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Angie felt naked without his gun.

Slipping on his suitcoat, he missed the press of his shoulder rig—the cross of the straps over his back, the heft of his Beretta under his arm. Unlike Nick or Donnie, the don and the underboss of the Pagano Brothers, Angie didn’t regularly hobnob with the rich and famous, and he thus had no cause to be out in the world unarmed, trusting his protection to others. He was the protection. As the Pagano Brothers’ head of security and enforcement, he was rarely off the job, thus he was rarely unarmed.

Now he was both on the job and unarmed, and he felt naked. Exposed and vulnerable.

But not even the great Nick Pagano had enough pull to get his people on a commercial flight packing heat, so Angie straightened his cuffs and buttoned one button of his made-to-measure Armani, checked his look in the mirror of this Berlin hotel room, and picked up his two-suiter bag.

For now, until it was time to get dirty, he wasn’t Angelo Corti, caporegime in the Pagano Brothers Family and consigliere to Don Pagano. He was Andrew Rutland, printing company executive, looking to expand his business into Eastern Europe.

Andrew Rutland and his colleagues didn’t carry guns.

Angelo Corti and his team were going to need several. He hoped like hell they had the allies they thought they had when they landed in Kyiv.
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Tony Cioccolanti and Trey Pagano were both waiting for him in the lobby of the Grand Hyatt Berlin. Seated and in conversation, they didn’t see Angie coming, and he slowed his step and considered those two young men as he crossed the wide, echoing space. 

His team. Were they up to this job? He thought so. He fucking hoped so. Because they would all be bloody before it was done.

Angie was fully aware of his reputation. People saw him as a thug, with ice for blood, a stomach of iron, and a taste for cruelty. He’d earned that rep, and it served him well. If people believed you were willing and able to inflict any horror, if you’d proved that you were, then you rarely had to push them so far to get what you wanted.

So yes, he was capable of brutality, and when it was deserved, he felt no angst in meting it out. But he was neither cold-blooded nor, he thought, naturally cruel. The capacity for violence wasn’t really what made him good at his work, anyway. The thing that made him good was his curiosity and perception. He was a natural people-watcher and innately intuitive. He saw what was not being said. He saw where there were secrets, and he found the weaknesses to exploit and bring secrets into the light.

Since Trey Pagano had been part of the organization, Angie had studied the kid. Trey was Nick’s cousin, but the nearly forty years between their ages made them uncle and nephew—to the extent that they called each other by those terms. The very moment Nick had brought Trey in, the rumor mill had begun to churn. Though Nick hadn’t made his plans clear to anyone for years, not even his closest advisors, Angie had known almost from the start that the rumors were true: Nick wanted his young relation, should Trey prove himself worthy, to lead the family some day.

Which would have been the obvious choice, under most circumstances. Trey was the only other man in the organization that shared Nick’s blood. Nick’s father and uncle had begun the Pagano Brothers, had been the Pagano Brothers, and of course he would want his blood to continue at the helm when his own time was over. Moreover, Trey was smart and capable, and had his head straight on his shoulders. He’d make a good don when he was ready.

Il sangue non mente. Blood doesn’t lie. It was the first principle of their world. You could trust your family, your heritage, your legacy. Your line.

But Trey was not full-blooded Italian. His father’s first wife, a crazy bitch the Paganos had erased, had been some Irish-Anglo mutt. In the tradition of La Cosa Nostra—the kind of tradition that was effectively law—only full-blooded Italians could rise above associate or soldier, much less lead a family. In fact, it was deeply controversial even to make a half-blood, and those few in the world who were could never be capos.

The rumors in the early days had cast Trey as a test case; that idea was still knocked around some. Nick had a son of his own—Lorenzo, the youngest of his four children—and it was said that Nick meant to elevate Trey in order to clear a path for Ren to walk when he was ready. Nick had married outside the blood, so his own children were half-bloods, too.

Ren was young, barely a teenager. But he was old enough for Angie to be fairly sure about two things and absolutely certain about a third. First: Ren would never cut it in the organization. He was soft and sensitive and wouldn’t have the stomach or the spine for the work. Second: Ren wouldn’t want it. See: soft and sensitive. See also: sullen and antisocial. Maybe he’d harden as he grew up, but Angie would be surprised to see the kid change that much. 

