only thing you can think of, the only thing you can feel."
He pulls his fingers from inside me and flips me over again. Sitting against the headboard, he pulls me over to straddle him. It strikes me, how much bigger he is than me. His huge, warm hands tight against my waist, and his wide shoulders that I'm currently gripping. And of course... that part.
"Keep being my good girl now and slide down my cock," he says, giving me the filthiest grin. He's holding it steady for me, pressed just inside me with his other hand on my hip.�
Looking down, I gasp. The piercing. His giant dick has me delirious, how could I not remember that barbell at the base of it until now? What would it feel like, straddling him like this?�
I sink down slowly, feeling the stretch and burn of him, like I'd forgotten how it felt the first time. His hand moves down to my ass, squeezing my cheeks and spreading me wider.
"Keep slipping that tight little cunt down," he says, his voice a bit hoarse and it gives me a buzz of power to think that maybe I'm shaking up his self-control, too. "You'll get your reward at the bottom. I'll let you grind your greedy little clit on my piercing. Do you remember how good it felt last time, tesoro?"
"I..." My head drops to his shoulder for a moment, the muscles in my thighs shaking with the effort of moving slowly. "It was all overwhelming," I manage, "your body, the piercing, your... you know."
He laughs again and the force of it pushes him up into me, making me yelp. "My cock, baby? Was that what you meant to say?" His hands move to my hips and he thrusts deep and holds, moving me side to side gently, making room inside me. "Arch your back."
I obey him and the press of the warm metal against my exposed clitoris is too much. I want to come. I want to breathe but his dick is taking up too much room inside me but it doesn't matter because all I can do is writhe against his piercing.
Then his hand comes down against my ass and I shriek, startled, and press against him. "Move with me, let me make you feel good," he says, his face barely lit from the moon shining through the windows and making him look like the Dark Lord of Hell I already know he is. No regular man could feel like this. His fingers spread across my ass, pushing and pulling me into a luxurious rhythm where that evil, wonderful, diabolical piercing rubs against me on each stroke.
�O bozhe eto tak khorosho� this is so good. Please let me come," I moan, "pozhaluysta, please?"
Thrusting up inside me, he stabs me with his dick, deeper and deeper, and then... stops. I make a high, whining sound that is in no way attractive.
"Shh, baby," he murmurs in my ear. "Hold on. It will be so much more intense if you can draw it out."
I make a half-groaning, half-sobbing noise and he strokes my back, kissing me and telling me how beautiful I look. He grabs another handful of hair and pulls my head back again, kissing my wet, open mouth. The angle he has me at pushes my breasts hard against his sculpted pectorals, the light dusting of hair there tickling my nipples and I can't breathe, I can't think, I can only feel but it's too much and then...
"Come with me, my good girl," he rasps in my ear as he thrusts up, hard and I scream and come. Like his good girl, like his bad girl. I don't know because all I am is a glowing rush of fire that incinerates everything else inside me that isn't him.

Giovanni...
I'm shaving in our bathroom with only a towel around my waist when my delicate bride staggers in, hair like a bird's nest and scratching her ribs.
"Good morning tesoro," I grin at her in the mirror's reflection. "How do you feel today?" I see her struggling to scrape back some dignity along with the hair hanging in her face.
"Good morning, husband," Ekaterina said, chin high. "I'm fine. Um. How do you feel this morning?" she cringes as if she's afraid I might give her some filthy details
"Surprisingly well-rested," I tell her, wiping the last of the shaving cream off my chin, "given that a certain bad girl did not allow me much sleep last night."
My sweet bride might be blushing madly, but she's determined to give as good as she gets. "I'm sure I don't know what you mean, Signor Toscano. I was minding my own business when the dark lord of the underworld decided to come topside and ravish me."
I laugh heartily enough that I'm grateful she didn't deliver her sass while I was shaving. I might have cut my own throat.
Ekaterina is hovering by the shower, walking a little tenderly. "I think a hot bath might feel better, tesoro," I offer, starting the water running in the deep tub for her. Bathtubs are never long enough for me, but this one is custom-made. "Are you a bubble bath sort of girl?"�
She folds her arms, shifting gingerly on the balls of her feet, "Sometimes. Are you saying the big, bad Don has bubble bath?"
"I have nothing to prove," I say haughtily, ignoring her smothered giggle. I might have just showered, but she looks so delectable in that tub, her pink toes floating over the bubbles and her blissful face... "Move forward, sweet girl."
Ekaterina's stiff and a bit uncomfortable, but when I don't instantly molest her, she relaxes against me with a little sigh. "Did you... um, did you get your business taken care of?"
Stroking my fingertips over her wet shoulders, I ponder what to tell her. My new bride hasn't exactly earned my trust, but the business in this did involve her. "The people who took you from the car, they gave or sold you to the Barones."
She arched her neck to look at me. "The Barone Mafia? They run a slave trade?"
"Yes." My hands tighten into fists and I force myself to relax. "We've stomped them out more than once, but like roaches, they always return, scuttling out of the sewer. This time, they paired up with the Moreaus. This violated the agreement we had with them."
"Moreau� my brothers have never mentioned them but I�ve read a couple of articles about them that pointed to their base in organized crime. What did you do?" Ekaterina�s voice was calm and level.
I remember the smoking remains of that prick after we'd tortured him for a day. He wet himself and started babbling information the second Dario brought out the razor-sharp clippers and grabbed the prick�s little finger. After a good twenty-four hours of "encouragement," a gruesome picture formed. The Barones have been very busy while my attention was turned elsewhere.�
"It was no accident that the PrettyBoy abducted my Capo's niece. They targeted her and her friend for capture."
She looked back at me, frowning, and the movement rubbed her ass against my cock and I bit back a growl. "Oh, I�m so glad you got them out of there. What pretty boy?"
"No, PrettyBoy, a good-looking piece of shit the traffickers send out to chat girls up, drug them and get them out of the club, or coffeeshop or wherever he's been charming them.�
�Those poor girls, just so excited that a cute guy is flirting with them that they never saw it coming.� she sighed. �Why is the Barone Mafia stupid enough to be targeting your people?�
�They�re sending a message,� I said, moving her hair to the side so I can kiss her soft neck. �Throwing down the gauntlet.�
�And for this past week, you�ve been sending a message right back?� Ekaterina shivered as my lips moved over to her ear.
Tilting her chin to the side so I could kiss her, I smiled, unpleasantly I�m sure, because her eyes widened. �More like scorched earth.�
Swishing her hands through the bubbles, she thought about what I had said. �Thank you.�
�For what?� I asked, kissing her shoulder.
She turned around, straddling me. �For trusting me with the truth.��



Chapter Eighteen
In which Ekaterina tries to solve a mystery and Uncle Sal speaks.

Ekaterina�
Pushing back from my laptop, I sigh, stretching my arms over my head. That was it. My last final - this one for my Behavioral Psychology class - is finished. It�s in the hands of the gods now.
Giovanni is out doing business. Aside from our conversation that night in the bathtub, he hasn�t been exactly forthcoming. At all. When I�d been playing a desperate game of catchup with my schoolwork, I didn�t mind so much. But now, the silence in the villa felt lonely.
Maybe it�s because I�m used to having people all around me; like Casey, who is so loud that he counts as four or five people. My bodyguards. My little sister Mariya. Fellow students. Here? The three men assigned to guard me patrol the grounds when not needed, and thanks to my escape attempt, none of them are willing to speak more than the bare minimum to me. Dario is never here, although that�s probably a good thing since god knows what kind of mischief he stirs up.�
I don�t know what the rules are here. What is my role? What am I meant to do?
Giovanni doesn�t trust me, that much is certain. I have a feeling that he spends a great deal of time away from home to� stay away from me? I hate thinking that it�s true, but I�ve seen so little of him.
Martina is a sweetheart, but she�s always so busy. I was allowed to help her make dinner one night, and it was the first time I�d felt useful since I have been here. We made goat cheese and spinach-stuffed chicken - which she pointedly told me was Giovanni�s favorite dish - and grilled bruschetta with a balsamic glaze. Learning to cook was not something Mother ever encouraged when I was younger, and knowing how to make a couple of Italian dishes isn�t much. But armed with the knowledge of how to create my husband�s favorite meal, perhaps I can soften him up a little.�
The only time it�s certain I�ll see him is when he�s apparently lost all self-control and intends to have me right then and there� regardless of where �there� is. Not that I�m complaining. If that�s all I�m allowed of Giovanni right now, it�s still extremely rewarding. I can�t sit down without remembering just how high up inside me he�s been, but it�s a deeply satisfying ache.
With no more schoolwork to focus on, I decided to wander the grounds. The estate is much bigger than I�d thought after Dario�s speedy tour that first day. The winding paths through the gardens and outbuildings are all designed to follow the flow of the coastline beneath us.
I�m edging along the south side of the compound, near the two guest houses and I hear it; the light, high voice of a child singing a mournful little song.
�So I�ll dance with your ghost on the terrace,
And play my guitar all alone��
There�s a child here? Whose child? The little person sings another verse or two, and I wind around Dario�s guesthouse, following the sound.
�What are you doing down here?� Dario�s sharp voice is right behind me.�
Whirling, I put one hand on my chest. �I think my heart just stopped for a second, so thanks for that.�
He�s not smiling, not even his usual taunting grin. �I told you this part of the estate is off-limits.�
�You told me not to bother your sister,� I corrected him. The intensity of his stare is unnerving, but if I don�t take a stand with Dario I know he will push me around forever. �I heard a child singing over here. Who are they?�
�None of your concern,� he says sharply. �Why don�t you head back to the main house?�
I want to shout, �Why don�t you stop being such a complete dick?� Maybe this isn�t the time. Pressing my lips together, I nod and spin on my heel.
But I�m still going to search for the little vocalist when Dario�s not around.

Giovanni�
I am heading to Il Boschetto to meet with Uncle Salvatore when Dario calls me.
�Your bride was poking around by Francesca�s house today.�
�Good morning to you, too,� I said dryly. �What do you mean by poking around?�
�She said she heard a child singing and wanted to know who they were,� he said.
�Ekaterina is going to need to meet them eventually,� I said, rubbing my eyes. Three hours of sleep is not a lot to go on, but I would rather spend my time deep inside my bride than rest. I�ll catch up later. �I�ll set up a dinner for later this week. They might just hit it off, and if Ekaterina�s expertise can help, all the better.�
�If you say so,� Dario says in a tone that makes it clear he highly doubts it.
�Are you on your way? There�s a lot to discuss,� I�m at the restaurant and there�s a lot of ground to cover. Uncle�s not been feeling well and I don�t want to tax him.
�Nearly there,� he agrees.
�My boy! Over here!��
I smother a grin, Uncle Sal always sits in the same place on the terrace outside the restaurant, yet he always calls to me as if I�ll never find him.�
The waiter, Milo, passes me on my way up. �Can I bring you your usual, Signor Toscano?�
�Please,� I say with a smile, �and an order of the Arancini.�
�On the way,� he bows slightly, hustling off.
�Giovanni, my boy,� Uncle Sal beams as I greet him. �Sit down. Eat. You�ve been busy.�
�Busy, but productive,� I allow, tapping my wineglass to his. �I almost suspect Moreau�s son was cheering on his father�s disastrous decision to get involved with the Barones� games. His show of grief for his father was moving. For the full ten seconds he invested in it.�
He laughs, shaking his head. �You did all the dirty work for him, though I imagine it was satisfying.�
�We wasted too much time on that agreement,� I scowled, �Laurent Junior almost instantly capitulated to our requests, though I suspect it�s because it gives him time to build up his organization before making demands of us.�
�Time will tell if he�s as treacherous as his father,� Uncle Sal said. �Do you think the Moreaus knew who Ekaterina was?�
I shook my head, �I don�t think so. If they did, they would have likely given her to Alessandro Barone as proof of their loyalty. Laurent Junior has already returned the Moreau organization's half of the money made on Ricci�s niece and her friend, though he did choke a bit about my purchase. He promises to have the fifty million sent to me within the month.�
Uncle Sal�s expression is thunderous. �I know the Barone famiglia won�t be as easily subdued as the Moreaus, but their organization must be ripped apart. These shots over the bow are leading up to something bigger.�
�Agreed,� I said, �it was no secret who demolished their two businesses last week. They will have to attempt something in return.�
We fall silent as Milo brings our dishes to the table, swapping out Uncle Sal�s wine bottle with a freshly opened one, and leaving quickly.
�Do you have the most tempting options for reprisal reinforced with our men?� Uncle Sal asks.
�Yes,� I said, digging into my Arancini. Uncle Sal�s secret recipe for his menu�s most popular item is nothing short of addictive; the tender rice balls, fragrant with spices, and filled with pine nuts and Fontina cheese. �There�s a couple of new shipping companies we just purchased on the East Coast in the U.S. - Maksim Morozov is lending some of his manpower to guard them so we don�t have to thin our forces here.�
�Good thinking,� he nodded, �this alliance has turned out to be quite a fortunate one.�
I nodded, still focused on my food. Looking up from my plate, I see him watching me with a little grin, stroking his whiskered chin. Raising my brow, �Yes, Uncle? While I am sure you will eventually tell me what�s on your mind, perhaps you will not make me drag it out of you?�
He threw up his hands, looking as innocent as it is possible for the old reprobate to appear. �Nothing in particular. Just thinking about your highly unconventional wedding.�
I give a low grumble but continue eating.
�How are things between your bride and you, my boy?�
I sit back with a sighing, rubbing my eyes. �Wary. I can�t trust her yet, though I did tell her the truth about who tried to sell her, I think she deserves that much.�
�How is she treating you?� he asks.
�With kid gloves,� I smile wryly, �she doesn�t know what to think. I prefer her that way, at least for now.�
�Hey, hey, hey!� Dario drops carelessly into the seat next to me, stealing my wine glass and nearly spitting out the first gulp. �Buon Dio, good God! This tastes like diabetes.�
�That would be my favorite vintage, boy.� Uncle Sal is not amused.
�Sorry Uncle,� Dario says, sliding back the glass. �What did I miss?�
�We were just discussing your brother�s new wife,� my Uncle says gleefully, �what are your thoughts?�
�About Ekaterina?� Dario shrugs. �She�s hot as hell- Ow! What the fuck?� He rubs the back of his head where Uncle Sal slapped him.
�Have some respect for your sister-in-law,� he says sternly.
�Fine,� Dario groused, �she definitely has� hidden talents. She�s sneaky. She was wandering the grounds today and almost charged into Francesca�s space, claiming she�d heard a child singing.�
�This level of stealth is unnecessary,� Uncle Sal sighs. �Why won�t Francesca open up to her family? This hiding away can�t be healthy. Besides, your Ekaterina could be a real help here.�
�I know,� I said, �but we can�t force Francesca. You know this.�
He shakes his head and says nothing more.
Dario has pulled over my Arancini platter and is wolfing down the rest of the rice balls.�
�You do know that you could simply order your own, don�t you?� I say sourly, watching him finish my meal.
�Everything tastes better when it�s taken from someone else,� he says cheerfully. He checks his phone. �Looks like the Barones attempted some shitty counterstrike on our Milan club. They were shut down before they could fire the first bullet.�
�Excellent,� I said. Hatred is still thrumming through my veins, and it makes it difficult to make cold, hard decisions about that little bastard Alessandro and his games. My Ekaterina could have been sold off into an unspeakable future if Providence hadn�t placed us at the auction.
I am known for my self-control. For my ability to make calm choices free of emotion. Right now, all I can think of is blood and fire.
�Anything new on the mystery group attempting to move in on our business?� Uncle Sal asks.
Dario shakes his head. �I�ve been combing through the dark web transactions for specialty assassination jobs. Someone is snapping up all the expensive bids. We�ve never needed to enter the bidding arena; people contact us for our services. But our job requests are noticeably down.�
�Entering into the bidding war for jobs on the dark web would put us at a tremendous loss of face,� I said. �Spend your time on getting our guys to find some kind of digital footprint for this group. Even the most secretive always drop a crumb or two.�
�Contact the Kronos Group,� Uncle Sal says, �they owe us a favor and they nearly run the dark web.�
�Agreed,� Dario nodded. �How close are we to the opening of the Monaco club?�
�Construction is ahead of schedule,� I said, �the marketing department is ramping up for an early soft opening.�
�Excellent!� Uncle Sal claps his hands, �We must celebrate my clever and accomplished nephews.��
I nod and smile, even though I�m groaning silently. I wanted to return home. I wanted to debauch Ekaterina on every horizontal surface in our suite. Uncle Sal, however, is the last elder in the Toscano famiglia and the closest thing we have to our own father. If he wants us to drink with him, we drink with him. With a smile.



Chapter Nineteen
In which Ekaterina and Casey reunite and ice is used in an unorthodox fashion.

Ekaterina�
Graduation Day, La Sorbonne
At first, things were so shaky between Giovanni and me that I didn�t know if he would allow me to attend the graduation ceremony. But here I am, in cap and gown. I look out over the crowd in the Grand Hall, wondering if my family made it. I know Yuri and Tania will be there, she already called this morning when they landed, and she told me Maksim and Ella are close, too.�
There was nothing from Mother. Not a word since she found out about our hasty marriage. If she�s not coming, that means she won�t let my sister Mariya join us, either.
�Babygirl!� It�s Casey, wearing his cap and down and using a cane to get to me.
�Oh, my god! Casey honey, are you all right? Giovanni wouldn�t let me call you of course you�re not all right, you�ve been through hell but you�re Casey you can handle everything so-� He hugs me, and I�m sobbing helplessly.
Pulling us into an empty reception room, he hugs me again before handing me a tissue. �I was keeping that in case I lost my shit onstage and started crying,� he said sternly. �Mop up those tears or you�re going to look like hell when you�re accepting your diploma.� He flicks my tassel that signifies I�m a summa cum laude graduate. �You have a reputation to uphold, girl.�
He doesn�t look bad; Casey is too pretty for that. But he is haggard. I can still see the new lines on his face from exhaustion and to my horror, a scar that extends from his left eyebrow down to his cheekbone. I put my hand on it, trying not to cry again.
�I�m so sorry, moy dorogoy, my dear.
This is all my fault, I can�t-�
He cuts off my weepy apology. �Look, we did it together. I heard about what almost happened to you. It�s not like you got off scot-free, honey. The important thing is, we�re alive. We made it out. We�re graduating and we�ve got shit to do.�
He puts his hand over mine on his cheek. �You like my scar? I think I look rugged and dangerous as fuck. I�m totally going to top now. No more bottoming with a scar like this.�
�That�s what you�re thinking about?� I shake my head, laughing, �That your scar makes you a top?�
�Yeah!� The lunatic actually looks happy about this. �I�m not a twink anymore, baby!�
�I have no response for this,� I can�t stop laughing, which was, of course, exactly what he was going for. I squeeze his hands. �I love you. You are the best, most loyal of friends and I just� I don�t know what to say.�
�Say we�re best friends,� he smiles gently. �Some things will never change.�
�Forever,� I promise fervently.�
We hear the opening strains from the orchestra and he steps back, straightening my mortarboard and tassel. �Come on, �Rina,� he grins, �Let�s go kick some French ass by being even more fabulous than they are.�
Hand in hand, we make our way to the processional, and I�m filled with profound gratitude that even when everything else changes, Casey and I still stay the same.

�You were amazing! Summa cum laude?� Ella, Maksim�s wife, has me in a hug fierce enough to cut off my air supply. �We�re so proud of you!��
She stuffs another huge bouquet in my arms to go with the one from Yuri and Tania and a truly magnificent array of calla lilies from Giovanni. To my surprise, Dario accompanied him to watch the graduation ceremonies, as well.
�Thank you all for coming!� I said, grateful for all these people, these beautiful, familiar faces smiling at me. �I don�t deserve you.�
�This is true�� Dario mumbles before he�s cut off with a soft yelp.�
�Ekaterina, it�s for you,� Tania hands me her phone and it�s Mariya Facetiming me from St. Petersburg.�
�Hey, Girliepop,� my sister says, �you look so intellectual. Which we both know is not accurate.�
�I�m going to ignore that in favor of telling you how happy I am to see your face,� I smile, trying not to tear up again.
�I wish I could be there,� Mariya�s cheerful expression droops. �You know Mother. Maksim live-streamed the ceremony for me, though.�
�He did?� I�m touched. Our oldest brother is not known for being the kind, thoughtful type. He is the Pakhan of the Morozov Bratva, after all, though I�m certain he has a soft spot for Mariya and me.�
�Look,� she sighs, �Mother will eventually get over it. She�s just going to make you suffer a little first. And if she doesn�t? I�m at the Ares Academy next year and you and I can see each other with, or without her permission.�
�I know,� I agree sadly. Mother was not a warm person. She wasn�t even a particularly motherly person. Still, the shame of disappointing her is deep.
�Oh, don�t worry about it,� Tania put her arm over my shoulders. �Remember how much she hated me when I crashed Yuri�s wedding to that other girl and he had to marry me? She�ll get over it.�
�That was one hell of a wedding!� Dario laughs, �That was worth flying to St. Petersburg just to see the father of the bride�s expression.�
�That�s enough,� Yuri steps in, not remotely amused.
�Too soon?� Dario inquires innocently. �It�s been almost two years. It�s not considered funny yet?�
Mariya glances to her left. �Look, I can hear Mother�s heels clacking down the hall. I love you, congratulations, go have some fun!� I kiss the screen before she hastily disconnects.
There�s a little moment of awkwardness as everyone looks at each other. I know Ella and Tania had planned a celebration, but now it is under Giovanni�s oversight.
�Yuri tells me that you have everything set for tonight?� Giovanni asks my sisters graciously. �Thank you for arranging the evening.�
Ella beams, �Thank you! I think everyone will have fun. After dinner, can we go to your new club?�
�Club Malice? Of course, I�ll make the arrangements on the way to the restaurant.� Giovanni smiles at her, temporarily making Ella speechless until Maksim takes her hand. My husband�s charm can be lethal.
Gazing at Giovanni, I�m grateful for these moments of kindness from him. Even if I never know when he�ll offer them.