And the third thing? Trey wasn’t a test case but the one true heir. Angie didn’t think Nick had ever had any intention of making a path for Ren to come up behind him, but even if he had once considered it, Nick knew as well as Angie did that Ren wasn’t Pagano Brothers material. 

Angie would do everything he could to keep Ren away from the dark side of his father’s world—and Nick would, too, when it came down to it. A soft, sullen king who sat on the throne for no other reason than he was born to the right man? That would destroy the Pagano Brothers.

All you had to do was look to Boston and see what Tommy Sacco was doing to his family. That asshole had no business sitting at the head of one of the Five Families. He hadn’t even been a good capo. But people had been cleaning up his fuckups and covering up the mess from his rages for years, and they were doing it to this day—double-time since he’d taken the seat. Even with all that full-time damage control, Tommy threatened to turn the Sacco Family into a laughingstock.

Old Gabriel had tried to leave his son with a mentor; he’d all but given Nick control of the Sacco Family in his last, waning years, so Tommy would have a strong seat to take over and a guiding hand at his side. But Tommy had taken Nick’s guidance like a petulant teenager, and iced Nick out before Gabriel Sacco’s corpse was cold.

His father had known his son would be a bad don, but he was bound in tradition, and saw no alternative but to name his firstborn as his successor. He had only two children, and his younger child was a daughter. Even less likely than a half-blood at the helm of a family was a woman there.

At that thought, halfway across the lobby, Angie laughed. After several years of cleaning up her brother’s messes and basically running the family, Giada Sacco had tired of the sidelines. She was preparing to make her move and take over Tommy’s seat.

Nick wanted to put a half-blood at the Pagano seat on the New England Council, and Giada intended to put her shapely female ass in the Sacco seat.

Their world was going to fucking burn. Nick was pouring the gasoline, and Giada was striking the match. Thinking about what was coming made Angie’s head hurt. 

But it wasn’t coming quite yet. Giada was still putting her pieces on the board. So was Nick. Neither had taken their plans out of the shadows.

Trey wasn’t yet even made yet. After—what, five, six?—years in the family, he was still a lowly associate, though he’d been given responsibilities and perks well above his station. A few times, Angie had been prepared for the move that would turn Nick’s intentions from rumor to truth: the day Trey would be made. Those few times, Nick had put Trey in a situation to make his bones, but each time, he’d pulled him back at the last minute.

Angie didn’t think Nick had changed his mind in those instances. He thought the don had been testing Trey, studying him. Studying his whole family, too. When he truly made his move, he wouldn’t pull back.

The don was no fool and understood all the stakes. He knew how his actions regarding Trey would rock their world—their whole world. He was biding his time, waiting for his moment. Waiting for Trey to be ready to rise, and the family to be ready to win the fight to let him. To give Nick Pagano what he wanted.

But when Nick had told Angie to put Trey on this job—this mission—Angie knew this was it. He would eat his boots if Trey wasn’t made when they got home. There was no other good reason for him to be on this job, and this job was no mere errand.

Angie had been a Pagano man for more than twenty years, and he had never known a job as big as this one. Failure in the Ukraine could—likely would—destroy the family. The team here carried the weight of the whole organization on their shoulders. Three men.

With the singular exception of Donnie Goretti, Nick’s underboss and most trusted friend, who couldn’t do this job because his appearance was too distinctive and memorable, when Nick had named the men he wanted in Kyiv, he had identified the men he trusted most in the whole family:

Angie, of course. Donnie was Nick’s right hand, and Angie was his left.

Tony Cioccolanti, a seasoned soldier and, after Angie, their best and most tested enforcer.

And Trey, an unmade associate. With the exception of a half-formed understanding of the Ukrainian language, he had no particular skill or experience to recommend him for this job.

What he had was Nick’s blood. What he had was a destiny.

Oh yeah, Nick meant to make Trey when this was done.

This mission to kill the pakhan of a Ukrainian bratva. In Ukraine. Like you do.

Angie had watched Trey over the years he’d been a Pagano man. In fact, he’d watched him longer than that. Angie’s sister, Tina, was married to a Pagano—one of Trey’s true uncles—and Angie had had plenty of opportunity at various family functions over the past fifteen years or so to watch the boy become a man, and then the newbie associate become a true Pagano man.

Trey might have come in on a golden carpet, but he was walking the walk now.