Giovanni�
My beautiful bride is dancing with her sisters-in-law, and their personal security detail is looking a little ragged around the edges, chasing them around the dance floor and keeping everyone else away. Ekaterina looks so happy, face flushed and giggling.�
�Thank you for being so gracious about letting Ella and Tania plan tonight,� Yuri says, tapping his glass to mine. Club Malice is packed, the theme is Barbarian tonight, and the fire performers are spinning flaming hoops and torches on every platform.
�She needed this,� I said, still watching her closely. One stupid fuck comes dancing up behind her, only to have his arm shoved painfully up his back and frog-marched off the floor. �She�s been missing her family, I know.�
�We�ve been keeping a team covering your two shipping properties,� Maksim says, watching his wife�s every move. �There�s been a couple of scuffles, but I can�t say conclusively that it was the Barone famiglia. They were sloppy, however.�
I snort, �That would be the Barones.� Hesitating, I wonder if I should bring up our new competition. �Have either of you heard any chatter recently about a new hit group? Not the Yakuza.�
Yuri raises his brow. �You mean, aside from the Toscano famiglia? Who would challenge you without a death wish?�
�Someone is,� I said, �they jumped in on one of our jobs and took the target out first. They�re making a statement.�
Frowning, Maksim offers, �I�m sure you already have someone scouring the usual channels, but I�ll put our expert Boris on it.�
�Isn�t Boris the guy who hacked into the NSA when he was seventeen?� Dario asks with a grin. �I have a lot of questions��
I rolled my eyes, �Finding yourself under the scrutiny of the Department of Homeland Security seems like something you�d find hilarious. I would not be at all amused. Let�s not go down that road.�
�You really are so much less fun now that you�re the Don,� Dario sulked.
The girls come back to the VIP lounge. I had it cleared for us tonight, so there�s no one to stare at my bride and make me want to stab them. �That was so much fun!� Ekaterina gasped, �You should come and dance with us.�
I take her hand, lacing my fingers with hers. �Later, perhaps. What would you like to drink?�
�More champagne!� Tania cheers, and I nod to the waiter. He�s back in a flash, popping the cork with great ceremony and filling everyone�s glasses. �To Giovanni and Ekaterina,� she smiles at me sweetly, �it seems like every Morozov insists on having a rough start to their marriage. But love wins out over everything else. I know it will be the same for you.�
Ekaterina�s brothers� expressions are shockingly emotional, though Maksim resumes his mask of urbane amusement quickly.�
�Hear, hear!� Ella says, tapping her glass to his.
�This is all really beautiful,� drawls Dario, �but I�m going to go find a couple of gorgeous women to take home. You all enjoy your monogamy.��
Yuri hid his chuckle in his glass until my brother straightened his tie and swaggered onto the dance floor. �It�s always the arrogant ones that fall the hardest. I look forward to seeing who will crush your brother�s heart.�
�To the crushing of men�s hearts!� the women cheered, and I had to laugh, too. I couldn�t picture it, but the two Morozov men were living proof it could be done. Looking down at my bride, leaning slightly against me and laughing at something Ella said, I realize that it feels good to have her there.
Draining their glasses, Ella and Tania convince their men to dance with them, and I grin when Ekaterina stays where she is, relaxing.
�More champagne?� I asked.�
�Thank you,� she smiled up at me. �Aren�t you having more?�
�I�ll drink it for a toast,� I said, �but it�s not as appealing as vodka, your brothers have influenced me more than I knew.�
She laughed. �I like vodka well enough, but champagne is so celebratory, you know?�
�Mmm�� I agreed, keeping a close eye on the dance floor. The VIP platform is elevated to see everything going on in the club, but angled in such a way that clubbers below can�t see us.�
Taking an ice cube from my drink, I put it in my mouth, leaning over to kiss her, sliding my chilly tongue through her warm lips. Her hand goes up to curl around my neck as we share the kiss. Holding the ice cube between my lips, I slide my mouth down her throat, watching her swallow nervously, and then angle my mouth to drop the bit of ice into her cleavage.
�Giovanni!� she squeaked, trying to hold her dress away from the cube lodged in her bra, �What are you doing?�
The ice is melting, held between her breasts and I bite her earlobe before answering her. �Anything I want, sweet bride.��
She watches, a little alarmed as I take another ice cube and roll it between my fingers. I move my other hand to pull her skirt up as I kiss her, smothering her protests. �Shh�� I warn her. �You don�t want anyone looking up here, do you?�
Ekaterina shakes her head violently. Not an exhibitionist, then.�
Sliding the ice along the waistband of her undies, I dip it inside, letting the cube slip until it is nestled directly over her clitoris. She yelps, trying to edge away from me. �No baby, you stay right where you are. No touching.�
Her hips are moving, I doubt she even knows, she�s keeping her gaze locked on me. When I slide a finger under her panties to move the ice cube lower, I can feel how fast the heat of her perfect little cunt is melting it. �Do you feel that cold water on your hot lips?� Her hands grip the tabletop, knuckles turning white as I slip another finger through her swelling lower lips. They�re silky and slick and I doubt that�s all from the ice cube.�
�It�s too cold,� she moans, �I can�t-�
Leaning in to kiss her cheek, my two fingers are still sliding through her slick center. �Yes, you can. You fucking take it like my good girl. Or my bad girl. I enjoy both sides of you.� I�m shocked to realize that it�s true.�
I doubt the good girl Ekaterina I knew from before would enjoy getting fingered with an ice cube in the middle of a club. But my bad girl Ekaterina has nipples hard enough to cut glass, stiff little peaks showing under the soft silk of her dress.
When my middle finger pushes the ice cube up her cunt and deep inside her, she gasps into my mouth, trying to hold back a scream. I move my thumb to circle her chilly clit while my finger fucks the ice into her.
�Do you want to come, baby? I feel your hips circling, and your sweet little pussy is clenching down - god! How can you still be so tight?� I groan, our mouths pressed together, sharing breath and I slip two more fingers inside her. �Let�s see how quiet you can be while you come for me. You�re going to soak my hand, with your luscious slick and the cold water. Show me.�
Ekaterina�s still gripping the table like it�s a life raft and whimpering softly into my mouth. �Come for me,� I order her, pressing harder against her clit with my thumb. �Say �yes, Giovanni.� Be my good girl.�
Her pussy�s gripping my fingers like they�re my cock and the vision nearly makes me come. Groaning, I push my dick back down before it can break through my zipper and curl the ice against her G spot, and my precious bride screams into my mouth as she comes. Her thighs slam shut against my wrist and she rides my fingers until she�s shuddering, gasping for me. I keep them moving softly inside her as she cycles back down, head against my shoulder and nearly boneless.�
Pulling my fingers free, I put them in my mouth, sucking her slick off them as she stares. �Do you have any idea how sweet you taste when you come?� I ask, enjoying her startled expression. I slide my thumb between her lips and she automatically suckles it.�
�Like candy,� I grin lewdly.
I hear laughter and Ella and Tania chattering with their husbands, so I quickly pull her undies up, her dress down and tidy up my bride a bit, pulling her lovely fall of silver-blonde hair over her shoulder to hide her nipples.�
�You�re beautiful, tesoro,� I murmur in her ear,
�never more so than when you�re coming for me.� She gives a helpless little groan and buries her face in my neck.



Chapter Twenty
In which there are fish pedicures and new Life Lists.

Ekaterina�
Saying goodbye to my family was hard the next morning - we�d all stayed in the boutique hotel in Paris that Maksim and Giovanni had opened together. While the men were off doing important billionaire things, Ella, Tania, and I got massages in the lush hotel spa - decorated in a style that Tania called �Marie Antionette�s Bordello� - and a hilarious kind of pedicure with fish nibbling the dead skin off our feet.�
�This really is a graduation gift for me, isn�t it?� I tease Ella. She hates spa days. With a passion. She has her reasons.
�You have no idea,� she says sourly, eyeing the little fish working on her pinky toe.�
�On the bright side, the chances are excellent that no psychotic ex will be waiting in your car to murder you!� Tania said cheerfully.
�She wasn�t Maksim�s ex,� Ella said, in the exhausted tone of someone who had repeated this a thousand times. �She just expected an arranged marriage to him.�
�Well, she�s dead now,� I said coldly. Just thinking about what my sister-in-law had suffered at the hands of that witch made me happy the woman was six feet under.
�Why, Ekaterina, you murderous little squirrel,� Tania says approvingly.
The attendants who are presenting us with nail polish options keep their pleasant smiles, pretending they didn�t hear a thing.
When it is time for them to head for the private airfield where their jets are waiting, I cling a little longer to Ella and Tania.
�It�s okay,� Ella whispers, �we know Giovanni cares for you. Give it a little time.�
�If he doesn�t learn to trust you,� Tania adds, �just cut him off. Swear to god that�ll turn it around in a hurry.�
I give a teary little laugh and reluctantly let go and watch them drive away.
Giovanni�s arm slides around my waist. �I will not keep you from seeing your family,� he says, kissing the side of my head. �It will be alright.�
�Thank you,� I whisper, �you have been so kind to me.�
He raises an eyebrow, looking down at me. �You�re my wife,� he said, �I�ll always try to make you happy.�
Now I really want to cry because he�s so unbelievably sweet. I think I could love unbelievably sweet Giovanni one day.

Back at the Toscano compound, my husband kisses me goodbye. �I may be gone for a few days,� he tells me.
�Would you mind-� I stop. Stop being so needy! I lecture myself.
Giovanni puts his giant hand on my throat again. From anyone else, this would feel incredibly threatening. But with him, his warm fingers just cradling my neck, it�s oddly comforting. �Would I mind what, tesoro?�
He�s smiling down at me as his fingers stroke along my skin. �Um. Would you mind checking in with me? You know. Sometimes?�
His hand moves up to cup my cheek. �I will. You do know that you can call me as well?�
I wet my lips nervously. I don�t know the rules. I don�t know what Mafia brides are allowed to do. �I wasn�t certain. I don�t want to bother you.�
Cutting off my awkward explanation, he kisses me with an impressive level of thoroughness. It�s the perfect blend of sweet and filthy he�d used when he kissed me at breakfast that first morning. Maybe he is warming up to me again?
�Of course, I will call,� he says, his thumb stroking my cheek. �You are welcome to call me at any time. I may not answer right away, but I will call you back.�
It feels like such a surreal conversation. �Hey, husband, can I call you?� In the real world, it�s ridiculous having to ask the man who married you something like that.
In our world? There�s no guidebook; other than to look good and keep your mouth shut. I�d hoped though, that with Giovanni and me, there might be more.
He turns to wave goodbye as he gets into the SUV and smiles at me. I grin like a fool and wave back.�
This is feeling like it could be more than just an arranged marriage.�
I hope.

What do I do with my time now that I�m a Mafia bride?
I know things are heating up for the Toscano famiglia. Giovanni and Dario have been gone too much. I�ve noticed a few subtle additions to the house security, hard-faced men with scarred hands and no sense of humor. At all. It would be nice if they�d do anything more than grunt politely when I say hello, but they�ve likely already heard the story of how I slipped my security detail.
I make a new list.
[image: ]
I have heard the mournful singing four times this week and when I go in search of it, I�m either sent away from the area by the guesthouses or the singing cuts off abruptly, like the little person was hustled inside. Like today, when I�m standing on the terrace, hands on hips and glaring at one of the new guards.
�Who gave you the order to keep me from walking around the grounds of my home?� I�m channeling my Inner Tania, who would not put up with this for an instant.
He nods respectfully but keeps his eyes averted. All of Giovanni�s men do this and I wonder if it�s a Mafia thing? A cultural thing? A Giovanni said �never look at my wife� thing? Whatever it is, he will not look me in the eye.
�I apologize, Signora Toscano. Please speak to the Don about this.�
I table number three on my list for the time being.
�Ah, there you are!�
I spin to see an older man with a striking resemblance to Giovanni and Dario, smiling at me fondly as if he�s known me for years. He�s more rotund and not as tall as my husband, and his shrewd gaze is examining me.
�I�m sorry, have we met?� I paste on a polite smile. He must be safe if the guards let him roam free.
�I am your Uncle Salvatore,� he says, walking over with his arms spread wide. Fortunately, I remember Giovanni talking about his uncle so I don�t flinch when he gives me a bear hug and a robust kiss on both cheeks. �My nephew has been remiss in not bringing you to see me, so I have come to see you. You are the first Toscano bride of this generation.�
�Oh! Well, it�s nice to meet you at last, Uncle Salvatore. I�m sorry we haven�t been introduced as well. Don�t you own a restaurant in Naples? Dario�s always talking about your amazing food.� I folded my hands in front of me, trying to look like a demure Mafia Bride.
He beams, �Yes! We�ve spent many years finding just the right recipes for the menu. You must eat with me soon.�
�That would be wonderful,� I say wistfully, �I�ve been dying to go over to the mainland and explore Naples.�
Uncle Sal is still examining me closely, even though he wants to disarm me with his friendly smile and his chat about the best sauce for veal. I realize that he�s smoothly herded me onto the main terrace overlooking the harbor and instructed one of the guards to send Martina out with refreshments. I flush, embarrassed. That should have been my role as the hostess here, but� again, I have no information on how I�m supposed to handle visitors.
�It�s so nice to meet more of Giovanni�s family,� I say after Martina brings out an antipasti platter and a bottle of Moscato. I watch her closely for cues; is Uncle Sal a nice guy? Is he a threat? She seems happy to see him so I relax a little.
�Yes,� he agreed, shoveling a cracker piled with anchovies into his mouth. �You would have met the family at your wedding, but� Well, the important thing is to start now, eh? Here, you must try a slice of this prosciutto crudo, it�s cured by a wonderful old lady we know who lives up the coast.�
I swallow my embarrassment about the wedding issue and the prosciutto at the same time. The cured ham, at least, is delicious.
�How are you setting in?� Sal asks, leaning back and patting his round belly with a sigh.
�Just fine, thank you. This must be the most beautiful spot on the planet,� I smile, looking around. �I don�t know how Giovanni can leave it.�
�Ah, you miss him, mia nipote?� He looks a little smug. Clearly, I�ve given him what he wanted.�
�Mia nipote? Thank you for calling me your niece,� I said shyly, �I appreciate you being so kind and welcoming.�
�Well, let me tell you,� he says, draining his glass of wine and sighing happily, �arranged marriages are not always a good thing. It is an outdated concept for the rest of the world. But the Toscano men have always ended up in a good match. Giovanni�s father - my brother - and his wife were very happy together. I believe you and my nephew will be the same. Gio is a good man. He takes his role as Don of our famiglia very seriously. However, he does deserve a wife who is as dedicated to our family as he is. There are some who might find your activities while at University� reckless. That perhaps you don�t have the maturity to handle this role.��
Sal pauses to pour himself another glass of wine, eyeing my tight mouth and set expression. �What do you think, mia nipote?�
I swallow down my fury with another gulp of the extremely sweet Moscato. Admittedly, while I never expected my extra-curricular activities to become known, I must swallow the humble pie before me. Thank god the entire picture of my life as a car thief hasn�t been exposed.
�I see you�re struggling with the right thing to say,� he continues, �and we both know this is not a single indiscretion, no?��
The blood drains from my face, leaving me sheet white. So much for my good girl act.
�I am the one in the family who is skilled at deciphering codes. When we obtain an enemy�s ledgers, I review them first.� Kindly Uncle Sal has left the building, and the hard-eyed man at the table with me just stripped my secrets from me. He chuckles, �Francois was very fond of you. You are listed as Princess Bratva in his ledgers. The man was an excellent record keeper, which is perhaps not a virtue when one sells stolen cars. You made him a ridiculous amount of money.�
�I didn�t do it for the money,� I blurt, instantly horrified at myself.
He leans forward and puts his meaty forearms on the table. �Why did you do it, Princess Bratva? Are you a bored rich girl, looking for some fun?�
�No! It�s not�� I press my lips together. This man has missed his calling as an interrogator. Actually, he probably does do that for the famiglia. Just with knives and blow torches.�
Uncle Sal watches me, waiting for me to crack. But I�ve survived the scrutiny of Inessa Alyona Belyaev Morozov. He can�t break me.
�Does Giovanni know we�re having this conversation?� I finally ask.
�Not yet,� he shrugs. �I only want to understand you, I suppose. He will get the report.�
I give up on trying to remain cool and composed and bury my face in my hands. Giovanni�s going to think I made a fool of him. He never asked me if I�d stolen more cars, but he will still see it as a betrayal. I�m screwed.
�Well, then it doesn�t matter, does it?� I laugh a little wildly. �He�s going to hate me. We�ve been doing so well and he�s thawing and this�� I throw my hands up.
Uncle Sal remains still, watching me closely. �If I may say so, it was quite an impressive list.� He gives me a small smile.
�I know you had to have felt this way at some point,� I say, �that we are born into this life and we will die in it. I know my role. I accept it, of course. For the few months of freedom I had left at University, I wanted to� be something more, I guess, than a daughter or a sister or a bargaining chip. I never intended to show disrespect to Giovanni or his family.�
�Which was your favorite?� Sal asked.
�What?�
�Which was your favorite car to boost,� he clarified with a smile.
I�m speechless.
�Come mia nipote, I have never met such a prolific and successful car thief before. We had our own ring, of course, in the nineties, but all six of them never compiled a list this impressive.�
He�s laughing! Uncle Sal is laughing, probably at my expression. I want to disappear right now. Disappear and find myself on top of a mountain somewhere where I will live like a hermit on rainwater and seeds. Casey is always going on about manifesting what you want into your life so, Universe, here it is. Please manifest me out of here.
The Universe isn�t listening or maybe their favorite show is streaming because when I open my eyes, I�m still here and Uncle Satan - I mean, Uncle Sal - is still laughing.
�You seem to be taking this pretty well,� I wheeze.
�Eh, I like an audacious woman,� he shrugged, his face turning a little sad. �My Caterina was like you.�
�A car thief?� Did I just say that out loud? I want to slap myself in the back of the head.
He bursts into laughter. �No, but I am certain she would have loved the idea. She was very fond of fast cars.� I can see the grief in his eyes, but there�s a smile on his face as he remembers her.
�Was she� were you two married?�
�Yes, for nearly thirty-five years,� he said. �An arranged marriage with the Bernardi famiglia. We didn�t meet until the day of our wedding, though I snuck into their compound so I could get a look at her. So pretty, with her dark hair and coffee-colored eyes. She admitted to me later that she made her brother show her a picture of me, too.�
�How did- well, that�s none of my business, I�m sorry,� I backtracked. Classy. Ask a man how his beloved wife died.
�She collapsed at the restaurant,� he said, �a stroke. She was only fifty-three.�
I cautiously reach over to cover his hand. �I�m so sorry. She was lucky to have a man who loves her so much.�
�You will too, my dear. But you should tell Giovanni these things yourself. It�s better he learns about it from you,� he says seriously.
The mere thought makes me want to bury my face in my hands again, and Uncle Sal laughs, pulling my hand away. �Tell me! What was your favorite car.�
We finish the terribly sweet bottle of wine and talk about sports cars as the lengthening rays of the sun creep over the stone walls of the terrace.

That night, I wake up to the singing. Sitting up quickly, I groan a little at my throbbing head. Sweet wine and I are not meant to be friends.
�So I�ll dance with your ghost on the terrace,
And play my guitar all alone��
Creeping down the stairs, I can just hear the gentle voice singing the mournful little song, and I move to the left entrance, by the guest houses.
There is a boy. He�s a skinny little guy, sitting on the bench by the carved stone wall where the seawater rises inside the huge hole in the cliffs during high tide. Looking around anxiously, I can see he�s alone, and probably too young to be sitting on the edge of a cliff.
Sitting down as close as I dare, I wait for him to notice me so I don�t startle him. He finishes the song and begins it again. On the third round, the little boy finally turns his head and looks at me.
�Will you help me?� he asks.
�Help you do what?� I asked, longing to pull him further away from the edge.
�Help me find Pap�? If he comes home Mamma won�t be sad anymore.�
This little boy is so beautiful, he has the dark Toscano hair and eyes as blue as Giovanni�s. He looks so much like my husband, in fact, that I feel like I�ve been punched in the stomach.
�What�s your pap��s name?� My voice is quivering and I suddenly realize how badly I do not want this child to belong to Giovanni.�
�Dom� menico, I think,� he says haltingly.
Oh, thank god!
I know it�s selfish, but the thought of my husband having a child with someone else physically hurts.�
�Well, I don�t know him,� I offered, �but I can certainly try to help. Where�s your Mamma?�
He side-eyes me for a minute and starts singing his heartbreaking little tune again.
�What�s your name?� I ask, trying to keep this conversation going.
He ponders the question as he sings. When he finishes this round of the song, he says, �Alessio.�
Swinging his legs over the bench, he hops down and walks toward the guest houses.
I catch up, holding out my hand. �Can I walk home with you?�
Eyeing my hand, he puts his behind his back. But he nods, so I follow him along the winding path, the herbs planted between the stones send up fragrant scents of thyme and creeping rosemary.�
�Where have you been!�
Alessio jumps half a foot, and I do, too, putting my hand over my heart. There�s a woman standing in the doorway of the mystery guesthouse. She�s tall and beautiful like Giovanni and Dario, so I�m pretty sure this is Francesca.
�So I�ll dance with your ghost on the terrace,
And play my guitar all alone��
He sings and steps around her, drifting into the house without a backward glance.
Francesca is staring at me and she�s frightened.
�Hi, I�m Ekaterina,� I say, trying to smile in a non-threatening way. �I�m Giovanni�s new wife?�
�Don�t come around here again.� She sounds scared, shaky, rather than angry, but she still slams the door as she hurries back inside.