Though Trey got a lot of flak for being the Chosen One, the Golden Boy, and not deserving it, Angie saw why the kid wanted this life, and why Nick would fight for him. Yeah, he’d had all the advantages and had not always been aware how much boost he was getting from things not his own doing, and yeah, he’d had his sullen, hormonal phase, but Angie had seen the Pagano man in the way Trey was with his father.

Or maybe he’d just seen himself—but that was one and the same. Angie was nothing if not a Pagano man.

He knew that conflict, that wanting, needing to get out from under a powerful father—a good father, a good man, the kind who was impossible to live up to, and who had already planned out your whole fucking life, dragging you along in his footsteps.

Angie knew how that could fuck a boy up. It was one thing to survive a shitty father and want to be nothing like him. It was something else entirely to stand in the shadow of a paragon and know you never could be. And the guilt of being ungrateful doubled the fuckery.

In his own case, his father hadn’t been a wealthy architect from the most influential family in the whole goddamn state. Angelo Corti Sr.—Angie and Trey even shared the burden of being named for the men they couldn’t match—had been a grocer. He’d owned Corti Market, which Angie and his siblings now owned, and his brother, Matt, ran.

A grocer. Nothing but that, and yet everybody in town had known and loved him. He’d been a good man all the way through—adoring husband, doting father, savvy businessman, town luminary, lay leader in the Church. To all appearances, he’d been perfect. In actual fact, he’d been close.

Angie had loved him desperately. And hated being his son.

But Angie was forty-nine years old, and he’d gotten over that shit a long fucking time ago. Not even his father’s death had caused those demons to rise again.

If Trey had gotten over his shit, too, and his wanting this life now came from within and not without—if he knew who he was, as his own man, a Pagano man—then he was ready to be made.

“You ready?” Angie asked as he came up on Trey and Tony.

They both stood. “You want to grab a bite?” Trey asked. “There’s the restaurant here, or the concierge said there’s a good place around the corner.”

They’d been in Berlin less than a day, and all they’d seen of the city was what they’d passed on the way to the hotel—in the dark. But this wasn’t a vacation, and they weren’t sightseeing. “Let’s get to the airport,” Angie said. “This ain’t playtime, kiddos.”

“Breakfast isn’t playtime, Ange,” Tony complained. “A man’s gotta eat.”

“You’ll live. Let’s motor.” Angie turned and headed for the door, expecting the others to follow.

They did.
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“Would you like another, Mr. Rutland?”

The flight attendant in the alluringly snug blue uniform leaned in and scooped his empty glass and its cocktail napkin off his tray. Angie caught a whiff of cologne, something citrusy, as her cleavage neared.

Oh, she was definitely working it.

“I’m good, doll. Thanks.” It wasn’t even a three-hour flight, they were barely more than halfway through it, and she’d been serving him scotch on the rocks like she was trying to liquor him up and take advantage. That was his fourth she was clearing away, and it wasn’t noon yet. It wouldn’t do for him to land in Ukraine drunk, but how could he turn down free drinks with top-shelf scotch?

Angie had never flown first class before. He’d flown only a few times in his life—a couple trips to Sicily, a couple to Florida or California for work of one kind or another, once to Chicago, also for work—and he’d thought he didn’t like flying. Turned out, he didn’t like flying coach. First class, he could get used to. Especially if the flight attendants all looked like this blonde beauty with the accent.

Across the aisle, Tony was asleep, and Trey was watching some black-and-white movie on his tablet. At his side, an old woman was reading from an actual book. He’d glanced at her page once and read enough to know it was an extremely graphic and rough sex scene that blue-haired broad was reading through her trifocals. Shit he’d think twice about. Whoa.

For his part, Angie had spent most of this short flight either with his eyes closed, playing out what came when they hit the ground in Kyiv, or being Andrew Rutland and flirting with Simone, this lovely German hostess of the very friendly skies.

She sashayed back with a glass—an actual glass—of ice water and set it on his tray. “Have you been to Kyiv before, Mr. Rutland?”

He shook his head. “I haven’t. I won’t have much time for sightseeing, but do you have recommendations?”

“I too have little time when I am there, but I’ve spent some days free in the city. Which hotel will you stay?”

“The Hilton.”

“Truly!” She leaned in again, resting her elbow on the back of his seat, presenting that lovely swell of cleavage between the plackets of her blouse. Angie suspected that so many open buttons weren’t strictly in accordance with her airline’s dress code, but he was very pleased with this bonus feature. “Tonight I will stay there as well.”