Chapter Twenty-One
In which Dario is told to stop playing with his food, and Casey is still all about Giovanni�s B.D.E.

Giovanni�
My phone rings, prompting a broad smile as I pick it up. �How is my beautiful bride this afternoon?�
�Buon pomeriggio, Giovanni.� Ekaterina�s accent improves by the day, sounding more like a native speaker.
�And to you, tesoro,� I said, �have you had a good day?� My traitorous cock is already rising, just from hearing her voice. Fuck you, Pavlov, I think irritably.
Dario looks up at me, a spray of blood across his cheek and half a gallon more ruining his suit. �Is that baby talk?� His face twists with disgust, �Fuck me, are you going to be one of those pathetic fools who does baby talk with their woman?�
�One moment, tesoro,� I say, putting the phone on mute and slapping him on the back of the head. �Stop playing with your food, you asshole. Finish him and clean yourself up.� The unfortunate Barone Capo strung up in the basement of one of our warehouses is moaning and it�s irritating.
Walking outside, I unmute the call. �I�m back, tesoro,� I tell her, breathing in the air untainted by the coppery funk of blood.
�I�m well, husband. How are you?� Ekaterina�s voice is a little shy, but warm. �You sounded busy; I hope I didn�t interrupt anything important.�
�Our business has just concluded,� I assure her as a gun fires, ending the Capo�s moaning.
�Oh, that�s good,� she says, �I have to tell you something, I hope you won�t be mad at me.�
�Good ahead,� I urge, wondering if she�s finally gotten the courage to tell me about all the other cars she�s stolen.
�I�ve been hearing singing around the compound, you know, a child singing? I followed the sound back to the guesthouses and Dario sent me away. I heard it again last night, it was quite late so I got up to look for whoever was singing. It was a little boy, four or five? He said his name was Alessio, he was sitting on the seawall - which was terrifying - so I waited close by until he was ready to go back home.�
�Ah, you�ve met my nephew,� I said gently. I don�t want her to worry that I�m angry with her.
�I thought so,� she says, relieved. �I met his mother at the door of the guesthouse, she looks just like you so I�m assuming that�s Francesca?�
�Yes,� I agree, sliding into the armored Maserati SUV. The city of Genoa is Barone territory, so we tread lightly here, with double our normal security.�
�Alessio�s a sweetheart,� Ekaterina�s tone is warm. �Though� he asked me if I was going to help him find his father?�
Sighing, I rub the back of my neck. �You understand this is family business, of course.�
�Of course.�
�Francesa�s husband Domenico disappeared shortly after Alessio�s birth. We have considerable resources when it comes to finding people, but Dom�� I shook my head, �There�s no sign of him, no sign of a body. Francesca took it very hard. A couple of years ago, Dr. Lombardo examined Alessio for his annual checkup and suggested treatment for the boy. Lombardo thinks he displays the symptoms of-�
�Autism, yes,� she interrupts me. �Is he getting ABA? That�s Applied Behavioral Analysis.�
�No,� I said, cracking my neck. Questioning prisoners puts me in some contorted position that always leaves me with a strained back. �Francesca was very upset at the diagnosis and refused any treatment for Alessio.�
�Early intervention is so important,� Ekaterina frets, �is there anything you can say to Francesca? I would be happy to give you some information to discuss it with her.�
�My sister won�t listen to me,� I admitted. �She�s been without any friends for a long time, and losing my mother devastated her and Alessio lost much of his language skills at the time. He sings one song, over and over.�
�I heard it,� she said, �such a terribly sad song, too.�
�Francesca used to play it endlessly after she lost Dom, I�m sure it was all Alessio heard for a long time,� I said. �I hoped that having another woman at the estate might help Francesca out of her shell a little. She might be more willing to listen to a friend, instead of a medical professional.�
�She was pretty clear about me leaving her space,� Ekaterina said regretfully, �but I can go back and try again. I�m persistent when I have to be.�
�Yes you are,� I said, my tone deepening.
She clears her throat, and when she speaks her voice is a little strained, I know I�m getting to her. �Um� your Uncle Sal also paid me a visit yesterday.�
I sat up straight. This was news to me. �Oh? What did he have to say?�
�He wanted to introduce himself, I suppose,� she said. I could hear fabric swish slightly and pictured her lounging out on our bedroom terrace. Maybe in that thin, white sundress I had specifically picked out for her from the personal shopper�s list. �He was very nice, a little wary because�� she sighs and carries on, �I�m an unknown quantity still. We talked about your family�s history, and he told me about his wife.�
�Uncle Sal spoke with you about Aunt Caterina?� I�m a little shocked. My uncle guards her memory with great reverence.
�Mm-hmm. She sounds like a lovely person.�
�She was,� I agree, running my finger over my lower lip. This information clearly told me that my bride definitely had Uncle Sal�s approval. �Mio tesoro, I have some news.�
�Oh?�
I felt the slightest twinge of guilt; she sounded so excited. Has she been that lonely at home? �Yes, our casino in Monte Carlo is gearing up for the soft opening.�
She laughs, �The type of soft opening where you invite all your most powerful friends and ridiculously wealthy acquaintances?�
�Exactly,� I chuckled, �you�ve apparently been to more than one of these for the Morozov empire?�
�Oh, yes! It�s usually very fun. Unless my mother is there.� Apparently realizing how that sounds, she gulps and hastens to add, �I didn�t mean that to sound so disrespectful, it�s just-�
�I understand,� I said. �There should be some dresses delivered to you this evening. Pick out the ones you like and send the rest back. You�ll want two or three. I�ll be back home tomorrow to pick you up.�
Her voice is softer this time, vulnerable. �You�re taking me?�
�Of course. I want my beautiful wife by my side when we open this casino. It�s taken nearly eight years to finish this project,� I said.
�Thank you!� she gushes, �I�m so excited! I�ve always wanted to visit Monaco.� Clearly, I have left her alone too long; she sounds so giddy.�
For a woman raised in the billionaire Morozov Bratva, she is remarkably unspoiled. Her genuine pleasure for anything given to her - small or large - is deeply gratifying.
Settling back a bit against the leather seat, I glance toward the warehouse. Dario and his men are still inside, and in his case, I hope hosing himself down. Carlo and my other personal guards are outside, facing away from the SUV to watch for threats.
�Can you do something for me, tesoro?�
I can hear her breath coming more quickly. �Yes, Giovanni?�
Ah, she remembers the right way to answer. �Where are you now?�
�I�m in the bedroom, on the terrace.�
�Perfect, I�m going to hang up and give you five minutes. When I Facetime you, I want you naked on our bed.� My cock is hard enough to stab something and I need this woman now. I have clearly been away from home too long. �Hurry,� I said, unzipping my pants, �the clock is ticking, baby.�
There�s a high-pitched whimper from my lovely bride as she hangs up.

Ekaterina�
The next day�
I pace along the winding paths outside the villa, waiting for Giovanni to arrive.�
I�d tried to keep close to Francesca�s house all morning, but neither she nor Alessio emerged and I wasn�t ready to go pounding on her door yet. I�m about to reconsider that idea when Casey calls.
�Babygirl! How are you? How�s Giovanni? God, he looked so good at graduation. How does he smell? I bet he smells as good as he looks. I bet he reeks of BDE, am I right? Where are you right now? Are you in bed with him? Send me a picture.�
I�m laughing too hard to answer the idiot right away, so his hysterical monologue has a chance to slow down before I can speak. �You�re such a freak. No, he�s not here right now but guess where he�s taking me!�
�Somewhere outside of your - admittedly beautiful - prison?� Casey is not a fan of my languishing on this island any more than I am.
�Yes!� I squealed, �Monte Carlo! It�s for the soft opening of the new casino.�
�Oh, damn!� Casey sighs, �We really should have put watching a Grand Prix race in Monte Carlo on your life list.�
�We missed it this year, but there�s always next May,� I said, �plus, we can stay at the casino.�
�You�re on!� he said cheerfully. He�s silent for a moment, which alarms me. Casey is never without something to say. Many somethings. �Look, �Rina, I want to ask you first as my best friend, but I have some information for Giovanni.�
There�s a fist casually closing around my heart right now. �What kind of information?�
�It�s something he needs to know,� Casey said cryptically.
�Okay, you know how much I hate it when the men in my life never worry my pretty little head with something as complex as knowledge?� I snap. �Then why are you bothering to ask me?�
I feel guilty. I never yell at Casey, and it�s certainly not his fault that Giovanni tells me nothing.�
�I�m sorry,� he capitulates instantly. �Do you want me to tell you?�
I waver. Do I want to know? Of course, I do. �Yes, I won�t say a word to him, it needs to come from you.�
�I found out something interesting. I�m supposed to be tracking trends and new practices for real estate expansion,� he said. �There�s a weird tick in the data I just noticed a couple of days ago. I tracked it down and three of the most lucrative Toscano properties; warehouses, a shipping dock and a strip mall are all getting locked in.�
�What does that mean?� I asked.
Some shell company - actually, several shell companies - are buying up all the real estate around the properties,� he explained. �This can cause a lot of problems, if any of the properties get annexed, for instance, it�ll destroy the Toscano Group from doing� business there because of increased scrutiny. It can also drop the land or business value in half, that would be tens, maybe hundreds of millions of dollars. Even more expensive than you, babygirl!�
�You just had to throw that little dig in at the end, didn�t you?� I say sourly. But I�m worried about what Casey�s found. �They�re - whoever they are - are specifically targeting Toscano Group properties. And there�s too many getting locked in for this to be an accident.�
�Exactly,� he agreed, �and since most of the Toscano properties have other, private investors, this can really tank Giovanni�s ability to access more lending power.�
�Can you dig into the shell companies and track them back to the original owner?� I asked.
�Possibly,� he said, �but it takes a while. There are some moves he can take to block or counter-offer for the properties, but he needs to hurry.�
�Thank you, my bestie! Thank you so much. Yes, please call him right now. Let me give you his personal line,��
�Oh, I have it,� he said, �he gave it to me when they rescued me and took me to the hospital. He told me to call him if I needed anything or if I felt like I was in danger. Did you know he paid for all my physical therapy?�
�He did?�
�Yeah, I�ll let you thank him in your own special way,� leered Casey. �Just make sure you have details for me afterward. Specific, clear, highly detailed information. With pictures.�
�You are just the worst,� I sighed. �I think that�s Giovanni now, he must be using the helicopter. We�ll be on the jet within thirty minutes, do you want to call him then?�
�Will do,� Casey promises. �Love you.�
�Love you back,� I say, just as my husband walks around the corner of the villa. I pause with my phone resting against my neck, admiring Giovanni�s sheer gorgeousness. He�s wearing one of my favorite suits, a dark grey one, clearly bespoke, that shows off his thick, muscled thighs and long legs. He�s paired it with a blue silk tie that matches his eyes. I commented on it once and I noticed he�s worn the tie several times for me since. Maybe I do have some influence on this man after all?
�Ciao tesoro,� he purred, leaning down to kiss me. Thoroughly. So, it took a while and by the time I could feel my lips again, my speech might have been a little mushy.
�Ciao,� I sighed, �I�m so excited to spend some time with you!�
Did that sound needy? I think uneasily. I don�t want him to despise me for being needy!
When Giovanni pulls back from kissing me, he�s smiling fondly. �I�m glad, I�m looking forward to showing you the new casino and hopefully�� his giant hands are sliding down my ribcage and settling on my hips, pulling them against him. �Hopefully, spending some time alone with you as well.�
Laughing, I squeezed his bicep, loving the hard feel of it. �Am I going to be able to walk at the party or will you need to order me a wheelchair?�
�Mmm�� he has his nose buried in my hair and the vibrations from his throat are making me wonder if maybe we could delay the flight for an hour or two. But no.
�Come on, sweet girl, we need to get to the airstrip on time,� he said regretfully. �We have a couple of investors flying out with us. I know you�ll be a wonderful hostess. Maksim told me you would help him from time to time before he married Ella.�
�She�s much better at it than I am,� I said, letting him pull me along to the helipad. �Just tell me if there�s any information I should be getting out of them, any details you need me to drop in their ear.�
Giovanni turned to face me, the wind from the propellor blades sending his styled hair into an effortlessly tousled look. Of course, he would look gorgeous in a Class Five hurricane. Lifting one of my hands to his lips for a kiss and then the other, he gently bites the tip of my thumb.�
�Every day, tesoro, you remind me yet again of what a clever and accomplished woman you are.� I sag against him as my husband kisses me, hard.
This is going to be such a great trip.



Chapter Twenty-Two
In which there is seven years of bad luck.

Giovanni�
Why did I agree to bring the investors on my jet? Why?
Ekaterina is talking with Hamish Duncan, the CEO of the biggest transportation company in the United Kingdom and a complete bastard. Yet there they are, heads bent together and she�s admiring pictures on his phone of his new baby girl. He�s smiling and chattering away about her birth weight and her exceptional Apgar score, whatever the hell that is. I don�t think I�ve ever seen Hamish smile before.
She looks so fucking luscious, and I can barely stand up without my erection being ready to stab something.
The flight to Monaco is only an hour and forty-five minutes. I planned to give Hamish and my other potential investor, Mariella Caruso, a private tour of the casino before the opening tonight. I�ll push that back a couple of hours and then I will be inside my bride in every possible position within minutes of landing in Monte Carlo.
�Signora Caruso, Hamish was telling me about summer camps in Scotland, do you have a favorite for your children?� Ekaterina is sweetly attempting to draw Mariella into the discussion. I should tell her she�s wasting her time. Mariella is here primarily because she wants to fuck me. It�s never happened and it certainly won�t now that I�m married, but hope springs eternal with this woman.�
She is, however, an extremely shrewd businesswoman who turned her dead husband�s fortune into a mega-fortune. She�ll still invest. The deal is too good not to.
�No,� Mariella sniffs at Ekaterina, just barely on this side of courtesy. My bride�s lips twitch, but she nods respectfully and carries on with Hamish, who is bragging about his son�s skill in archery.
I nod to the flight attendant, who hurries over with a tray of drinks. �Signora,� he gives Mariella his most winning smile, �may I offer you a glass of champagne? This is from the Shipwrecked Champagne series.�
Ekaterina held up the bottle, looking at the label. �I know this story! Divers found several crates in the Baltic Sea a decade ago, the cases went down with the ship over 200 years ago, but the chill of the Baltic kept the champagne intact and in perfect condition.�
Mariella takes a glass, sipping suspiciously. �Not bad,� she allows.
�How did you know that story?� I murmured to my bride.
�Maksim carried a few bottles in his Manhattan club. I got to drink one with Ella and Tania one night,� she says, smiling at the memory. �We teased my brother and called him a wine snob, but it really is an amazing story.�
�As it happens, your brother gave me a few bottles to celebrate the opening of the Paris club,� I said. �I hope it brings back good memories for you from that night.�
She gave a shy smile, looking around the cabin. �Why do you say things like that?�
I frown, �Like what, tesoro?�
�You know, so sweet and kind.� She laughed a little awkwardly. �You know I�m a sure thing, right? I mean, we�re already married.�
Sliding Ekaterina onto my lap, I ignore her efforts to squirm free. �Look at me,� I urge her, my fingers on her chin, lifting it. When she reluctantly does, I gaze into the clear blue of her eyes and see the gold flecks shimmering there. �My father told me that courting doesn�t end at marriage. Your happiness and well-being are important, tesoro. Every day.�
Putting her hand on my cheek, lightly, carefully, she whispers, �That is the most romantic thing you could ever say to me.�

As it turns out, even pushing back the investor�s tour of the Monaco Casino still does not give me the time to ravish my bride. Hamish and Mariella are sent off to their VIP suites with a personal escort, and I am instantly surrounded by my upper management with a dozen questions each.
Turning back to Ekaterina, I kiss her hand regretfully. �I�m sending you up to our suite with your security detail, you have three hours to do what you like. Please do not attempt to escape your team again.�
She cringes, as I knew she would. �No, I won�t,� she promises, her cheeks flushing pink. I hope she never loses her ability to blush. It makes me want to do all kinds of filthy things to her. �Good luck,� she sighs, �I�ll see you soon.�
Watching her shapely ass as my bride walks away, I groan silently. I�d had plans of turning that pale skin a bright red with a sound spanking, followed by eating her out until she begged for mercy. If all these urgent issues did not truly require my attention, I�m going to stab someone.

Ekaterina�
Giovanni�s little �joke� about not ditching my bodyguards still makes me cringe all the way to the penthouse suite of the hotel connected to the casino. As my three guards opened the doors and ran a quick security sweep for me, I knew it was time to apologize.
�Gentlemen, can I ask you to come here for a minute?� I�m instantly surrounded by three dark-suited men with their hands folded respectfully in front of them.�
�I have to apologize to you,� I looked each one in the eye. �I made a big mistake by running from you that day at the yacht and it was unacceptable. I put your lives in danger as well, and I am truly sorry. I know your job is difficult. I won�t put you in that position again.�
Orlando is the youngest of my guards and the only one I�ve ever seen smile. He smiles now and nods his head and the other two do the same, more reluctantly. It�s okay. I earned that.
�Thank you,� I said. Sucking in a deep breath, I feel better. I hope they do. �Now if you don�t mind, I�d really like to go exploring.�

I wander up and down the magnificent cream and black-marbled hallways of Giovanni�s casino.�
The casino and hotel are massive, stately buildings designed with castle-like towers and elaborate detailing on the roof and windows. The exterior is golden stone, with fountains and gardens surrounding the buildings.�
I meet up with Venezio, the head gardener, who insists that he�s happy to stop what he�s doing to take me on a little tour.�
�Instead of attempting to copy the over-the-top gold leaf drenching every surface of the Monte Carlo Casino,� he says, �here, we have used the high ceilings and broad hallways to create a flow that looks out on the water, the flowers, and the palm trees. The designers used the colors of the coast in the marble floors and the painted frescoes on the ceiling.�
�This still looks like a castle to me,� I said, admiring the intricately detailed stained-glass windows and skylights.
�It was very much part of the design,� Venezio winks at me. �The Royal Family is the center of everything here. The architecture is reminiscent of the Prince�s Palace.�
Thanking him for the tour, I head back to the elevators when I see Giovanni in the opulent lobby, just outside the bar there. Mariella is flirting so hard that everyone around them is staring, arching her back, looking up at my husband�s unimpressed expression, and batting her lashes frantically. When she puts her hand on his arm, I�m seconds away from striding over there and slapping it off.
Oh, just get on your knees and blow him right here in the lobby, Little Miss I Can�t Be More Obvious, I think bitterly.
He smoothly removes her hand and turns to speak to the hotel manager, who swiftly guides Mariella away. I allow myself one small, spiteful smile as I enter the elevator.�
When Giovanni eventually arrives at the penthouse to change for the party, I�m bending over to pull up my stockings. There�s a low whistle behind me and when I try to straighten up, his hands land on my lips.
�Don�t move,� he says hoarsely, �I want to admire you.�
I can�t help it, I�m laughing, and being bent over like this is cutting off my air supply. His hips slam against me and there�s no more laughter, my lower half is too busy bursting into flame. I can feel the hard, thick length of him pressing against my ass and suddenly, I�m wet. Embarrassingly wet and I�m praying we have some time before we go downstairs.�
�You�re killing me,� he rasps, taking my wrists and abruptly pulling me up. He puts my hand on his hard cock and I squeeze it tentatively, enjoying his groan. �Do you see what you do to me?� Giovanni whispers in my ear. �How am I going to get through this night knowing what you have on under this dress?�
�What, my undies?� They are nice, tiny black lace things and easily ripped off, which is becoming my husband�s signature move.�
�No,� he said, biting my shoulder, �this.� He holds up something long and thin and shiny.
�Is that� you�re giving me a knife?� I asked. Smoothing down my dress, I admit, �I don�t know where I�m going to put it. There�s not any room left in here.�
I had picked Giovanni�s choice from the dresses he had sent to the villa, a floor-length midnight blue dress shot with silver sequins that moved like waves on the ocean as I walked. There was a complicated series of sequin straps that held it up, and I was worried I�d never figure it out again if I had to take it off.
His hand moved down to the long slit in the side of the dress that ended mid-thigh. Lifting my leg and putting my foot on an ottoman, he pushed the dress aside and strapped the knife in its velcro holster just over the top of my black silk stocking.�
�I�ve been told that you know how to use a knife at close quarters, yes?� he asked, running his hand down the back of my thigh.
�Yes�� my eyes fluttered shut as his thick fingers stroked along the crease between my center and my thigh. �Um� My bodyguard taught me. He did not go easy on me, either.�
�Good.� His calloused fingertips are stroking over my undies, pressing the lace against my clitoris.�
�D- do you think� oh, that feels� Do you think I�ll need it?� I ramble, trying to keep my brain from drowning in dopamine.
One finger slides under the fabric and inside me, and my nails dig into his arm. �No. Because I have some of my best men on your security detail. However, there�s nothing sexier than a woman who knows how to handle herself. Perhaps we�ll think of a use for this dagger later.�
I know my eyes are bulging out of my head like a cartoon character. �Oh?��
Giovanni�s amber eyes look wild. He uses one hand to take my wrists, pinning them together at the small of my back, and his other hand moves up to my throat, cupping it.�
�By the way,� I groan a little as he pushes his hard dick against my stomach, �I appreciated the smooth way you peeled Mariella off of you in the lobby earlier.�
He kisses my jawline. �She is harmless. Just desperate for another rich husband.�
�Well, I fully intend to thank you for making sure that she knows it won�t be you,� I said, trying to sound as smooth and sexy as he does, it�s so effortless for him with that gorgeous voice.
�Remind me to discourage other hopeful women,� he says, and I can feel his grin against my cheek before he kisses me. �And just how do you intend to thank me?�
�Remember that item you purchased for me a couple of weeks ago? The one I swore I would never wear?�
He�s gone from merely interested to extremely invested in this conversation in seconds. Sliding his hand through the slit in my dress and under my panties, I feel his index finger slide between my cheeks and touch my backside. He taps on the jeweled plug nestled there and groans.
�You evil temptress�� he growls, �I fully intend to reward this decision, even if it�s going to keep me hard for the next six hours.�
I drop my forehead to his shoulder. His finger tapping against the plug is making me shiver uncontrollably, and the embarrassment I was sure I�d feel is nowhere to be found. What I feel is� sort of dangerous, like the adrenaline rush I�d get from stealing sports cars.�
There�s a knock on our bedroom door and Giovanni�s phone goes off at the same time. With a groan, he releases me and tugs my dress back into place.
�If it was your intention to kill me tonight,� he growled in my ear, �you�re making a very good start.� Taking my hand, he pulls me along as we head out of the suite.