Angie grinned. Oh, she was really coming for him. With everything she had.

Normally, he got a lot of trim. He was powerful, had plenty of money, wasn’t bad looking, took care of his body. Also, he was a so-called ‘bad boy,’ and lots of chicks dug that. He’d never been in love, never had what might be called a serious girlfriend, though he’d had a few favorites he’d lingered a while with over the years, but he’d never wanted for female attention or affection. Even as he’d started sidling toward middle age (okay, he’d arrived, whatever), there were plenty of chicks lining up for a ride on the Angie-go-round.

The last six months or so, however, he’d been going through a dry spell. That wasn’t for lack of interest on the female side; the girls were still lining up. It was all him. Since that night back in July, when the Ukies had shot up Dominic’s, he hadn’t been able to get it done. 

There had been only one actual equipment failure, mainly because after that, he’d caught the warning signs and backed off far in advance of a repeat non-performance.

He could get it up; he jacked off more days than not. But his head got very weird now when he was with a woman. As soon as he got close to intimacy—the physical kind; it was the only kind he ever had—his head put on a 4D screening of that scene in Dominic’s: Angie trying and failing to shield his people, sitting there useless with two bullets inside him. Nick bleeding out on the floor beside him. Donnie shot, too. Their wives crying. 

And Brenda, dumb, sweet little Brenda, lying at his other side, most of her head blown away.

She’d been nobody. Unimportant. Just a chick who’d had a little thing for him. Somebody who cleaned up nice and would look okay at his side at the don’s dinner table. Somebody who’d let him do just about anything he wanted to her later, in bed. He didn’t even know what she did for a living.

He hadn’t cared about her at all. In fact, at that very table, while he’d sat with Nick, Donnie, Trey, and even Tony and compared Brenda to their elegant, accomplished women, Angie had been embarrassed of her. He’d been sitting at that dinner wondering if he didn’t need to up his game and set his sights on a better class of women.

And then half her head had been blown off. Because he’d invited her to dinner with Don Pagano, and their war had broken out in the restaurant.

She’d had parents. She’d had—something he hadn’t known until her funeral—a child. A daughter, barely out of diapers, who would now grow up an orphan, because Angie had been cavalier with her mother’s life and brought a civilian into his violent world. He’d done it hundreds of times with probably hundreds of women, but Brenda had been the unlucky one at his side when the odds tipped over.

And he should have fucking known better. He had known better.

So ... yeah. He was having some trouble getting his head straight with that. Maybe he was better off alone—not simply unattached but truly alone. When his hand wasn’t enough to satisfy, maybe he could get it done with a professional. Somebody who understood the score. The Paganos had a stake in a couple high-end brothels, and he’d sampled their wares often enough.

But now, if he needed feminine company, he’d rather go away from the Pagano world altogether, find someone who didn’t know him, someone far away from what he was, what he did, someone who couldn’t get touched by his world—and who couldn’t dent his rep if he couldn’t get the deed done.

Ukraine was about as far away from home as he could imagine. And here, at least for now, he was Andrew Rutland, printing company executive. He had the papers to prove it.

Angie studied the beauty before him. She was tall and curvaceous, with big blue eyes and a pretty, artfully made-up face. Not too young. Mid-thirties or so. His sweet spot.

He really appreciated a woman who did herself up well. Fresh-faced beauty was fine, but overrated. He liked the artistry, the drama, of makeup. Guys complained about cosmetics being ‘dishonest,’ some kind of crap about ‘truth in advertising,’ but Angie saw it as confidence and self-assertion. With makeup, a woman took what she’d been God-given and made it better. Made it her own. Chose her look. That was hot.

Simone was all kinds of hot, and the feeling was obviously mutual. He could smell the desire coming off her in waves, lofted on a scent of citrus. A chick this forward would be quite a ride.

But he wasn’t Andrew Rutland, was he? No, he was Angelo Corti Jr., caporegime and consigliere to Don Nick Pagano, and he was here on that business. He brought the Paganos with him everywhere he went, and he always would.

He was a Pagano man.