The casino is spectacular at night, with every light blazing inside and out. The gold stone walls glow as wildly expensive cars drop off their wealthy cargo. Giovanni kept a hand on the small of my back, gently guiding me to greet one guest, then another. I�m impressed that he seems to know everyone by name. These people, covered in diamonds and Armani tuxedos, gush with pride, bowing and scraping like they�re in the presence of royalty. My husband towers over the crowd, and every eye is drawn to him. He�s mouthwatering in suits, but in black tie? There�s no one who compares.
�I have to visit the ladies� room,� I whisper to him, and he kisses my hand. Lingeringly. Touching the tip of his tongue to my skin and making me shiver.
�Hurry back, tesoro,� he says in his deepest, most arousing tone and I just know he�s doing it to torture me.
Orlando goes ahead of me, clearing the way as the other two follow me. We make quite the little procession, but I ignore the stares. �We�ll be right out here, Signora Ekaterina,� he says with a kind smile.
Nodding with a smile, I say, �Grazie,� and head into the bathroom.
As I�m struggling to get out of this dress enough to relieve myself, I don�t hear the bathroom door open again. It�s not until I�ve left the stall and I�m heading for the marble sinks that I realize I�m not alone. A hand digs viciously into my hair, slamming my head against the mirror and half-conscious, I watch it shatter.
A trickle of blood runs down my forehead and all I can think is, Well, that�s seven years of bad luck.



Chapter Twenty-Three
In which Giovanni�s eight-year dream ends in a fiery finish.

Ekaterina�
The fist in my hair shakes my head viciously. �Don�t pass out yet, puttana.� A disgusting wet tongue runs up the side of my face and I let out a choked scream, which earns my head another collision with the shattered mirror.
Both my hands are gripping his wrist, trying to keep him from ripping out my hair and I finally focus on his reflection, bits and pieces of him refracted in the shards of the mirror. He�s in a tux, a normal-looking man in his early forties, maybe. He�s grinning, and it makes me want to vomit.
�Allow me to introduce myself,� he rasps, gripping my throat with his other hand. �Alessandro Barone. Apparently, I made a pile of money off you at our last auction, little whore.�
�Just let me go,� I said, �my guards are right outside the door. You�re signing your own death warrant.�
�Oh, those three?� He licks my face again, laughing at my moan of disgust. �Lazy fuckers.� He wiggles his fingers and I see the blood caked on them.
�Zloy ukol!� I hiss, �You evil prick! Giovanni will gut you for this-�
�No, I don�t think so,� he interrupts. �He�ll be too busy mourning his sweet little bitch, who�s about to be found dead in the bathroom, with her dress up around her waist and a gun shoved up her-�
I want to strike higher on his disgusting chest, right into his heart. But the way he�s got me twisted against the sink makes just pulling the knife loose from the sheath on my leg difficult enough. I twist my wrist and shove the blade into his stomach and slice him open from one side to the other and then straight up the center. I can hear the wet gush of his intestines dropping from the gash in his abdomen as his eyes bulge horribly. Stabbing at his wrist, I finally get his fingers out of my hair, embedding the knife in his hand as he tries to pull his gun from the holster.
Slipping on the bloody ropes of intestines snaking out on the floor, I scream, high enough to make the glass shatter if it hadn�t been already. Scrabbling backward, sobbing, I scream again when the door slams open.
It�s Mariella, her eyes are wide, horrified and her mouth moves soundlessly for a moment. �Are you all right?� she shrieks, �What did he do? I�ll go get help-�
�No please!� I can�t stop sobbing, still flailing in the mess of what used to be inside a human body. �Don�t go. M- my bodyguards, they�re��
�Get up,� she says, sliding her hands under my arms and yanking me with surprising strength. My bloody shoes are sliding uselessly against the marble floor and I kick them off, getting to my feet with her help.�
Pushing open the door, Mariella spots a security guard and shouts at him, �Get Giovanni Toscano! His wife�s been attacked.��
There are a dozen guards surrounding us in seconds, speaking rapidly into lapel mics and checking out the gore-covered bathroom.�
�My guards,� I manage through my sobbing, �Orlando and�� There�s another scream, this time from Mariella as one of the men opens a service door and my bodyguards drop out, all shot through the head.
She sits next to me on the floor, holding my hand as we cry together.
�Dio santo cosa � successo qui!� Giovanni arrives, scooping me up into his arms. �What happened? Tesoro? Look at me.�
One of his men opens the bathroom door and shows him what�s left of the man who tried to kill me and I bury my face in his neck.
�I came in when I heard her scream,� Mariella whispers, �he was trying to get his gun.�
�Thank you,� Giovanni said, �from the bottom of my heart, thank you.� Looking at his security, he snarls, �How did fucking Barone get in here? Much less within striking distance of my wife?�
Whatever answer they might have had is drowned out by a massive explosion.�

Giovanni�
The blast roars through the halls of the casino, big enough to rock the marble floor under us, giant chunks of plaster dropping from the ceiling.�
Carrying Ekaterina, I race for the closest emergency exit, shouting for one of the guards to help Mariella. There�s another thunderous crash as something collapses in the main hall, likely one of the exterior walls.
�Make sure all the doors are open, get the guests out. Get our fire suppression team,� I order, still taking my wife away from the wreckage of my casino.
Jerking my head at one of the valets, he hastily opens the door on a nearby limousine. �Put Mariella in on the other side,� I order Carlo, �I want ten men guarding this car.�
Gently putting Ekaterina in the back seat, I run my hands over her arms and shoulders. �How badly are you hurt?� She is covered in blood and very pale.
�I�m not,� she shakes her head several times, mindlessly. �It�s his. I slashed his stomach open with the- the- your knife.�
�My brave girl,� I said, kissing her fervently, �I�m so proud of you. I need you to stay here with Mariella. I must get back in there.�
�No!� She grabs at my jacket, �Stay here, please? Please? It�s on fire.�
Holding her bloody face, I force her to look at me. �Dario�s still in there, along with dozens of our famiglia and friends. I must get them out.� I kiss her again. �Be brave, all right? I�ll be back.�
Hating every second of it, I gently loosen her fingers from my jacket and race back to the fiery hell of my casino.

It takes a couple of hours to find all the living and the dead with the help of the fire and emergency services.
�We were lucky,� Dario smiles bitterly. �The blast was focused in the main entrance hall, where you were greeting the guests. The charges were set in a way that would demolish the entire front of the building. It was a miracle you weren�t there.�
I rub the soot off my face, the red strobes of the fire engines are only a blur in my vision. �Not a miracle. I was away from the front hall because fucking Alessandro Barone shot Ekaterina�s security detail and cornered her in the bathroom. He intended to rape and kill her, leaving her for me to find.�
The horror on my brother�s face proves he cares about his sister-in-law more than he wants to admit. �Is she okay?�
�I got back in time to sit through the doctor�s examination with her,� I said wearily, �the bastard slammed her head into the mirror a couple of times, she�s going to be quite bruised, but no concussion. The doctor sedated her, she�s sleeping at the safe house.�
�Yeah, going back to the hotel�s not a great idea until we know if it�s rigged to blow, too,� Dario snarls. Rubbing his face, he looks at the blackened remains of the building. �Ges� Cristo, what a mess. Eight years.� He angrily kicks over a cracked flower urn. �Eight fucking years and it�s gone in one night? What the fuck, Gio!�
I put my hand on his shoulder. �I know you�re furious, but we have to leave.�

�It can�t have been Barone,� I said. I�m watching the sun come up from the balcony of the safe house, an older place hidden in the hills outside of Monte Carlo. There�s a burn on my shoulder I hadn�t noticed until the doctor found it while stitching up some gashes on my back and arms. The pain from it is beginning to sink into me with a maddening, throbbing misery.
�Why do you think that?� Dario asks. �He was there, he managed to find a way into a highly secure event.�
�Barone is a coward,� I swallowed half my drink, focusing on the bite of the vodka. �He never would have risked his own safety. If he really intended to blow the casino apart, why would he have gone through all the trouble to get in and�� I finish my drink, gritting my teeth, �To get in to attempt to rape and murder Ekaterina. That�s the move of a man who�s looking to cause long-term suffering.�
�That makes sense,� Dario admits, holding up his empty glass to fill while I�m pouring mine. �Do you think this is the assassin group who�s been going after us?�
�Barone had a gun, he�s clumsy and vicious. This was a series of expertly placed charges designed to cause the maximum damage in one specific area. It�s the only thing that saved most of the people inside. It was meant for us. You, me, and Ekaterina.�
Dario�s watching me finish my drink and make another. �I gotta say, for someone who�s self-medicating with booze like an eighties rock star, you�re handling this really well.�
I chuckle mirthlessly. �My wife and my brother, nearly dying? The fiery end to eight fucking years of work to build our dream? The only good thing that happened tonight was Ekaterina killing that piece of shit.�
�Did you see it?� Dario asks gleefully, �She gutted Barone like a pig! His fucking intestines were all over the floor.�
�I�m going to have to send one hell of a bouquet to Mariella,� I said, rubbing the back of my neck, �she was amazing. She stayed with Ekaterina until I could get back to her.�
�Man, I thought she hated �Rina�s guts,� he said thoughtfully, �I mean, Mariella�s been going after you for years.�
�Well, her better side showed tonight,� I said, looking out over the city. I can still see the sullen red glow from the charred remains of my casino.
�Why don�t you get your ass to bed?� Dario yawns hugely. �There�s nothing more we can do tonight - well, this morning - and later today is going to be a shit show. Check on your wife, get some sleep.�
I pull my brother to his feet and hug him. �Thank you for living.�
Dario laughs because he�s an asshole and affection is terrifying to him. �You too, brother. It all might not look so shitty in the light of day.�
Shaking my head as I get a last look at the city, I say, �Yes, it will still be shitty. It will likely be even worse.�
�Eh, you�re probably right,� he yawns as he shambles off to bed.
Silently opening the bedroom door, I watch Ekaterina, asleep in the bed. She�s shifting and moaning quietly, and I lie down next to her, kissing the unbruised portion of her cheek. �You�re safe, tesoro. No one can hurt you here.� Turning her face into my chest and taking a breath, she falls into a deeper sleep as I envelop her in my arms.



Chapter Twenty-Four
In which we receive a crash course in explosives.

Ekaterina�
[image: ]

Giovanni�s next to me in bed, and I carefully sit up, trying not to wake him as I look around. I think I was asleep when he brought me here last night, I don�t recognize anything.�
He must be exhausted, the poor man, breathing deeply, his huge, sculpted chest rising and falling. There are bandages dotting his torso and arms and what I suspect is a big burn mark higher up on his back. I feel guilty, weak for begging him to stay with me last night when his casino, his dream was going up in flames.
Who did this? Who could be good enough to wire in enough C2 to demolish the entire front of that massive casino? I look down at Giovanni again, he�s got dark rings under his eyes and a scorch mark on his cheekbone. I know he put himself in danger last night, helping his personal fire suppression team and then the city�s pull victims out of the wreckage.�
My poor husband. This was his dream for so long. I remember the way his beautiful face would light up when he talked about it. It was his baby- his first big project outside the famiglia�s oversight. Gone in one night.
His long, dark lashes flutter and he opens his eyes, automatically putting his hand over to where I should be.
�Hey,� I smiled, watching his bleak expression be swiftly wiped away into his usual calm mask. �How are you feeling?�
�I should be asking you that,� he gently touches the bruising on my face. �Does it hurt much?�
�Not too bad,� I lie, smiling at him. He doesn�t need another thing to worry about right now. �Where are we?�
�A safe house,� he says, groaning a bit as he stretches and runs his fingers through his hair. �The hotel isn�t safe.�
�Giovanni, I�m so sorry.� Absurdly, I feel tears welling and force them back down, breathing slowly. This isn�t about me. �You worked so hard for this.�
Flipping back the covers, he rises from the bed, walking to the big bank of windows. Resting his forearm against the glass, he says, �At least the fire�s finally out.� He�s only wearing a pair of black boxer briefs and his ass is perfectly outlined.
What is wrong with me? I thought, disgusted with myself.�
Joining him at the window, I realize how big the casino�s footprint was in the city, the charred hulk of it is easily visible, even from here. �You must feel very overwhelmed right now,� I offer.
He doesn�t answer me, his thumb tapping on the window. I want to stay, try to think of something that would offer him comfort but the bathroom is calling me. As I sit down, I remember. �Oh god, the plug!� I whisper. It�s gone, and I can only pray Giovanni was the one to remove it and not the doctor, though each outcome is equally mortifying.
I flush and wash my hands, looking up at my reflection in the mirror and instantly wish I hadn�t. I�m a mess. The cut on my forehead is bandaged but the bruise spreads down over my left eye and cheekbone. I�ve got a headache that feels like a power drill is driving into the back of my head. I�m alive, though, and that disgusting pig who bought and sold girls is dead. By my hand.
My first murder. Why don�t I feel worse? I should be horrified with myself. I remember the nauseating sound of his intestines slipping from his body and I barely made it to the toilet before throwing up everything I�ve eaten in the last week. The door slams open and Giovanni is at my side in an instant.
�What happened? Are you all right?� He cups my cheek with his hand, looking me over, his amber eyes dark and concerned.
�Oh, I just got a look at myself in the mirror,� I try to make a joke but he�s not laughing.
�You vomited,� he says, �you might have a concussion after all.� He helps me off the floor, holding my hips as I brush my teeth.
He sweeps me off my feet and carries me back to the bed. �I�m all right, I promise,� I protest. �Really.� He pulls the blanket up and settles me against the pillows.�
�Your head was smashed into a mirror. Twice.� He looks stern.�
�I don�t think you�re one to talk, muzh,� I counter, �covered in cuts and burns, and���
Giovanni�s grinning. �muzh. I like it.�
�I�m just calling you husband in Russian, not very creative, I know,� I laugh.
�It sounds pretty coming from your lips,� he says, kissing me.
Since he refuses to answer any questions until I eat breakfast, I sullenly poke at a pastry and coffee while my unreasonable spouse showers.�
�You haven�t eaten anything,� he says sternly, pointing at my tray. He�s only wearing a towel wrapped around his waist and even with the bandages, he looks so much more delicious than my food. Pointedly putting a piece of croissant in my mouth, I chew, staring at him with a raised brow. It hurts, thanks to my gash and bruising, so my haughty expression collapses instantly.
�Who did we lose?� I whisper.
His face slips into cold, impassive lines and I see the Don has taken over. �Hamish.�
�He was just showing me pictures of his baby girl yesterday.� My heart breaks for the poor man. For his family who will have to grow up without him.
�Several of my people, five employees,� he continues, walking away to look out the window again. �Two fairly high-ranking officials in the government here, which opens an investigation and a great deal of scrutiny.�
I groan quietly. Scrutiny in our way of life is never anything but bad. Then I remember. �Orlando! My security team- that pig killed them all.� I�m crying, remembering Orlando�s kind smile, his willingness to forgive me.
�We found ten bodies in the rubble with Barone famiglia tattoos,� Giovanni snarled, �obviously his backup. They�re lucky the explosion killed them.� His fury softens as he watches me cry. �Shh� tesoro, no tears. It�s done. It wasn�t your fault.�
�Do they have families?� I ask, trying to fight back the tears, knowing I�m worrying him.
�Yes,� he nods grimly. �They�ll be taken care of.�
My brothers personally visit the families of every Bratva man they lose, and they take care of them financially for life. I�m sure Giovanni does the same. �Can I visit their families with you?�
I can tell he didn�t expect this, he smiles as if he�s proud of me. �I think that would be a good thing.�

Giovanni�
I had Carlo bring a pair of sweatpants and a soft, loose sweater for Ekaterina to wear today. She was hurt in so many ways last night, I want her to feel safe and comfortable. Kneeling to put the fuzzy socks on her, I look up to see her tender smile.
�Thank you for taking care of me,� she says.
Winking, I tell her, �I kneel to no man. For you? On occasion.�

Ekaterina fell asleep again on the flight home, the pain meds, and her exhaustion from the horrors of the night before catching up with her.
I pace through the jet, thinking through everything the fire inspector told me from the city�s investigation, and my private expert�s report.
Dario�s on his laptop, scrolling through the information, brow furrowed. �It�s definitely not the Yakuza, they have a certain signature they use every time. This is skilled as fuck, but there�s always something� Maybe the kind of detonator, an electrical signal we can replicate. What did we get from the surveillance cameras?�
�Carlos has five of his best men going through them, and Maksim is sending the footage to a couple of his experts,� I said.
�Don�t bother to send him anything on the blast investigation,� my idiot brother snorted. �The Russians and their guns. They�re as bad as the Americans, I swear- hold on.�
I�m looking over his shoulder within seconds. �What?�
�The taggants,� he says absently, �uniquely coded chemical markers. They can identify where the explosive was created, or by who.�
Opening my laptop, I pull up the ATF investigation notes from the assassination of a Houston businessman. I knew who put out the contract on him - his wife - but not who snapped up the job before it was offered to us.
Comparing the chemical composition from that blast to ours, we both see it. �Fuckers, it�s identical,� Dario says, pushing his laptop away. �That proves this up-and-coming group of assholes definitely plan to finish us off, not just steal our clientele.�
I�m reading through the report again while I place a call to Maksim.
He picks up right away. �Are you all still alive? How is my sister?�
�Alive and well, all of us,� I assure him. �My apologies for such a short phone call last night. Did you get the investigation notes?�
�Yes,� he said, �I�ve got my chemist combing through it now.�
�Good, Dario found something, taggants from this blast that match the ones found at the site of a murder for hire last month,� I said, keeping an eye on my sleeping bride.
�Send them over,� Maksim said, �this is very good. We�ll have a much better chance of tracking the elements for sale on the dark web. I�m assuming it�s the same C4 Semtex explosive?�
�Yes,� I agreed, �but it�s a common material.�
�My man reported that someone is buying up an enormous supply of Semtex,� Maksim said. �They�re clever, they�re running it through seven different buyers, but it has to be your opponent.�
�Meaning they�ve got some big plans ready to happen,� I said, running my hand through my hair.�
�Concentrate on this problem,� he counseled, �we've already contacted our sources in the city planning division. They�re throwing up roadblocks for the buyers trying to gobble up everything around your holdings here in New York. I have a feeling based on what we know so far that it�s the Barones.�
Smiling grimly, I said, �They�ve got bigger problems now that Alessandro�s dead, that miserable fuck.�
�Hopefully, this will send the Barones into an internal war that will keep them out of your way while you fight the invisible enemy,� Maksim said.
�I�ve already sent in a couple of my best assassins to take out key players in the family and make it look like another rival for the throne carried out the hit,� I said. �That should keep them busy for a while.�
Maksim laughed. �Well played, my friend. Well played.� There�s silence for a moment, and then he says, �Ekaterina� this is her first kill. Well, unless there are more surprises in her background but I doubt it. She will need help with this.�
Ekaterina is asleep, slumped against the window, covered in a silk blanket. She�s so beautiful, even with the bruising and the cuts. �I know. I will take care of her. I�ll have her call Ella and Tania as well. It might be easier to talk to them.� There�s a twist in my gut. I don�t want my wife talking to anyone but me. I want to comfort her and help her heal. But this is right.
�Thank you, moy drug, my friend,� Maksim says, clearly relieved.
Just before I hang up, it occurs to me. �By the way, the smart kid who figured out the real estate grab? He�s my wife�s best friend and shows a surprising aptitude for crime, since he was her accomplice. I doubt he�s making much as a civil servant.�
�Interesting�� Maksim muses. �Thank you for the suggestion.�



Chapter Twenty-Five
In which Ekaterina is introduced to an unexpected use of a switchblade.

Ekaterina�
Back home at the villa, I make a new list.
[image: ]
Ella, who is the kindest, sweetest person on the planet, suggested I keep a �Grief Journal� to work through what happened in Monte Carlo. I�m ashamed to admit to my sister-in-law that I�m not grieving over killing Barone. In fact, I should be more concerned about the fact that I�m not sorry.�
At all.
I do get nightmares, where this time when I sink the knife in, it�s someone else�s face I see. Orlando. My other guards. The people whose deaths I feel responsible for.
Giovanni pulls me onto his lap when I have those horrible dreams, rocking me and kissing me, murmuring soothing things in Italian and Russian until I fall asleep again. He�s been keeping close to home, I�ve noticed, and based on phone conversations he has with my brothers, Maksim and Yuri are keeping an eye on his expansion in America.
I decide to tackle numbers one and two on my list.�
The first day, no one answers when I knock on Francesca�s door, so I leave the gift basket on the front porch. There are fidget toys, some art supplies, and cannolis from Uncle Sal�s restaurant in the basket, and I notice it�s gone when I check a couple of hours later.
The next day, I leave a little hand-held device that plays classical music videos that have shown a lot of success with calming younger kids on the autism spectrum, and a fruit tart from Uncle Sal�s restaurant.
The door opens on the third day as I�m setting the basket down. It�s packed with simple sensory toys and three different kinds of gelato.
�You have to stop leaving these baskets,� Francesca says. �I�ve gained two kilos.�
Laughing, I hand her the new bundle of treats and dust off my hands. �Yeah, but those cannolis are worth it. Especially the passionfruit ones.�
She gives me a small smile, though she�s still holding onto the door like she thinks I�m going to break through it. Looking around, I see the little terrace off the back of her house. �Could we sit down for a minute? Your shady spot looks so nice.�
Francesca picks at the wood on the door as she thinks about it, then nods reluctantly. Her guesthouse is a miniature version of the main villa, with low, curving garden walls and a little fountain in the middle of her terrace. There�s a carved wooden pergola with grapevines twining over it, shielding the chairs from the sun.
�Your grapes are almost ready to harvest,� I commented, �are you two joining in on the harvest festival?� I pull out the three containers of gelato and spoons to go with them.
She shakes her head, smiling slightly. �You�ve thought of everything, haven�t you?�
�Well, I don�t know if you or Alessio are lactose-intolerant, so this could go sideways in a hurry,� I admit.
This time, she laughs and I am mentally doing a gleeful little dance.
�Fortunately, no,� she said.�
I want to ask about Alessio, but I try to stay focused. Win over Francesca first.
�I�ll give you first pick on the gelatos, but I�m warning you my heart will be broken if you take the pistachio one,� I warn.
With a small, evil grin, she grabs the pistachio tub, digging her spoon in with relish.
�That�s harsh,� I laughed. �Should we leave the chocolate or coconut one for Alessio?�
Her smile fades a bit, but she nods toward the chocolate one, which is good since I love coconut. Clearing her throat, she asks, �How are you settling in?�
I get the feeling she hasn�t had much interaction with the outside world, which makes me even more concerned for Alessio. She�s trying though, and that�s what matters.
�This place is beautiful,� I said happily, �I�m from St. Petersburg, which is never warm. Never. There�s just a slight variation in how cold it is.� Francesca gives me another little smile. �I haven�t had much of a chance to explore the island, though.�
Finishing her spoonful of gelato, she shakes her head. �I had a feeling Gio would be protective of you. He�s like that.�
�Well, he has assured me that I am not under house arrest,� I said lightly. �Maybe you could show me around?�
She seems to curl in on herself, like a potato bug. �I don�t like leaving the property.�
�We could just stroll around the grounds,� I said, �you could tell me about your family? I�d love to know more about you growing up with two men as brash and outrageous as Giovanni and Dario.� I think about it, �Especially Dario.�
This time, she actually laughs. It�s a rusty little chuckle, but at least I�m getting somewhere.
The next day, I bring out a big box of sidewalk chalk and start a picture on the walkway from their house to the villa. I fill it with dragons and fairies and fantastical ocean creatures and end it with a question. �What should come next in this story?� I leave the box of chalk. When I stroll by that evening, there�s a torrent of images: cats with wings and dancing wheels of cheese, a purple ocean that soars up into a green sky filled with lavender stars.�
It�s clearly a child�s work, but the drawings are amazing, the form and style far more advanced than I would expect from a four-year-old. I take pictures of Alessio�s work and race over to the villa, knocking on Giovanni�s office door.
�This is a pleasant surprise,� he says, leaning back in his chair. He looks tired and happy for a diversion.
�I wanted to show you your clever nephew�s artistic skills,� I said, brandishing my phone. He pulls me onto his lap and we look at the images together. �Look at this, you can clearly see the addition of fully formed features, arms, legs, and the like. This isn�t something you usually see in a child's developmental stages until seven or eight. He�s even using perspective, see how the flying cat is bigger because it�s in the forefront of the picture?�
He�s not looking at the photos anymore, my husband is smiling at me, a soft, tender smile and one I�ve not seen before. �Thank you, sweet girl. I wasn�t certain anyone could reach him.�
I sigh, putting down the phone. �I haven�t yet. Francesca is understandably protective of him. But she and I are developing a cautious friendship. She needs that, too.�
Giovanni�s big, warm hand is on my throat, fingers stroking my skin softly. �And what do you need, tesoro?�
Well, the mood in the room just made a 180-degree turn, I thought.
�I�m� fine?� I said, feeling his dick hardening against my hip. How can simple flesh turn into something so big, so rock hard and so quickly? My husband�s equipment is � as Casey would crassly say - the XXXL size, so when he is aroused, there�s no hiding it. Gathering my courage, I reach behind me and gently squeeze him through his trousers. �What about you, muzh?�
�Hmm�� he runs his tongue along the shell of my ear, �I need to bury my face in your sweet, perfect pussy.� His filthy talk makes me giggle, always so embarrassed until I�m too turned on to care. He abruptly hoists me up on his desk, pushing everything away. Leaning back with his dark lord of the underworld persona very much in place, he raises an eyebrow.
�Spread your legs.�

Giovanni�
Ekaterina�s face instantly goes up in flames and I grin, loving her pink cheeks. She obediently widens her knees and I push her dress up over her thighs. �Put your feet on my chair.�
Her lovely face is still flushed as she puts her left foot on one armrest, then does the same with the other, leaning back on her hands. Running my palms up the thin, silky skin of her inner thighs, I groan, already smelling her arousal. I fold the fabric over her hips, looking disapprovingly at her panties.
�These have to go.� Her blue eyes widen as I snap open my switchblade, but aside from a sharp intake of breath she doesn�t move a muscle as I slide the razor-sharp tip under one side of her waistband, and then the other, ripping the fabric loose. My sweet bride has seen me sharpen the blade before. Flipping it so the handle is facing her, I skim the polished ivory against her inner thigh, then tap it against her clitoris, making her jump and shriek.
Putting my hand on the back of her head, I pull her down for a harsh kiss, keeping the handle rubbing against her sensitive little pearl. �Shhh� baby. You don�t want anyone to hear.� Her eyes dart to the open French doors apprehensively. �Can you be my quiet, good girl?� I whisper with a grin. She nods in a jerky fashion, eyes fixed on my switchblade�s handle. Running it up and down her moist lips, I nudge it slightly into her slim furrow, pressing it against the delicate flesh and hearing the whimper escape her clenched teeth.
Slowly twirling the handle around her clit, I narrow my eyes disapprovingly. �I thought you were going to be my good girl?� Ekaterina�s eyes widened pleadingly, her legs shaking with the effort of trying to keep them open. Plucking her ruined undies off my desk with my other hand, I hold them up. �Open your mouth, baby.� She does, reluctantly, and I stuff the lacy material in her mouth. �If it falls out of your mouth, I�ll stop everything I�m doing and you won�t be allowed to come. Do you understand?�
Her gaze goes from pleading to infuriated, but my delicious little bride wants her orgasm so she nods reluctantly. The switchblade handle moves down to her channel, pushing in half an inch, then out again. She sucks in a deep breath, her head tilting back.�
�There you are,� I whisper, pushing the handle deeper, �there you fucking are. Those sweet desperate noises, pushing your hips up? Don�t let those panties fall out of your mouth.�
Fucking her slowly with the knife handle, I lean forward to run my tongue around her clit. �I�ve been imagining this all day, my mouth on your delicious little cunt. You have no idea how much I want to feel your sugary walls wrap around my dick. I want your mouth on me, sucking and gagging on my cock, spit making my balls wet, tears running down your face.�
Her knuckles are white, trying to hold onto the edge of the desk. �I want to lick your cunt until there�s a puddle under you. I want to spank your ass raw.� I angle the handle harder, rubbing it against the sensitive little patch inside her and watch two tears trickle from her eyes from the effort of holding her position. I can�t take it any longer, pulling the knife handle free and tossing it on the floor. I rip my belt open, yank my pants down, and squeeze myself inside her with a growl of relief.
�I want to feel you come while I�m inside you,� I whisper, biting her lower lips, �I want you to come all over me, soak this desk and my pants. Are you ready, baby? Do you need to come?�
Ekaterina�s hands fly up, one in my hair and one with a death grip on my jacket, as if she doesn�t anchor herself she might fly off the desk. Gathering her knees over my elbows, I hitch her higher up, shoving my cock even deeper and she stiffens, back arching and her eyes flutter shut as her cunt grips me hard enough to hold me inside her, mid-shove.
There is nothing better than this place inside my wife; how she feels, her tight, snug sheath. As she comes down from her first orgasm, I send her into another. I fuck her roughly, pulling her hair, slapping her ass, gripping her throat tight and when she croaks, �Harder,� her panties fall from her gasping mouth and I don�t stop, growling like a demon as we come together.
The only sounds in the room for a long time are the sound of the waves against the rock outside and our panting. I slump back in my chair, keeping inside her as she's straddling me, and wrapping my arms around her.
�Oh, my god Giovanni,� she wheezed, �did I almost die? Did I pass out because you were killing me with your dick?�
I laugh, enjoying the vibrations as they make her tighten against me again. �No, baby. You didn�t almost die. But you were coming when I squeezed your throat so there wasn�t a lot of oxygen getting to your brain for a moment.�
�Death by dick,� she mumbled. �That�s how I�m finally leaving this mortal coil, isn�t it?�
My laughter has the unfortunate byproduct of making me hard again, but Ekaterina is in no shape to continue, so I just hold her, my good little cockwarmer resting against my chest.



Chapter Twenty-Six
In which Ekaterina and Alessio follow the Moonpath.

Ekaterina�
For the next few days, I go walking with Francesca during the afternoon, always within view of her house.
�Is Alessio napping?� I ask one day.
�Yes,� she says, running her fingers gently over a rose, a rare bluish-purple color. �He�s up most of the night, so we both have to get our beauty sleep when we can.�
�Sounds exhausting,� I venture casually.�
�It can be,� she admitted. �Our housekeeper Giulia stays with him sometimes so I can sleep. She�s been with us since he�s been born. Losing my mother�� her pretty face crumples, �he stopped talking for a long time when his Nonna died. Now, it�s full sentences, but only sometimes. And his singing.�
�A lot of children regress and lose some milestones when they suffer a big loss,� I said sympathetically. �You�ve lost a lot of loved ones in a short time.�
She moves away from me, though she keeps walking. �So, you�ve heard about my husband.�
�Only the little Giovanni told me,� I said, �that he disappeared after Alessio was born.�
�Gio is supposed to be looking for him!� Francesca says angrily, fists clenched. �How could he not have found him by now? With all the Toscano connections and he can�t find my husband?�
I have a shard of guilt stabbing through my heart, remembering how quickly Giovanni found Casey for me, despite my running away. �Do they have any clues?� I ask, �Any leads at all?�
�Nothing,� she said, sitting down on a stone bench. �It�s just like he disappeared into thin air.�
I perch next to her, carefully not touching, just sitting together as we watched the sunset.

Interacting with Alessio is like a stealth mission. Now that I know he prefers the night - like an elf, or sprite - I set my little traps accordingly. We create a picture story every day, I begin it with chalk characters in a simple storyline, and he finishes it with wonderfully fanciful, magical creatures doing adventurous things.�
After a week of sharing our stories, I print out all the pictures I took of the chalk art tales and bind them into a book, leaving it on his windowsill.�
The next morning, I find a doll on my bedroom terrace, cleverly woven from the long ornamental grass in the gardens with an acorn for a head, delicately painted with eyes, lips and a nose. There�s some gold embroidery floss on the acorn doll�s head, and I realize, with tears in my eyes, that my sweet woodland elf has created me.
We graduate to painting pictures and messages on each other�s windows, and finally, one night Alessio leaves his window open, his blue eyes wide when I tiptoe up.
�It�s a beautiful night,� I whisper. �Do you want to come follow the moon path with me?�
He shifts his feet, looking over his shoulder.�
�We would have to ask your mamma�s permission first,� I said. He�s thinking about it. Some people might think he�s ignoring me, but many children with autism need more time to follow their thought process through to a conclusion. Alessio nods, so I walk around to the front, tapping softly on the door.�
Francesca opens it, looking absolutely exhausted.�
�Hey, it looks like it was another long day?� I smile, handing her a box of cream puffs Uncle Sal sent over.
�Are you trying to put me into a food coma?� she says, leaning against the doorway.
�Don�t knock the food coma,� I laughed, �you have no idea how many I had after studying for finals. I had to reward myself somehow.�
Alessio silently appears behind her, watching me.
�Um, Alessio and I were wondering if you�d allow him to take a little walk along the seawall with me?� I asked, trying to smile reassuringly. I know she�s been watching our little art interactions, but letting him come with me is a big step. �It�s a full moon tonight.�
Francesca hesitates, looking between me and her son. He finally tugs gently on her sleeve, and she nods. �Yes.� Kissing Alessio�s forehead, she whispers, �Have fun, gioia.�
I know how difficult this must be for her, letting her son go with me. I quietly say, �Thank you. We won�t be long; I won�t let him out of my sight.�
I offer my hand, but he puts his in his short�s pockets, and I nod. �So, the moon path,� I say in a low voice, I�ve seen how he flinches at loud noises. �I noticed this at the last full moon. The stones on the seawall have a special kind of quartz in them. When the moon�s light is very bright, it makes the quartz light up and creates a special path.�
�Moonpath,� he agrees.
Fortunately, it�s a clear night so the lunar rays are powering up the quartz in the walkway, just as I hoped. Pools of glowing light dot the winding path through the dark gardens.
Alessio beams up at me and my heart swells. It�s the first smile I�ve ever seen from him.�
�So, what do you think created the moon path?� I ask him as we strolled along.
�Fairies,� he says very seriously, �with jets.�
We walk for a long time, meandering along the walkway, listening to the ocean crash against the cliffs below us. When his eyes finally start drooping, I kneel. �Do you want a piggyback ride?�
He stares at me, his little forehead wrinkled. �Horses. Not piggies.�
�Oh� You�re right. Asking a pig for a ride would be ridiculous,� I chuckle softly. �Would you like a horseyback ride?�
�Ridi-culousss�� he repeats, finding it entertaining. �Rih-dih-culoss��
�It�s a funny word, isn�t it?� I said thoughtfully. �I never thought of that. It means funny and silly, but it sounds silly, too.� I look at him, drawing it out. �Rhi-dih-cu-lussss.�
When Alessio starts giggling, so do I. He hops on my back and we repeat �rih-dih-culoss�� all the way back to his house. Looking up, I could see Giovanni and Dario staring at us from our terrace, dead silent, completely still, as if they were afraid to break the spell.

Giovanni�
A week later�
Ekaterina comes looking for me out on our bedroom terrace, when she wakes up alone in our bed.�
�Hey.�
I look up with a smile. She�s wearing my robe, and I can see the smooth skin of her bare leg as she walks toward me. �I have never been jealous of my robe before,� I purr, enjoying her blush.
�Can�t you sleep?� she asks, perching on the chair next to mine and gesturing at my laptop.
�I�ll be there in a minute,� I said absently. I quickly reduced the image I�d been staring at, the charred remains of my dream, though I should have known she would see it.
�We haven�t really talked about what happened in Monaco,� she ventured, �but I wish you would. What happened was horrible. Everything you�d worked for��
�It�s fine,� I cut her off.
Her expression clouded, but she didn�t give up. �Do you want to rebuild? Or just let it go.�
�I don�t �let things go,� Ekaterina,� I said coldly. �I don�t want to talk about this.�
Her clear gaze pins me for a moment before she lowers her eyes and nods her head. Rising from her chair she saunters over, settling on my lap.
�I had a dream about you. That�s what woke me up.�
Arching my brow, I pull her closer. �Oh, really?� She gives the little shiver she makes when my voice deepens. �Tell me. What happened in your dream?�
�We were, um, we were doing it.�
�Doing what?� �
She squirms, �You know perfectly well, we- okay, we were having sex, you were behind me and gripping my hips and slamming into me.�
Her words and the squirming were getting to me. �And then what?� I asked hoarsely.
�You, um� you put your hand on my neck and pulled me up against your chest, and you kept going. I was up on my tiptoes because it was so intense and it didn�t help because you were in me so deep�� My sweet bride flushed so red that her fair skin was a tomato shade.�
I shift her ass, moving her directly over my cock, who just grew a mind of his own and is demanding to be in her immediately. Placing a gentle bite at the place where her neck met her shoulder, I slid the robe down to display her sweet, pale breast. Capturing her nipple between my thumb and forefinger, I roll it for a moment before giving it a sharp tug, enjoying her yelp.�
�Keep going, baby,� I commanded.
�You�� her eyelids droop and I give her nipple another sharp pinch. �Oh! You put your arm around me to keep me still, and��
I pull the robe down around her waist and lean over to suck on her breast. Hard, loving the red mark it leaves. She�s not wearing any underwear, my wicked girl, so I yank down my sleep pants and guide her down onto my cock. She�s already slick for me and I groan, taking a minute to feel the heat inside her, how tightly her cunt wraps around me. Her softness always comforts me. It�s so alien to how I was raised, who I was expected to be.
�Beautiful wife,� I groan, running my hand down, between her breasts and over her belly. I pause for a moment, picturing my baby inside her. Soon. After I find the bastards who tried to blow my family to pieces, I will get her pregnant. Her fingers tighten on my shoulders as my thumb circles her clit, I watch my cock spread her wide, her heat and wet making it so easy.�
Forcing myself to concentrate, I gritted out, �What happens then in the dream?�
Ekaterina is on her back, her spine arched and her strong thighs are gripping my waist. �You- it-� Her sharp nails dig into my arms, leaving red crescents behind and I love them, the badges of honor. �You put your hand on my throat and squeezed like that time and we both came-� Her back arches higher, her pink nipples right in front of me. I seize one between my lips and she gasps out, �We came together.�
With one hand on her ass to hold her steady and the other on her throat, I set myself to recreating her dream.



Chapter Twenty-Seven
In which Giovanni�s lack of trust is a huge buzzkill.

Ekaterina�
The next day is cloudy, and I drag my surprise for Alessio down the stairs from the back terrace to find Dario lying in a wicker chaise lounge outside of his guesthouse. �Today�s the day!� I leaned the canvas bundle against a tree. �You promised to help me with Alessio�s surprise.�
�Not now,� he moans, �some other time.� He looks terrible, a little pale, and based on his sunglasses and smelling like he fell in a wine vat, I�m guessing it was quite the evening for my brother-in-law.
Yanking off his sunglasses, I danced back out of reach. �You promised,� I said sternly, �you told me you would help me, Uncle Dario.�
�I thought you were supposed to be so sweet,� he complained bitterly, hoisting himself out of the chair.�
Looking down at his wrist, I roll my eyes. He�s wearing a red wristband; I know what that means. The famiglia owns a sex club in Naples. Giovanni once reluctantly explained to me what all the wristbands meant. Red signifies a Dom looking for a submissive.
�Ugh, what were you doing at Il Decostruttivo last night?�
�I was there for the free antipasto tray and drink specials,� Dario snarls, �what do you think?�
�Believe me, I don�t want to know,� I said, �just hide your wristband, SignoreDom, and get moving, there�s a lot to do.�
Squinting miserably in the low light, he says, �I really don�t like you at all.�
�Hate me on your own time,� I said unsympathetically. �Come on, this canvas is incredibly heavy.�
Within a couple of hours, our creation is ready and I knock on Francesca�s door. She opens it with the first excited expression I�ve ever seen from her.
�Is it ready?�
�Yes!� I whisper excitedly, �Is he in a good mood?�
�I believe so,� she said, �he just woke up from a very long nap.�
Alessio appears behind her, rubbing his eyes.�
�Hey, buddy,� I lower my voice, �there�s something kind of interesting in your backyard, do you want to see it?�
He looks at me. Looks at his mom. He�s not talking today, which is not a great sign but I still have hope. Finally, he nods, taking Francesca�s hand and mine.�
There�s a beautiful little patch of woods just behind their back garden with a grassy spot in the center. There is a dark blue tent erected there, just the right size for a small boy and maybe a guest or two. The exterior is painted with moons and suns and whimsical animals in silver paint. Alessio glances up at me again.
I give him plenty of time to comment, and when he doesn�t, I say, �This is for you, my friend. It�s your special place. Do you want to bring your mamma and have a look inside?�
His magical little face lights up and he hauls Francesca along, pulling open the tent flap and heading in. Dario and I stand outside, listening as they discover the sensory toys, the games and stories, the books of all our art projects, and a light board that his fingers can manipulate into different, pretty patterns.
�There is a letter here on the table, do you want me to read it to you?� Francesca asks. �Okay, it says�

Dear Alessio, 
The elves and fairies of this island wanted to give you a world that belongs just to you, and any friends you want to invite in to share it. Because you prefer the dark, whenever you need it you can find your magical night here, with the stars above you. It will always be your safe place.
With all our love.�

I can hear Francesca�s voice waver, but she finishes the letter. After a minute, Alessio�s hand pokes through the entrance, waving at us invitingly.
Crawling just inside, Dario and I lean against each other, watching Alessio sit with his bony knees drawn up, staring at the stars dangling from the tent ceiling with a dreamy smile on his face. Francesca kisses me on the cheek and hugs her brother. From his surprised expression and his arms slowly wrapping around her, I suspect this is the first hug they�ve shared in a long time.

�Please tell me you�re going to be able to make it.�
�Girl, you know we want to,� Tania says, �I�ve never seen a harvest festival like that! It sounds amazing. I have this merger to overlook and Yuri�s got some business in Kazakhstan, but I will make this happen, do you hear me?�
Oh, I know that tone. My sister-in-law will drag Yuri here by his hair if necessary. �Good! It�s going to be so much fun. I�ve been working with Uncle Sal to get things ready and-�
�Wait,� her tone changes. �Sal the Butcher?�
Blinking, I try to process what she�s saying. �Uncle Salvatore? Giovanni�s uncle? He has a wonderful little restaurant on the mainland, he�ll be supplying the food for the harvesting party.�
�Sal the Butcher. Running a restaurant. I�ll be damned,� she says. �Well, this isn�t a conversation for a phone call, so we�ll talk later. I love you, sis.�
�Love you too,� I said, smiling as I ended the call. The vision of having my people and Giovanni's family all together makes me just absurdly happy.

Ten days later�
My family had traveled to Napa Valley in California once during the grape harvest at the local wineries, and it was a huge celebration. But here in Italy, the celebration is almost sacred, as is the grape. The festival to harvest the grapes for wine is one of the biggest events in Southern Italy.�
�The Toscano Vineyards are over a hundred and fifty years old and perched on Mt. Vesuvius. The entire vineyard was destroyed in the eruption of 1906.� Uncle Sal is helping me pack food into the crates at the restaurant for the harvest workers. �The vines were buried in lava and ash, but the next spring, vines grew back from the roots. The Toscano Vineyard refused to be defeated, much like the famiglia.�
�I�m trying to imagine a hillside of grapevines fighting their way through lava rock to get to the sun,� I shake my head. �You all do come from very strong stock.�
Uncle Sal chuckles, his faded blue eyes are warm. �This celebration every year is important to us. It is proof that we are all still here. That no matter the challenges, we thrive.�
�If your family line can withstand a volcanic eruption, I�m thinking you�re undefeatable,� I laugh.
One of his waiters joins us, staggering a bit under a pile of loaves of bread. �I believe this is the last of it, Signore Toscano.�
�Thank you, Milo,� Uncle Sal says. �Are you driving the first truck?�
�Yes, I�m bringing three of the servers with me.��
Milo is dignified and gracious, one of those men who could be twenty or forty, average height and average build, a little hard to remember. I�m embarrassed to admit he had to reintroduce himself to me twice, he�s such a nice man.
Giovanni passes him on the way up the stairs, nodding to him politely. My husband is just as unreasonably hot in jeans, work boots, and a t-shirt as he is in a suit or tux, which I have discovered to my irritation. This feels very unfair but I am not allowed to sulk as he grabs me by the waist, kissing me thoroughly.
�Are you ready?� His eyes are a golden amber shade today, meaning he�s relaxed and happy.
�Molten gold�� I sigh and he smiles, a bit confused.�
�What do you mean by that?�
�Your eyes, they�re so pretty,� I try to explain and he bursts into laughter. �Oh, never mind!� I say crossly, trying to get out of his grip.
He whirls me around, crossing my wrists over my chest. �I�m sorry, tesoro. I�ve never been called pretty before.� His chest is broad and warm against my back and it�s making me needy. Kissing my neck, he murmurs, �You must never call me that in front of Dario. He is relentless.�
�Hmm,� I twist my head to grin up at him. �Blackmail material, thank you very much.�
�It�s almost as if you want another spanking,� he growls, biting the spot he just kissed.
Shivering, I remember writhing over his lap this morning as he spanked me with one hand and put his fingers inside me with the other. �No, I don�t,� I mumble, sounding unconvincing even to myself.
�Now, a lie?� My toes curl in my sandals as he runs the tip of his tongue up the thudding pulse on my neck. �You are begging for another,� he warns. �Did I not spank you hard enough?�
I�m writhing, half embarrassed and half turned on when Dario sweeps by carrying a food box. �If you two are planning a trip down to Bang Town, can you do it somewhere else? Far away from me? Because I am going to lose my lunch on you both if you don�t shut up,� he says, striding over to one of the trucks.
Burying my face in Giovanni�s chest as he turns me around, I feel his chest jolt as he chuckles. �I can never look at him again,� I moan. He�s still laughing and I want to stomp on his foot. But it would probably hurt me more.
It is a perfect autumn day, perfect in a way that only Naples can be. The bay is a vivid blue and the volcanic rock of Mt. Vesuvius and the black, rich soil are a vivid contrast to the vines, heavy with dark red grapes.
The Toscano Vineyard looks as ancient as it is, with an elegant, timbered showroom and several small stone cottages that are used for tourists for the resort side of the winery.�
There are no tourists today, though. Only family and the workers for the harvest. As we drive in, I notice Giovanni�s security everywhere. They are walking the perimeter, guarding the gates, and looking through binoculars on the roof of the main building.�
�Are you expecting trouble?� I ask Giovanni as we pass another guard checkpoint.
His mouth tightens. �There have been no specific warnings, but the assassin group has been suspiciously quiet. We�ve swept every meter of this vineyard, but we�re taking no chances with everyone�s safety.�
Putting my hand on his thigh, I squeeze it slightly. �I hope you can relax this weekend. You�ve been under so much pressure.�
Giovanni takes my hand and kisses it. �I�m fine.�
�You�re always fine,� it slips from me, I didn�t mean to sound sarcastic. When he narrows his eyes at me, I sigh. �I�m sorry, I didn�t intend to sound rude. I just wish��
�What?� He�s watching me, curious.
�If you�re not fine, you could talk to me,� I said, �I�m your wife. I was raised in this life; I understand the pressure you�re under. Sometimes, it�s good to just� vent?�
He�s looking at me blankly. I can tell the thought of allowing me to support him has never occurred to this man before. I force a smile. �It�s going to be a beautiful weekend. I can hardly wait to see it all.�



Chapter Twenty-Eight
In which we meet Sal the Butcher. And he is magnificent.

Giovanni�
Two pieces of very good news came that afternoon.
The first is seeing my nephew and my sister emerge from one of the SUVs, Alessio�s hand gripping Francesca�s as he looks around, wide-eyed.
�Hey, my friend!� Ekaterina was there, smiling reassuringly at Alessio, who is clearly debating about joining the festivities or diving back into the SUV. �Do you want to see your room? We can put your blanket there and your stuffies so you can set it up the way you like it.� He smiles up at her and my throat tightens with emotion for my bride. She has made life better for everyone in my family without expecting anything for herself.
Ekaterina and Alessio walk hand in hand into the main house and Francesca turns to me. �I�m glad you came,� I said, kissing her cheek. She hasn�t joined in the harvest festival since before Alessio�s birth, and the disappearance of Domenico.�
She shrugs awkwardly, looking around at the bustling workers. �I have missed it,� she admitted, �and Ekaterina and I discussed how to make Alessio comfortable here.�
�Let me know if you need anything, yes?� I wait for her to angrily tell me to find her husband, but my sister just smiles a bit sadly, and nods, heading into the house.
I wish I could find Domenico for her. I can�t understand how, with our vast resources, my brother-in-law could have disappeared without a trace. At first, I thought he had run out on his family. But as the years pass with no clues, I suspect he�s dead. We will still search for him until we find him, one way or another.
The second piece of good news comes from Maksim.�
�We�ve got a match,� he says. My brother-in-law is not a man to show much enthusiasm, but I can hear how genuinely pleased he is. �I�m sending you the data now. But I can tell you one thing, it�s an Italian group.�
�The Barones?� I frowned, �It can�t be. They�re not sophisticated enough for this kind of campaign.�
�That, I don�t know,� Maksim says, �but I�m sure your trackers can make the match pretty quickly.�
�Thank you,� I say sincerely, �this turns the tide, I can feel it.�
�We�re family,� he said, �this is what we do for each other. Ella and I look forward to seeing you tomorrow at the festival, with hopefully several things to celebrate.�
Ekaterina comes bouncing back out of the house with a big smile. �Alessio looks like he�s handling this pretty well. I think he likes being with all his people.�
I bend my head to kiss her. �I just heard from Maksim, he and Ella are joining us tomorrow as well.�
Grinning up at me, she kisses me again. �This is going to be a great weekend! Tell me what we do now?�
Pulling her along by her hand, I run a quick visual check of the guards on top of the buildings, and the four by the gate. Another guard is running two security drones over the fields.� Everyone is alert and focused and I can enjoy time with my wife.�
�Let�s start with a quick check on the vines on the southeast slope. Grapes must be picked by hand to do this correctly. Some are perfectly ripe at harvest time. Others on the same vine can already be mushy, or still too green. We double-check them again before they go into the fermenting process.�
Helping her up into the bed of a truck, I put her on my lap so the bouncing and jolting won�t send her rattling out again. Pointing out the long, symmetrical rows of vines, so green against the black soil, I enjoy her excited expression.
She�s so beautiful, my wife. Her hair�s been bleached lighter by the summer sun, and her faint tan makes her blue eyes even more vivid. She�s soft, and warm, with the bright scent of her rosemary shampoo and something gentler on her skin, like vanilla. I want to feast on her mouth and lick her pink nipples until they harden.�
With a groan, I try to focus on the day.
Workers are singing, bending, and swaying as they cut the grapes and throw them into plastic milk crates. �There�s something about the contrast of color at harvest time,� I tell her, �the blue of the sky and sea, the rich purple of the grapes.�
�What are those two doing?� Ekaterina asks, pointing to two women who are dressed more like chemists.�
�They�re measuring the sugars in that specific grape, it�s being used to create a new varietal we�re producing this year,� I said, showing her the separate section of vines.
�I�m excited to hear more about that side of the process,� she says, watching them curiously as we drive by. Stopping by the end of one row, I help her off the truck and over to the huge collection bin for the grapes, plucking an especially large white one off the bunch.�
�Taste this,� I say, holding it to her lips. She opens her mouth to take it, her tongue touching my fingertips for a moment. Don�t get hard, I lecture my cock. This is not the time, asshole.
�Mmm�� she sighs, �that�s amazing. Warm from the sun, the thin skin gives way to all that flavor.� I give up the struggle, kissing her and shoving my tongue into her mouth to lick away the sweetness from her lips. The giggling from a group of young cousins and second cousins and cousins related by marriage makes me roll my eyes and pull away as Ekaterina laughs with the children.
�Back on the truck,� I lift her back into the truck bed and send the kids a scowl, which makes them shriek and scatter in a dozen directions. The long shadows of late afternoon are stretching across the hillside and I tell the driver to head back to the main house. �Uncle Sal will be overseeing the dinner arrangements; would you help him while I run a security check?�
The golden sunlight shines on her upturned face, and I�m helpless. Cupping her face between my hands, I kiss her slowly, thoroughly until the truck stops again. I�m pleased to know she�s as affected by it as I am, blinking slowly and trying to focus again.
By the time I�m back from my rounds, Ekaterina is kicking a soccer ball around with a couple of the younger children. Alessio is standing close by, looking like he wants to jump in.
Pulling another ball out of the mesh bag, I hold it up to him. �Let�s kick this one back and forth for a minute.� He doesn�t come as easily to me as he does to my bride, but Alessio finally nods and gives the ball some half-hearted taps with his foot until we warm up together and slowly, Ekaterina and her little group merge with ours. I can see by her barely contained excitement that this is good.
�Even parallel play at this stage for Alessio is a huge development,� she whispers, looking at him fondly.
�You are a miracle worker,� I tell her, kissing her soundly. I would kiss Ekaterina�s perfect mouth all evening if I was allowed, but now, dinner is nearly over and the musicians are tuning up. I am going to dance with my beautiful wife.

Ekaterina�
Giovanni leads me in a whirl of movement, circles, and bigger circles and linked arms and spins and by the end of the first set, I�m laughing and breathless. There�s a warmth here that I�ve never experienced before. Made men and harvest workers dancing together, kids tearing around in packs and getting underfoot� I had nothing like this in the cold, perfect household in which I grew up.
�Give me a minute,� I pant, trying to catch my breath. �I just need to check in with Uncle Sal and see if he needs anything from me.�
Running his thumb over my mouth, Giovanni grins when he sees my little shiver. �Hurry back, tesoro.�
�Uncle Sal?�
I�m walking through the huge kitchen in the winery, where nearly everything is already put away, the steel prep counter shining. It�s darker in there, most of the lights are off, and the kitchen workers are already out in the courtyard, joining in the festivities.�
The storeroom door is open, framing the pitch-black room.�
�Uncle Sal, are you in here?��
I reach for the light and I feel it- the slightest displacement of air before someone�s behind me. A cord flips over my head and I get my hand up in front of my face just in time. They yank it back, the force of it knocking my head against the hard chest behind me and the cord cuts into the palm of my hand, hot blood running down my wrist. I would have been strangled by now if I hadn't gotten my hand between the cord and my throat.�
My assailant is strong, horribly strong and my only defense is leverage. Slamming my hand around the back of his neck, I flip forward, sending him over my head. He already rolled out of the fall and comes at me again in a second and I have breath for one good scream before he's on me again.
A huge body crashes into the assailant, knocking him off me and halfway across the room. Uncle Sal is roaring like a bull, swinging a cleaver at the man, who barely pulls back in time.�
�Sal the Butcher?� Tania�s incredulous words from yesterday hit me.�
The kindly uncle I knew is making slices with terrifying precision on the arms and chest of the man who tried to kill me. I turn to scream for help and another man comes barreling through the door, throwing me down, and then two more, who head for Uncle Sal.�
I scream for help at the top of my lungs as I kick and thrash, trying to keep the man on top of me from pulling his knife. He gets a lucky blow in, punching the side of my head and my scrabbling hands rip at his shirt. There�s a scar - I can barely see it in the low light - no, it�s a brand, some kind of looping symbol. I barely dodge another punch and my flailing foot kicks the knife loose from his hand, sending it spiraling across the floor. There are pots scattered across the floor from the fight and I get my hands on a heavy saucepan, slamming it as hard as I can against the man�s head.
I hear shouting and I scream louder as my forearm blocks the side of his hand, coming down in a slicing motion to crush my larynx. Uncle Sal�s roars have been silenced. The man above me freezes as the outer kitchen door slams open and then he�s gone. My head�s spinning and there�s two or three of everything in my fuzzy vision but I crawl in the direction of Uncle Sal.�
The big man is on his back, panting desperately. All three assailants are dead, sprawled around him, his cleaver still clenched in his bloody fist.
�Oh, god-� I�m sobbing, �Uncle Sal, hey, hey�� His throat is cut, a cruel, gaping gash and I try to stop the blood or push the cut together or� it�s too late I know that but�
His faded blue eyes are wide, he�s whispering something, there�s no sound but I see his mouth desperately working. The lightest wisp of breath passes by me. �...looo��
The light flares on and it blinds me as I�m still trying to stop the torrent of blood from the man who has become my family, too.
�Ekaterina!�
�Mon Dio- Salvatore!�
�-guards-�
�Lock down-�
All I can see are my bloody hands cupping the face of a man who is already gone.



Chapter Twenty-Nine
In which Ekaterina is kidnapped. Again.

Giovanni�
�I�m sorry.�
It�s the first thing Ekaterina has said to me since I found her desperately trying to keep Uncle Sal from bleeding out. We�re in the bathroom of the master suite I keep for myself in the main house. I�m washing her bloody hands so I can bandage her cut. Her hair is hanging in her face, gore spattered through the blonde strands and turning them to rust.
�What do you mean, sweet girl? You have nothing to be sorry for. You were extremely brave.��
I prep the surgical glue and gently manipulate the skin around the cut.
�If I hadn�t screamed, Uncle Sal wouldn�t have tried to save me,� she says numbly.
�No, tesoro, no- Uncle Sal died doing the right thing, the thing he would want to do, saving his family,� I said, forcing her to look at me.�
�He�s the last of his generation,� she said sadly, �the closest thing you had to your father.�
It feels like a fist is squeezing my heart, I shove the grief down. Now is not the time. �I will mourn him, we all will. The best way you can honor him now is to live fully.�
Her head�s resting against my shoulder while I apply the glue to the cut slicing across her palm. �I saw something,� she said. �On the one that got away.�
I blow softly on the drying surgical glue. �What, baby? What did you see?�
�I ripped his shirt,� she said slowly, trying to focus. �Under his armpit, there was a brand. I thought it was a scar but the edges were too clean.�
�Can you remember what it looked like?� I ask, �Letters? A symbol?�
�Yes, I think it was the Infinity symbol,� she said, blowing on the mirror and drawing the image in the fog on the glass.
�This is important, my darling. Thank you.� I kiss her fiercely, my courageous girl. �Is there anything else? Did he speak? Did you catch an accent of any kind?�
She shook her head wearily. �No, he never spoke.�
Bandaging her hand securely, I wrap some plastic around it. �This will keep the bandages dry. The doctor doesn�t think you have any nerve damage, but he�s sending you in for X-rays on Monday. Come, tesoro, let�s get you cleaned up.�
�Is everyone okay?� she asks listlessly. �No one else got hurt?�
�No, you sounded the alarm in time. We shot two men trying to escape through the back gates. No signs of explosives, grazie a Dio per quello,� I said, stripping and getting in the shower with her. I don�t know if her legs are steady enough to hold her up.
�Thank you for taking care of me,� my sweet bride whispers. I can barely hear her over the spray of the water.
�I�m sorry I wasn�t there,� I said, kissing her forehead, her cheeks. �You were so brave.� Inside, I�m burning with equal parts fury and shame. How could this have happened to her again? How could I have not protected her? We�d locked down everything, everyone here in the vineyard was vetted, family or people who had worked for the Toscanos for years.
Her fingers slide up through my hair, gently scratching my scalp. �You don�t have to shut down, muzh. We�re together. You can feel this with me if you want.��
I allow myself four minutes to grieve Uncle Sal, to thank him for saving my wife, and then I put the grief back in the box I created for it in my heart and lock it away. This is the time for cold, clear thinking.
Gently drying her off, I help her slip into a soft sundress. �I want to go back out there,� she insists, �I know you have a great deal to handle, but� I am so angry. I want to be with our family.�
Hearing her say �our family� is the best gift she could give me. �I understand, tesoro.� She slips her hand in mine and we walk back downstairs together.
Alessio is sitting underneath a long farmhouse table in the tasting room, half-hidden by the tablecloth, and Francesca is slumped wearily in a chair close by. She gets up in a hurry, hugging Ekaterina. �Grazie a dio per la vita - thank God for your life!�
�It�s okay, I�m fine,� my wife says, hugging her back. �Just sad and really pissed off.�
Francesca gives a watery laugh. �Just like Dario.�
My brother storms into the room, jaw set and his eyes reddened. �Tell me Uncle Sal lived up to his name.�
Ekaterina puts her bandaged hand on his shoulder and whispers, �Sal the Butcher saved my life. He took out three men with a single meat cleaver. He is my hero forever.�
My arm goes around her, and I hug Francesca to my side with the other, she reaches for Dario and then the four of us are huddled tight, heads together, taking strength from each other while we can.
Reality bursts in with several of the guards, led by Carlo.�
�This has to be some kind of a- a cult,� he says, �one of the men trying to escape lived, we were about to interrogate him-�
�Maybe you should go to a more private room,� Ekaterina interrupts us, nodding at Alessio, still crouched under the table, trying to make himself as small as possible.
�A good idea,� I agreed grimly. �Come into the office, gentlemen, let�s see what we have so far.�
Once the door is shut, Carlo turns to me, �Don Toscano, I submit myself for demotion, or death. This is the second attack on the family and I have failed to protect you.� He presents his gun, bowing his head.
�Put your gun back in your holster,� I said. �We�ve all taken every precaution and they�ve still broken past our defenses. They�ve infiltrated us. What happened with the captive?�
�We were tying him down to interrogate him,� Carlo said, �and he ran for the window, smashing his head through, cutting his own throat. I�ve never seen anything like it.�
Dario paces, running his hand through his hair. �Everyone here has been with the famiglia for years. Carlo and I personally vetted everyone, down to the musicians and the harvest workers.�
�Most men have a price,� I said, rubbing my eyes. �This assassin�s guild has been two steps ahead of us the entire time. They must have someone - several someones, perhaps - on the inside.
"Here�s some good news: Ekaterina spotted a brand on the man who attacked her. An infinity symbol, on his ribcage, under his arm. In addition, we�re very close to finding the buyers of all the C4. Then it will be our turn to ambush those bastards.�
Dario turns to a couple of his lieutenants. �Start searching every adult for the brand quietly, privately. In fact, my apologies men, but start with yourselves.�
They both pulled off their shirts without comment, holding up their arms to show they were unmarked.
�Thank you,� I nodded to them both. �Start searching.�
As they leave, Francesca hurries in, looking frightened. �Have you seen Alessio and Ekaterina? She was watching him while I went upstairs, I was only there for five minutes and when I came back to the tasting room, they were gone!�

Ekaterina�
Ten minutes ago�
Alone with Alessio while his mother went to the bathroom, I crawl under the table, pulling the tablecloth down a bit more to shield us. �There, that�s more like your magical night tent, isn�t it?�
He doesn�t answer, resting his head on his bony knees.�
�There was a lot of shouting and screaming, wasn�t there?� I said, crossing my legs and getting comfortable.�
His pointer finger moved over, touching my bandage very lightly.
�Yes, I hurt my hand,� I said. �Do you ever need a bandage? Maybe when you scrape your knee or something?�
Alessio nodded.
�It�s like that. Maybe a little scary at the time, but I�m okay now.� Francesca told me that while he heard me scream, he didn�t witness any of the violence, thank god.
I turn my phone�s flashlight on and bring up my hands, twisting my fingers to make a shadow bird against the tablecloth. Alessio watches, his eyes wide.�
�Want another one?� I ask.
Nodding eagerly, he almost smiles.�
�Okay, do you want a penguin or a dinosaur?�
It takes him a minute, but finally, his lips move. �Penguin.�
�Penguin it is,� I smile.
�Signora Toscano? Are you here?�
I poke my head out from under the tablecloth. It�s Milo, the waiter from Uncle Sal�s restaurant. �Hi, Milo. We�re just hanging out in our little tent for a minute.�
He smiles kindly. �I understand, but Signore Toscano has requested that I bring you both to speak with him?�
�Oh, thank you.� I hold out my hand to Alessio, �Come on buddy, let�s go find your uncle.�
As I�m bending over to help him out from under the table, I feel the sting as the needle sinks into my neck. Pushing Alessio, I wheeze, �Run! Go!� The last thing I see are his wide, terrified eyes.

My first thought, when I wake up is, Why does this keep happening to me? Getting hit in the head, stabbed with sedatives? Why?
My second is acute terror, Oh god where is Alessio!
He is still unconscious, curled up next to me and I pull him onto my lap, nearly sobbing with relief. When I try to cross my legs, I realize my ankle is shackled to a chain in the floor. Wherever we are, it�s cold and Alessio is only wearing his shorts and a light shirt. We�re lying on a thin mattress stained with fluids I do not want to identify. There�s one lightbulb, dangling from the ceiling over us and it�s painfully bright, drilling into my eyes and I close them again for a minute, taking deep breaths.
My arm is bloody, with a dirty piece of cloth wrapped around it. Gritting my teeth, I unwind it to find a cut near my shoulder� oh, no. No, no, no, no! It�s where Dr. Lombardo implanted my tracking chip. They cut it out of my arm. How will Giovanni find us?
I can smell the musty odor and hear water dripping somewhere close. A cellar, then. Are we still in the vineyard? The floors and walls are stone, like the little cottages.
The door scrapes open, and I clutch Alessio more tightly. It�s that pig Milo, with his bland, forgettable face. He folds his hands in front of him, smiling down at us, huddled on the floor. �Good, you�re awake.�
�You have got to be kidding me,� I hiss, �you killed Uncle Sal? You�ve worked for him for years, you evil-�
�Yes,� he cut me off. �Our patience is infinite. We are hard to remember, people you might pass on the street and yet, you couldn�t recall what they looked like once you�ve turned the corner. As it should be. Not this ridiculous, desperate, flashy bid for attention. The Toscanos are a disgrace, and their time is at an end.�
Milo said this all in a calm, pleasant voice, his expression never changed. It was even scarier than if he�d screamed it.
�You don�t think blowing up the Monaco Casino was a bit flashy? You�ve brought the entire government down on you, they don�t seem like the sort to just forget that you killed several of their citizens in that blast.��
I should probably shut up.
Milo pulls the only chair from against the wall, dusting it off with his handkerchief and seating himself. He shrugs. �We�ve already reviewed all the reports from their investigation. They know nothing.�
I don�t bother to ask how he got his hands on the reports. The swine probably stole them from Uncle Sal.
He nodded at my arm, �Ah, you�ve noticed our little home surgery. Don�t look so surprised, GPS chipping is very common for women in our circles. We can�t make it too easy to find you two, can we?�
�Kidnapping a child seems low, even for you, Milo,� I said, holding Alessio tighter.
�It is not kidnapping if the child is family,� he counters.
�I�m not interested in playing your serial killer games with you,� I snarled, �just let him go. I�ll be your hostage. You don�t need him.�
He chuckled as if I was just the most adorable thing. �Alessio belongs to us. He is my nephew. And he will be staying with us long after I am required to kill you.��



Chapter Thirty
In which the unveiling of the villain is as much of a surprise to Ekaterina as it is to us.

Ekaterina�
�You�re lying. That�s sick.� I can�t believe him. I won�t. This monster with a forgettable face is lying to me.�
�It�s quite true, Alessio�s father is my brother, Domenico. A failure,� he spat, the first emotion I�ve seen from him. �He was our deepest placement into the Toscano famiglia. He thought he�d fallen in love with Francesca. His child blinded him to his true purpose.�
�Giovanni�s been searching for Domenico for years,� I said, �where have you been hiding him?�
Milo gives me a condescending stare, the visual version of a pat on the head. �He had to pay for his disloyalty. His weakness.��
�You killed your own brother?� I�m nauseated, and so grateful that Alessio is still asleep.�
�Please, do not bother with the shock and horror,� he chides me. �You come from a Bratva family, what would your Pakhan do in the face of such disloyalty?�
I think of Yuri, trying to imagine what Maksim would do. My father would kill him instantly, without a second of remorse. But Maksim? �My brother is a hard man; he�s had to be. But he wouldn�t kill his own brother. He�d find another way. You murdered your own flesh and blood because you wanted him to betray his family. His real family; his wife and child. You couldn�t just have him take a vow of silence, let him walk away?�
�I thought you were brighter,� he says, clearly disappointed. �Only a fool would say something like that.�
�You�ll forgive me if your low opinion isn�t particularly emotionally scarring,� I retort, before pressing my lips together.
Shut up, you idiot! You need to keep him talking, I thought.
�So, all of this, the destruction, killing all those innocent people, this is just to take over the Toscano murder industry?�
�Just?� he repeats in disbelief, �Just? This is our life�s purpose. This is the singular focus of two generations of Costa men and women.�
�At least you�re an equal opportunity organization,� I said before wanting to slap myself across the back of the head. �This is a big world, full of people who other people want dead, Milo. You could co-exist without spending all your time and resources attempting to bring my husband down. I can promise you, he has more allies than you do, and it�s going to cost far more than you want to pay.�
�We�ve been in the shadow of fools like your husband for too long,� he says implacably. �There can be only one.�
It takes everything in me to keep from retorting, �A Highlander fan, eh?��
�You�ve been fuming all this time that the Toscanos are so� shiny, so flashy and you think it�s undignified, correct? What happens if the Costas do prevail and become the undisputed merchants of death? Your mystery is gone. Everyone knows who you are. Your greatest asset - hiding in plain sight - is no longer possible. And then, you�re just like the famiglia you claim to despise.�
Milo is perfectly still, watching me expressionlessly. But I can see the fury rising in him from the twitch of his fingertips and his jaw tightening.
�Let�s say the Costa mafia are now the kings of Murder Planet,� I continued. �And then, everyone - the Yakuza, the Brazilian Death Cartel, the Soweto Guild - comes after you instead of the Toscano mafia.
How much of your resources have you already wasted trying to destroy them?�
He�s calmed himself down from his initial anger with me, sitting with a look of polite inquiry as if we�re chatting about whether to serve chicken or fish for dinner.
Alessio begins to stir, and I do not want Milo in here. I don�t want him talking to my nephew, frightening and confusing him.
�Please. Alessio is special. He can�t be part of your world,� I said urgently. �He can never be what you want and it will destroy him. I am begging you, just let him go. I will do everything in my power to get Giovanni to pull back from that side of the business. You don�t need to do this.�
�He belongs to our family,� Milo says, rising and brushing off his sleeve.
�He�s a four-year-old boy with autism,� I say coldly, trying to shove down my rising panic. �You�ve already killed his father. Don�t destroy Alessio. He�s an innocent. Doesn�t your guild have any standards?�
He smiles, and now his bland face is alive with malice. �For innocents? No one is innocent in this world, not even the children. Whether you live or die is by our will alone.�
�And you wonder why your brother wanted to leave your famiglia,� I snap back, instantly sorry that I had to have the last word.
He shuts the door and I hear the heavy click of a lock, and I�m left alone with my Alessio, now awake, confused, and terrified.

Giovanni�
�It�s the motherfucking Costa mafia? Those insignificant fucks?� Dario is raging around the study.
�Apparently not so insignificant if we didn�t discover their intentions before now,� I remind him. �Focus on finding where they�re holding Ekaterina and Alessio, now that we know where they�re storing the C4.�
�And pray it�s not in the same fucking place,� he groans. �How did that weaselly fuck know Ekaterina had a GPS chip?�
�At this point, we must assume he knows everything. We�ve been compromised, and we can�t know how much he�s uncovered. Maksim and Yuri just landed,� I said, �they already had fifty men in London helping The Corporation with an issue. They�re on their way as well.�
I may be the picture of calm, but inside I was raging, screaming, and wanting to tear everything in the room apart. They took Ekaterina. They took Alessio, a child. I will slaughter every Costa over the age of eighteen if they were harmed.
Thoughts of the myriad of ways they could torment my wife and nephew rise in excruciatingly clear detail and I force them away. Not now, I reminded myself, this is the time to focus.
Francesca is sitting in one of the chairs by the fireplace, silently rocking, her arms wrapped around a throw pillow. Dario knelt in front of her.�
�We�ll find Alessio, I promise. He�s with Ekaterina, you know she�ll do anything to keep him safe.��
Tightening my grip on the desk, I stop myself from throwing my laptop across the room, fighting my rage and terror. Because he�s right, my wife would do anything for Alessio, including giving her life if necessary.

The only person colder and more controlled than I am is Maksim Morozov, and he strides into the entry hall vibrating with rage.
�Brother, how are you doing?� He puts his hand on my shoulder.�
�I�m ready to kill every Costa in Italy,� I said. �But first, we must find Ekaterina and Alessio.�
�Let�s get to work,� Yuri says calmly, exchanging a look with Maksim. �Who do you have going through traffic camera surveillance?�
�One of my Capos, Tommaso, and his team,� I said, leading them down the hall. �There�s also footage from two security drones we flew over the vineyard.�
�Good,� Yuri said. �I�ll join them, with your permission. I�ve made some calls to contacts who might be able to access footage from a couple of weather satellites that were over the region at the time.� Carlo escorts him to Tommaso�s team and Maksim joins me in the study.�
�We believe Ekaterina and Alessio are close,� I tell him. �They had less than ten minutes to get them out of the winery, so we had time to lock down the easiest ways to leave Naples.�
Walking over to take Francesca�s hand, I nod toward Maksim. �This is Ekaterina�s brother, Maksim Morozov, he and his brother are here to help us. Maksim, this is my sister and Alessio�s mother.�
He hitches his trousers to kneel beside her chair. �My sister talks about Alessio constantly, I know she cares for you both, very much. He could not be in better hands right now. I know this is a small comfort, but he�s not alone.�
�I know,� she rubs her reddened eyes. �She makes my boy feel safe.�
�Let me turn off this lamp,� I say, �try to get some rest. Stay here with us, you�ll hear any news first, but you do need to sleep so you can be ready for Alessio, yes?�
�I� yes, you�re right,� she agrees, settling more comfortably. �I�ll do that.�
�Good.� I kiss her forehead and pull a cashmere throw over her. Losing her husband nearly destroyed her. I�m not sure she�ll survive losing her son.
Will I survive losing Ekaterina? I thought.

Maksim and I shift through reports coming in from my people all over Italy, with Yuri dropping in every now and then with updates from the surveillance footage.
�One of the delivery vans from your uncle�s restaurant left the vineyard five minutes before Francesca came in to report them missing,� he says, pulling up the grainy images of the van racing through the gates leaving the bodies of the guards sprawled on the ground. �That�s the only vehicle that came or left within the time frame.�
�Carlo,� I said, �get the manager from the restaurant. Find out who had access to the delivery vans.��
�Don Toscano?� Martina�s at the door, she�s been cooking in a frenzy, feeding everyone in the house. �There are people here from Il Boschetto, they say they�re bringing food to you?� She is clearly offended by this. The Toscano estate has always been under her culinary command.
�I didn�t request the food,� I said, �but it is a kind gesture.�
Milo speaks from behind her, carrying a huge tray and edging past her and into the room. �Forgive me, Signore Toscano. We wanted to help and we�� He made a helpless gesture with his free hand. �This was the only thing we could do.�
�It�s very kind of you,� I said, trying to hold off my irritation with the interruption. �Martina, would you show them to the kitchen?� She gives me a look of betrayal and leads Milo away.
�Gio?� Francesca throws off the blanket and hurries over to me. �Who is that man?�
�Milo?� I ask, �He�s a waiter at Uncle Sal�s restaurant.�
Pulling her phone out of her pocket, she rapidly scrolls through her photos. �I don�t have many pictures of Domenico from before we� well, before us. But this was one I found between the pages of a book he was reading just before he disappeared.�
She holds it up, and I groan. It�s a picture of a much younger Domenico, with his arm thrown over the shoulder of Milo.
�Carlo,� I pull my gun from the desk drawer and stride over to him. �Block the gate, don�t let Milo and his group leave. Don�t let anyone touch that food. Sweep the containers for explosives. Get him back here now!�

Ekaterina�
�Cold.�
It�s the only word Alessio has said since he regained consciousness, and I wrap my arms and legs around him like a fortress.�
�I know, it�s chilly down here, isn�t it? We�ll snuggle together and share body heat.� Keeping my voice calm and even is getting harder. I don�t know how to prepare him for what�s happening. Do I promise Giovanni will be here soon? What if he�s not? What if these zlyye ukoly, these evil pricks take him from me? I must convince Milo to let me stay with Alessio.
�Home. Mamma.�
My throat�s thick, it takes everything to stop the tears that want to overflow from my eyes and join his. �I know sweetheart. I want to go home and see your mamma, too. We have to stay here for a little while, but your Uncle Giovanni will come for us.� I nod firmly because I know he will.�
I sing some simple tunes to Alessio, teaching him the words and easy finger movements to go with the song. He won�t sing with me, but he hums a bit and I�m happy with that.
Please, Gio. Please find us. I feel you. I know you�re close.



Chapter Thirty-One
In which the tide is high.

Giovanni�
Milo is stripped to the waist, hands tightly cuffed above him, and hanging from a hook in the ceiling. The men who were with him are being interrogated in another room by Maksim, and I almost feel sorry for the poor bastards.
�We don�t use these cellar rooms much,� I said, taking off my jacket and tie. �It seems� tactless to bring my work home with me.� His bland, brown eyes are following me, but he�s silent. �However, because you were helpful enough to come here, it does make it so much easier.�
His legs are spread and shackled to iron rings set in the floor.�
�It�s a bit medieval, as you can see,� I commented, strolling over to the racks of devices meant to shred a man�s body and soul. �And quite effective.� I pick up a power drill, examining the long, lethal-looking tip. �In the interests of saving time, I am willing to give you the chance to simply tell me where my wife and nephew are.�
His forgettable face is still expressionless, but I see the glint of satisfaction in his eyes.
�We picked up the three bugs you placed before they activated,� I continued, �it�s so much more inconvenient having to find a way into my home, rather than stealing all your information at my uncle�s restaurant, isn�t it?� I think of Uncle Sal, his chest heaving as he tried to protect us one last time by warning us that it was Milo.�
�How long did you work at Il Boschetto, Paolo?� I asked. �That must have torn at you, having to serve your betters, snapping up scraps of information.�
His fingers twitched when I used his real name, but that was all.�
�Paolo Costa. Both your father and grandfather are dead. It�s just you now, struggling for greatness.� Opening the case of dental drills and picks, I hold up the longest one, watching it gleam in the low light.�
�Do take your time,� Paolo says pleasantly. �Of course, your wife and nephew don�t have much of it left together. I was considering killing her slowly in front of him. The boy needs some backbone. Have you all been raised to be soft and weak?�
I nod and my guards wrestle open his mouth with a steel device that can be cranked wide enough to stretch his jaw until it breaks. But I just need his mouth open enough to go to work.
Leaning close, I smile pleasantly. �If you do decide to talk, just tap your foot three times.�

An hour later�
I�m still extracting teeth from this bland fucking bastard when one of Maksim�s men comes in, whispering in my ear. Nodding, I dismiss him and send Carlo out to gather the troops.
Taking the metal device out of his mouth, I grin at the torrent of blood flowing between his slack lips. �I�ll be honest,� I say, lifting his head by his hair, wet with gore, and sweat. �I knew it was unlikely you�d answer any of my questions, at least this quickly. I was� merely enjoying myself while my associate got the information needed out of your men.�
He huffed out a wet chuckle. �They know nothing.�
�You, I�m sure, wouldn�t trust just one source, and nor did we,� I said pleasantly, picking up the hammer. It was good quality and extremely heavy. �We�ve wired your own C4 in all three of your warehouses, your jewelry store, your brothel - though we got the ladies out first, of course - and your ancestral home.�
I swing the hammer experimentally, feeling the heft and balance. �Oh, and the wine cellar under your burned-out house on the north side of Ischia Island, where you are keeping my wife and nephew� once I have them, it�s the last thing of yours that will go up in a ball of fire.��
If my hate were an element, it would be a blaze to burn this bastard from the inside out.�
Leaning close, I am vibrating with my need to cut off every one of his fingers for daring to lay his hands on my family. �I�ll be back so we can discuss this unfortunate situation further. But know this. When I�m finished with you, no one will ever want to speak of the Costas again. And very soon, your name, your men, and your reputation will be dead and buried. Just like you.�
Raising the hammer, I take enormous pleasure in the swing that tears apart his left knee. �This is for Salvatore Toscano.� With another swing, I decimate the right one. �This is for my nephew.��
Paolo screams in agony, an unimaginably high pitch as his legs collapse and he hangs limply from his chains.
I swing the hammer one last time, using all my strength to bring it up between his legs.�
�And this is for my wife.�
It�s not enough, it will do for now. Ekaterina and Alessio are waiting for me.

Ekaterina�
Alessio is crying silently and I want to join him. The room is growing colder by the minute and faintly, I can hear waves crashing against rock. I know we�re underground, but how close are we to the sea? The rocks are damp and covered with patches of moss. I wonder how high the tide rises here.
Milo wouldn�t leave his nephew in here to drown, surely. Not after being so obsessed with capturing him. Or did I convince him too well that Alessio could never become one of his monsters?
�Malen'kaya zvezda, little star, I�m going to rub your arms and legs to warm up, okay? I promise it does help. Let�s sing �Stella Stellina� again.� I run my hands up and down his skinny arms, wishing for the thousandth time I had something warmer to give him. I already took off my flimsy sundress and wrapped it around him, but it�s not enough. The cold of the stone is searing through my thin undies, but I have far more padding than Alessio.�
�Star little star
The night is drawing near
The flame is wobbling��
�Will you sing with me, sweetheart?� I�m rubbing his legs now, frightened at the blue tinge on his lips. He�s such a small boy, even for his age, and so thin.
His rusty, tiny voice pipes up. �Stella, stellina� La notte s�avvicina��
I join in on the next verse, trying to wrap my useless dress around him more tightly.�
Please, Giovanni� I thought, desperately refusing to cry, please hurry.

I was right about the tide.�
I can hear the rhythmic, sucking gurgle as the water rises, washing into the hallway outside and back again. With each wave, I hear it coming closer. The floor in here is sagging in one corner, and I suspect the water will creep in from there first, salty, icy fingers reaching toward us until they grasp our legs, our arms and finally embrace us completely.�
My chain is too short to try to swim to the top once the room fills with water, but maybe I can put Alessio on my shoulders. I want to pound on the door, to remind Milo there�s a child in here, but my chain is too short to reach it. I had pulled violently on the link buried in the rock, trying to pull it free until my grunting and struggles frightened Alessio, and I stopped.
The water surfaces in a corner, bubbling up between the stones and I rock him in my arms, turning my back to it so he doesn�t see. The steady ebb and flow of our eventual end sounds closer with each minute.
�Uncle.� It�s the barest whisper from his hoarse little voice and nothing has ever hurt this much. Alessio shouldn�t be here. He should be home. He should never know things like this can happen.
�He�s coming, malen'kaya zvezda. Uncle Giovanni will be here soon,� I promise.�
There�s the sound of a body hitting the wood and iron door, hard enough that the whole thing shakes in its frame. I pull Alessio closer to me, trying to think of anything I can use as a weapon. Can I strangle them with the chain attached to my ankle? Can I-
The door slams open and a huge surge of seawater roars in, followed by Giovanni. Dario�s just behind him and I lift Alessio up. �Don�t let him get wet!�
Maksim is next, splashing through the knee-deep water, and pulls out his gun. �Turn your face away, Ekaterina. I�m going to shoot the chain to break it. We don�t have much time.�
Giovanni cages me in his long arms and legs, his broad chest blocking me from the stone chips that fly when my brother shoots the chain loose. Ripping off his jacket, Giovanni wraps it around me and I have never been so grateful. He lifts me in his arms and he�s squeezing me a little too tightly and kissing my forehead as he takes me away, splashing through the seawater.

�How did you find us?�
I�m wrapped in Giovanni�s bathrobe after a bath nearly hot enough to blister and buried under a pile of blankets that make me forget what cold even feels like.�
Martina brought up a pot of tea a few minutes ago and anxiously asked me if I needed more blankets. I could barely get my face out of the mountain of wool and silk long enough to tell her this was plenty.
�It was Francesca,� he says, lifting me and my blankets onto his lap. �We knew it was the Costa mafia, but when Milo brought in food from the restaurant-�
�He was the one who kidnapped us!� I interrupt, �It didn�t even occur to me to not trust him, even after we knew they had someone on the inside.�
�Milo is actually Paolo Costa, he worked as a waiter at the restaurant for years,� he shakes his head. �He bragged about his patience. He siphoned off enough information over the years to sell us out or undercut us on certain deals. He even got a copy of the building plans for the Monaco Casino from a business meeting we held there with an investor. They knew exactly where to place the charges and how to avoid security.�
�He�s also Domenico�s brother,� I said bitterly. �He took Alessio because he wanted to mold him into the same kind of monster he was.�
�Francesca recognized him when he pretended to bring in food for everyone as a distraction so he could place recording devices in the villa,� Giovanni explains. �Domenico had a picture of the two of them as teenagers in a book on his bedside table. She kept it because she didn�t have any photos of him before their life together.�
�We have to tell Francesca how much he loved her,� I said, �Milo - I mean Paolo - told me he murdered Domenico because he loved her and their son. He wanted to leave the Costa famiglia to be with them and Paolo killed him for it. He didn�t run away.�
Giovanni hands me the mug of tea. �Drink.�
I rest my head against his thick chest. His skin is always so wonderfully hot and never more welcome than tonight. �Where is that zlyye ukoly now?�
His entire face darkens, like a shadow over the sun. �He�s downstairs in our cellar. Tomorrow, when you�ve rested, I�d like to ask you to stay with Alessio for a few minutes.�
�I�m not sure he�s going to want to let his mom out of his sight, but I can,� I said. �What�s happening?�
�Francesca is more like me than I knew,� he admits. �She wants to finish him herself.�
�Revenge for taking Alessio, and revenge for her husband,� I said. �It makes sense. If it helps her move on, all the better.��
He shifts his weight again and I feel weak, needy. Is he anxious to get back downstairs? �I know you have so much to do right now,� I admit, �but could you just� please stay with me tonight?�
Giovanni turns my chin up to look at him. How could he be so beautiful? His eyes are gold like autumn leaves tonight, and his smile is tender. �Sweet love, you could not make me leave. I love you, and I�ll be here as you fall asleep and holding you still when you wake up.�
He wraps his body around mine, like a fortress and I burrow in. �I love you too,� I whisper, �so much. Thank you for coming for me.�
�Sleep, tesoro,� he says, kissing me. �I�ll be here.�



Epilogue
In which there are dolphins, boat 

Ekaterina�
Six months later�
[image: ]
�Auntie Kata, I ready.�
�It�s I�m ready, Alessio,� I said, smiling down at his elfin face.
�You ready,� he nodded.
�No, sweetheart, I meant- never mind,� I laughed. �Are you ready to go see the dolphins and the manatees?��
�Yes!� he shouted. So much noise from a boy who used to be silent. It�s wonderful.
Taking his hand, we walk down to the dock where Giovanni�s boat waits. Not his monster yacht, but a new, sleek, white X-line X60 cabin cruiser that can be handled by my husband alone without his big crew of deckhands.�
Gio is already on board, flipping switches and warming up the engines. We invited Francesca along, but she violently shook her head.
�I can get seasick if I just look at the water too long from the shore,� she said. �Go ahead and have fun. I might work on my new painting.� Alessio�s lovely artistic skills came from his mother, who�d given up painting years ago. Now that he was doing so much better, she was rediscovering some of her old passions, too.
�Unca Gio!� Alessio cheers, racing down the dock. Giovanni hooks him around the waist, swinging him up before he plunges into the water.�
�Slow down,� he laughs. �Momentum can be a dangerous thing. Do you have your art supplies?�
Alessio nods and points at me. I�m loaded down like a pack mule with his big kit of paints and brushes and sketch pads.
�Good morning tesoro,� Giovanni murmurs, kissing me before relieving me of my baggage. �Lunch is already on board. Do we need anything else?�
�We�re ready,� I said, smoothing my hands down his blue linen shirt. There are a couple of buttons undone and I can see his sculpted pectorals and one of his tattoos, a sea serpent, curling along his abdomen. Why does he always have to look so good? It�s impossible to concentrate on anything but him when he�s always making me wet.
He leans closer, inhaling deeply and I blush with a groan. �I very much hope Alessio needs a nap sooner than later,� he whispers into my ear, �because I will need to throw your legs over my shoulders and eat you out.�
Sagging against him, I groan, �You�re killing me.�
�Only from la petite mort, I promise you,� he promises before biting my earlobe.
Once I have Alessio strapped into his life jacket, we�re off.�
�The Sorrento Coast is the perfect place to see the bottlenose dolphins,� Giovanni explains, �and if we�re lucky, maybe a herd of manatees.� He�s piloting the boat expertly in the shallows around the island and angling out toward the coastline. �Alessio, what do you call a group of dolphins?�
�A pod.� Alessio says seriously, �A pod of dolphins.�
�You�re right!� I praise him, �And there are over forty species, can you imagine?��
It�s taken a long time for Alessio to be comfortable out in the bright sunlight, and though I thought coaxing him onto our new boat would be difficult, he was instantly fascinated and wanted to explore it all.�
Now, Gio takes him on his lap and points out something in the waves ahead of us and all I can do is soak in the moment, the look of them together and my husband�s protective arm around Alessio�s skinny body. We�re still working on adding more foods to his limited diet, but he has gained 4.5 kilos in the last few months.
The sun�s glinting off the water as Giovanni slows the boat and I see the sleek, gleaming bodies of the dolphins diving in and out of the waves. Leaning closer to Alessio, I show off some of my research from the night before, pointing out the babies. �See the fetal folds, those lines down their side? The babies grow in their mommy�s tummy with their tail fluke and dorsal fin folded over. Can you imagine how squished you would feel?�
He shakes his head, laughing a little.
�This talk of babies is making me think about putting one inside you,� Giovanni whispers diabolically, smoothing his hand over my stomach. He chuckles, enjoying my little whimper, and pulls his hand away to point something out to Alessio.�
My husband is so patient with him, not pushing him on the days he�s having trouble using words, and when Alessio is close to melting down, he�ll fold up his long, long legs and crawl into his magical night tent with him. He�ll put our nephew on his lap and listen raptly as Alessio points out all the stars hanging down from the ceiling and the name of each one. He�s going to be an amazing father and the thought makes my knees weaken.
As if he can read my mind, Giovanni looks at me, a slow visual survey of every inch of me in my red bikini before winking and grinning in the filthiest possible way. We anchor the boat in the shallows and eat lunch with our legs dangling over the side as Alessio has a serious discussion about whether dolphins can fly. Just as my husband predicted, he falls asleep a few minutes later in my lap.
Picking him up easily, Gio whispers, �I�ll get him settled in the cabin,� leaving me to watch my husband�s perfect ass as he heads down the stairs.
I settle in the cushioned bow of the boat, staring up at the azure sky. �How did I get so lucky?� I whispered.�
�What�s that, tesoro?� He�s back, sliding in behind me and settling me between his legs.
I put my hand on top of his, resting against my bare stomach. �I was asking the universe how I could have such a fortunate life.�
�Hmm�� he links my fingers with his longer ones. �And what did the universe tell you?�
Laughing, I roll over to straddle him. �It said it would have to get back to me.�
�Good,� he growled, making my toes curl, �because I have plans for you.�
Those plans, apparently, include stripping off my bikini and burying his head between my legs.�
�Stop wiggling,� he said, pressing my thighs wider apart. His long fingers tighten on my knees, holding me in place as his tongue circles lazily around my clitoris. The sun beats down on us as his hot mouth closes over my center, shamelessly slurping my pussy, pulling and biting. Sliding my fingers through his dark hair, I scratch his scalp lazily, trying to fight my shyness and keep my legs open for him. When his lips fasten around my clitoris and pull, I shriek, sitting upright and bucking my hips against him.
His forearm, thick with muscle, lands against my hips and holds me down as his tongue plays against my swollen and painfully sensitive pearl. When he slides two fingers up inside me, scissoring and stretching me, I come with a soundless gasp, my poor hips desperately wanting to push up and bring me against his mouth again.�
There�s something about Giovanni�s fingers when they�re inside me, they�re harder, sharper than his gorgeous cock and the orgasms they pull from me are faster and overwhelming. I can see his biceps flex and bulge, the tendons in his forearm stand out as he fingers me harder and I�m trying to pull away. It's too much far too much but my evil husband doesn�t stop until he�s dragged two more orgasms from me.
His shadow covers me as he rises to kiss me, shoving his tongue in my mouth and making me taste myself. I nearly died of embarrassment the first time he did that, but now it�s wildly erotic, the proof of what he can do to me so easily.
�What do you want, baby?� he grins, kissing me again.�
�I want to squeeze your ass while you�re in me,� I mumble.
�What was that? I couldn�t quite hear you.�
Groaning, I try to be brave. �I want you to- to put your cock inside me,� I manage, �I want to squeeze your perfect ass while you make me come again.�
The effect of my weak little speech is deeply gratifying and I immediately see the benefits of frank sexual communication when he throws my legs over his shoulders, freeing his cock from his shorts and sliding deep inside me.�
He�s stretching me in such unimaginable ways. He belongs there, inside me, blazing and hard, making me so much wetter until my slick smears against his belly and thighs, soaks against his cock, and makes his skin slide along mine. I suck in another gasp of air as he groans.
I could not have imagined this in my virginal dreams - the feeling of my husband inside me, hot and so wide. His arms holding me securely and his face buried in my neck, growling occasionally with a rumble that sends sparks like lightning up my spine. His hand slides down to grasp my ass again, squeezing it with an unexpected gentleness even as he begins driving us both toward our finish.
Every part of me feels like I�m alight, some dazzling energy inside that crackled and sparked and began coalescing into the center of me, cycling around where I was joined with Giovanni and then with a scream, I come and it all flares back out again as he groans and his heat soaks me.�
�Auntie��
�Oh, my god!� I gasp while Giovanni laughs, that heartless swine, his cock moving and flexing inside me and making me wish we had time for another round. I throw on my swimsuit at the speed of light and hurry as fast as my unsteady legs can carry me down the stairs to the darkened cabin.
�Hey, malen'kaya zvezda, did you have a nice rest?�
His sleepy face smiles up at me sweetly. �Dream. Seagulls squawking louder and louder.�
I cringe so hard that my head nearly disappears into my shoulders and my truly unpleasant spouse is laughing again.
We head back to the island, a little sunburned and happy as Alessio talks about the dolphins and shows me pictures of his flying pod. Francesca is waiting for us on the dock, her hand shading her eyes from the sun.
�Did you have fun, my sweet boy?� she asks him as I wrestle him out of his life jacket.
�Mamma! Look! I show you�� She swings him up onto her hip and climbs the stone stairs cut into the cliff as he holds up his sketch pad. They turn to wave at us at the top and suddenly, there are tears shimmering in my eyes at how beautiful they are. Not for the first time, I wonder what it would be like to hold Giovanni�s child in my arms like that.
His long arms slide around my waist and I relax against his chest, still hot from the sun. �Are you tired, tesoro?� He�s nuzzling my neck and I can feel my nipples harden shamefully fast.
�Not that tired,� I say hopefully, and suddenly he�s all business.
�Good,� he says briskly, �I�m taking you over to the mainland, there�s a dress for you down in the cabin.�
�Oh? Okay�� I change and by the time I join him back on deck, we�re pulling into a boat slip in the harbor in Naples, not far from Uncle Sal�s restaurant. The family decided it was important to keep it open - after a thorough check of the staff, of course.
One of Giovanni�s men is waiting for us in the standard black SUV at the dock, and he helps me in the back.�
�Where are we going?� I ask, kissing my handsome man�s cheek, �Dinner at Uncle Sal�s?�
�Not today,� he says mysteriously.�
When we pull up in front of a beautiful old building painted a creamy yellow with green shutters, Giovanni opens my door, escorting me into the place. The huge windows in front make the main room bright and cheerful. There�s richly textured teak flooring that flows through the next several rooms. Some are smaller, classroom size, and others are open-air spaces with comfortable furniture gathered in small groupings. There�s a huge art space with excellent light, and three smaller rooms that are painted soothing blues.�
�Those would make amazing sensory spaces,� I said, poking my head in one door to examine the layout.
�I�m glad you see the potential,� he said, with that infuriating, enigmatic smile.�
Back in the main area, I turn in a circle, enjoying how lovely it is, and how welcoming. �Is this for one of your new business ventures?�
�No,� Giovanni said, leaning against a table. �It�s for yours.� He pulls a folded piece of paper out of his pocket and smooths it out on the tabletop.�
�You brought along my new life list?�
�When you trusted me enough to share this with me,� he said, �I knew it was time to share in some of your goals. This building has the right kind of layout and design to make an excellent resource center and school for young adults with autism. When you told me how underserved that population was, this seemed like the perfect project for you.�
My mouth is moving but I can�t seem to find the words.
�This is your passion, tesoro, and I want to help you make this something that can change the future for hundreds of these kids. I have designers and an architect lined up for you. They�re waiting for your plans on how to make this place come alive.�
If I didn�t know better, I would think the supremely confident, composed Don Toscano was a little nervous, but then he slides into a sly grin when he sees my happiness. �What do you think?�
�I think�� I turn in a circle, �I think I don�t deserve you and this is so perfect and there is so much we can do here and if we move the main reception area to-�
Scooping me up, Giovanni laughs uproariously. �Everything, just as you want, my little visionary.��
He kisses me. He kisses me so hard that my toes curl and I wrap my arms around his neck and kiss him back. There�s laughter and a round of applause outside the open door and we turn to see our family clustered there.
�For the love of god,� Dario groans. �Is there ever a moment in the day that you two don�t have your mouths fused together?�
�Like kissing fish,� Alessio volunteers.
Smoothing my hand over the back of my beautiful man�s hair, I decide to ignore Dario�s whining and kiss Giovanni again. And again. And again, until suddenly the sidewalk outside is empty.
�I think we traumatized your brother for life,� I whisper.
�He�ll get over it,� he said heartlessly. �Come, we�re on a schedule. We�re meeting the family at Uncle Sal�s restaurant in one hour and we still must christen this place.�
�I�m guessing you don�t mean with a priest and holy water?� I tease him.
Giovanni�s eyes darken like a storm sweeping over the bay. �I have a much better idea.� His big hands slide down my hips, squeezing and stroking. �And it is far from holy.�



What Comes Next After Happily Ever After?




Life in the Toscano Mafia is never simple, so what happens to Ekaterina and Giovanni after Happily Ever After?
Find an extended epilogue here, set six months in the future.





And what about Dario?



Let�s be honest, the man is a loose cannon. When he heads to Germany to take out �The Cannibal,� he discovers something far more challenging than just a guy with an unusual diet.
Read his story in Deconstructed � An Arranged Marriage Mafia Romance live on Amazon, September 1, 2023.



A Favor, Please?

Thank you for sharing Giovanni and Ekaterina�s adventures! If you enjoyed their story, could I ask you to leave a review? Your thoughts are the lifeblood for an independent author. Thank you, truly!

Are you interested in Maksim and Ella Morozov�s story? Find it here, Book One of the Morozov Bratva Saga.
Yuri and Tania Morozov�s torrid tale is Book Two, it can be found here.



Free Books!

Join my email list and I'll shamelessly bribe you with a free book. You can download your free copy of The Reluctant Spy - A Dark Mafia Romance here.

I'm too lazy to spam you, so you'll only see an email pop up when there's giveaways or a new release, like Deconstructed - An Arranged Marriage Mafia Romance, Book Two in Toscano Mafia Saga, which will be released September 1, 2023 on Amazon.
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When she's not interviewing superheroes and villains, Arianna lives in the western US with her twin boys, obstreperous little daughter, and sleep-deprived husband.
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Books By This Author
Mistaken - An Arranged Marriage Bratva Romance

What happens after a mistaken identity, a kidnapping, and a terrifying chase through the woods?


Something much worse. Marriage.


Maksim Morozov is the billionaire Bratva King of New York City. He takes what he wants. Unfortunately, that includes me. That�s what happens when you�re in the wrong place at the right time.


He thinks he will keep me locked up in his penthouse like a princess in a tower. He thinks I�m a commodity to be used, like the other women raised in his world.


What's worse? Maksim Morozov wants to own me, body and soul.


So, in the weeks between a Christmas wedding and Valentine's Day, he�s about to find out that owning me is not going to be that easy.


Mistaken - An Arranged Marriage Bratva Romance contains dark themes and is for 18+ readers only.
Bedazzled - An Arranged Marriage Bratva Romance

I wanted Tania. She was light. She was the lynchpin that kept me from flying into madness.


My father taught Maksim and me with fists and cruelty that we were not allowed to want anything more than the life we were born into.


Tania showed me there could be more for me. But when I was kidnapped and tortured by a rival mob, I came out of it a different man.


I was a fool. I'm covered in scars and now I truly see my place in the Morozov Bratva. There's no room there for happiness. There's no room there for her. But I can't let her go.
Hellion - An Arranged Marriage Bratva Romance

How could I marry the granddaughter of the monster who murdered my entire family?


After I took my revenge on the patriarch of the O'Connell mob, there was only one choice. Marry Aisling O'Connell and solidify my new empire. Even if I have to drag her kicking and screaming to the altar. And after seeing the rage and hate in her green eyes, I know that's exactly how this is going to turn out.


She has every reason to hate me. But she's still going to be mine.
The Reluctant Bride: A Dark Mafia Romance

Wait. What do you mean, my dad gave me to you?


I was ready for a fresh start in England, a career with the London Symphony Orchestra. But my father's "underperforming" company is bought out by The Corporation. Suddenly, I'm being told I'm marrying the tall and terrifying Thomas Williams, because dad would rather trade me to keep control of his company. Thomas tells me that it "looks better" to be a married man as his organized crime empire starts a partnership with the Russian Bratva Syndicate.


Really?


I'm a wife. I have a giant diamond ring to prove it... and a husband who can be kind in one moment and scary in the next. And there's car chases, and assassination attempts. There's a body in my cello case! Who has a marriage like this?


But by the time we're in St. Petersburg and surrounded by new friends and old enemies, my gorgeous, terrifying husband might just need me.


The Reluctant Bride is a Dark Mafia Romance and is 18+ only. It can be read as a stand-alone with no cheating and a HEA.
The Reluctant Spy: A Dark Mafia Romance

Maura MacLaren - mousey, dowdy, and very, very good with technology - is a perfect Corporation employee. Brilliant at her job, smart enough to know to keep her head down, and in debt to the criminal enterprise that gave her a chance when her past left her with nowhere to turn. But this puts her under the watchful eye of the Corporation's diabolical, gorgeous, and utterly unforgiving Second in Command, James Pine.


Pine has been sent by the head office in London to be sure nothing will go wrong with the Corporation's largest deal to date. The last thing a man in his dangerous position needs are feelings, or surprises. Especially feelings for a nerdy underling who is turning out to be full of surprises, including a sensually submissive nature that Pine finds too compelling to resist. But Pine is as cold-hearted as he is handsome and he never denies himself what he wants.


But when Maura's darkest secret puts her life and Pine's deal in danger, they both find themselves shocked at the sensual depths he will drag her to for revenge. And the lengths he will go to in order to save her life.


The Reluctant Spy can be read as a stand-alone with a HEA and no cheating. It is a dark romance meant for 18+ readers only.
Blood Brothers - Captive Blood 1: A Dark Vampire Romance

"It'll be good for you," he said. "The stalker will never find you there." My agent sends me to stay on an Oregon mountaintop, cared for by a surly handyman named Steve, who looks like a supermodel ... lumberjack ... Greek God sort of guy.

I'm supposed to feel safe here? I keep having all these dreams ... dreams where Lumberjack Steve is biting me. Now, I'm losing time. Losing blood.

And I think it's possible my stalker is closer than I thought.
The Birdcage - Captive Blood 2: A Dark Vampire Romance

Black Heart keeps me in the Birdcage, high above the blasted remains of the earth after the Night Brethren plunged us into darkness. At the gate of his mansion, the Shadows wait to tear screaming humans into pieces of blood and bone. In the Birdcage, the vampire who keeps me is growing impatient. What does he want? My blood? My soul? I don't have long to decide whether to take my chances with the Shadows or find out what Black Heart intends to do.


To make it worse? He's not the only monster who wants me.

The Birdcage is a dark romance meant for 18+ readers only.
Mr. and Mrs. Ari Levinsky Invite You To... The Worst Wedding Ever

Heather's given to Mafia King Ari Levinsky in an arranged marriage to create an alliance with her terrible mobster dad. She's supposed to be touring Europe after graduating from college, but before she can blink she's standing at the altar trying to read her vows in... Aramaic? Heather's new husband is gigantic; tall, muscled, terrifying, and loud. And she doesn't even get to pick out her own wedding dress! Then, it's on to a romantic beach honeymoon, with so much double-crossing, and she finds the only way to outsmart her scary, ridiculously hot husband... is to out-sex him.


Mr. and Mrs. Ari Levinsky Invite You to... the Worst Wedding Ever is for 18+ readers only.
I Love the Way You Lie: Loki, the God of Lies and Mischief - A Dark Romance

A nameless princess: innocent, damaged and very lethal. A ruthless king with the power of a god. And trouble, lots of it.

When King Loki of Asgard takes the daughter of the Dark Elven Queen captive, he not only strips an enemy of a powerful weapon, but gains for himself a wife. Now the newly named and wed Queen Ingrid must learn to survive the perils of court life, the wages of war, and most dangerous of all, her seductive husband's bed.

"I Love the Way You Lie" is a Dark Loki romance for 18+ readers only.
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New Life List (updated):
. Help Alessio
2. Help Francesca

3. Dont Freok out. Barone is dead He con't hurt
anyone else.
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2. Punch a jerk in the Face.
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The "How Could This Happen? List:
1. Giovanni's casino blew up.

2. | nearly got raped and murdered.
3. | murdered him First.

4 That's the First person Ive ever kiled.
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5 Steal a 6POY‘+6 car.
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G. Get into the most exclusive
club in Paris wearina a virﬂ-aﬂe
Chanel dress.
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3. Go skinny-dipping in the
Fontaine des Quatre Parties
du Monde Fountain.
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4. Watch the sea turtles’ eqgs
hatch on the beach in the
Gdapagos Islands.
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New Life List (second Update):
L Open Autism rescurce center.
2. Have lots of sex with Giovanni

3. Be grateful every day that Im diive and in love.
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New Life List:
L Apclogize to my security detail
2. Find a passion - maybe an autism school? A charity?

3. Find the source of that singing
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The I Have So Screwed Up' List

L First and most terrible, my Fiance had to spend one
hundred million Euros to get me cut of a slave auction
| will always think. of one hundred million Euros in red
Plashing lights because that is horrifying

2. He learned that Im a car thief - and based on that
botched episode with the Lamborghin, a terrible one -
which Feels even worse and a blow to my ego.

3. After being sweet to me and promising fo find
Casey, he Found out that | ditched my security detal
and ran off {0 that swine Francois, ond he had to
rescue me. Again. And he gets a krife in his shoulder
For his trouble
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Life List:
. Make out with a guy.
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