He changed his smile and shook his head. “It’s not gonna happen, doll.”
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“Let’s sit on this one for another minute. With what’s going on across the street, I think we let Grenner stew a while before we show more interest. He’s on the hook, let’s let him twist.” Giada Sacco swiped the presentation from the screen of her tablet and focused on Jasper Alberici, the agent who’d put it together. He was staring at her tablet like she’d just signed off on the execution of his family. “Unless there’s more to it than you’ve shown here?”

Jasper lifted his eyes. When he met hers, he blinked. “No, ma’am. If you want to wait, we wait.”

Giada sighed and pushed her tablet aside to cross her arms on the gleaming surface of the conference table. “Jasper, I know you’ve only been with us a few months, but it’s time to stop being the new kid. The way things work here is you tell me everything I need to know to make decisions. If you think I won’t like it, you still tell me. Killing the messenger is not the way I work.”

Her brother, on the other hand ... but the one smart thing their father had done before he’d been killed was block Tommy from having any real influence on their legitimate businesses. She was President and CEO of Sacco Development. Tommy was on the board, but only as an ex-officio member, with no voting rights.

And yet, the Sacco reputation—specifically Tommy Sacco’s reputation—bled all over her.

She meant to change that.

Jasper cleared his throat and darted his glance all around the table, to every colleague in this regular Monday-morning meeting. Giada kept her attention on him and waited.

When he met her eyes again, he cleared his throat once more before he spoke. “It’s ... um ...”

Giada tapped her index finger on the table—just that single manicured nail, just one time, but with emphasis.

With a glance at her hand, Jasper finally found his balls and answered her. “Don Sacco called me. He wants the property. He said I had to make it happen or—”

Cutting him off with a lift of her hand, Giada said, “My brother does not make decisions for this company.” It was so fucking typical of Tommy to duck around her and threaten the weakest link he could find.

“With all due respect, Ms. Sacco, I have kids.”

“Your children are safe, Jasper. I will handle my brother. I don’t suppose he happened to mention why an apartment building near Boston University is so critical to his interests?” 

“No, ma’am. He just said he knew we were looking at it and to make sure you bought it right away.”

Giada had every intention of buying that corner building, and then razing it to make room for a parking garage that would serve the new medical clinic building BU was putting up. Though the company’s development portfolio was deep and varied, parking was by far its best legitimate earner: cheap to build, easy to maintain, and a steady income stream. Also an excellent laundry for their less legitimate income.

The only time her brother gave a shit about the family’s real estate concerns was when he wanted a property for himself. Usually that meant some kind of club or other playground for grown men, or a place to set up a comare. The Carlton Street property offered him none of his usual attractions, and his current side piece was already nicely set up, which meant it was something specific about the location, or the building as it stood, that had his interest. She’d have to put some thought to the question before she confronted him.

“We wait and let Grenner twist a bit. The don won’t be a problem for you.” She looked around the table. “What else?”

All the members of her staff shook their heads.

Giada checked her Rolex, brushing her diamond tennis bracelets clear of its face. She had to get moving. “Okay, then let’s get to it. I’ll be away for the rest of the day, but call me if you need me.”
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In her office, with a penthouse vista of Boston Harbor at her back, Giada took a few minutes at her desk to finish up some details and not appear to be in the rush she was. As she signed out of her email, Caitlyn, her assistant, slipped into the room with a stack of legal documents.

“We got the contracts in from the Cambridge buy. Do you want to take a sec to deal with them before you head to the spa?”

Giada closed her laptop and considered the files. She always put work first. To say no, and seemingly set aside these important contracts for an afternoon at the spa, would raise Caitlyn’s eyebrows, certainly.

But she had to go. Assuming traffic was in her favor, she had an hour’s drive, and at least half an hour before she was able to get on the road. If she left right now.

She smiled at her assistant. “You know what? I’m in the mood to let people swing today. Lock those up, and I’ll read them first thing in the morning. Today, for once, I’m going to see to myself first.”

Caitlyn beamed brightly. “Finally! Yes! You go, have your afternoon. Nobody deserves it more than you, and these will still be here in the morning. Do you want to forward your calls to me, too? Really have the afternoon off?”

“Let’s not go quite that far,” Giada chuckled. “Just in case Rome burns today.”

“Okay. But I’m blocking your book for tomorrow morning. Only emergencies. So you can take your times with these then.”

“You take good care of me, Cait.”

“Just returning the favor, ma’am.”
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Giada actually took fairly good care of herself, she thought. A naturally early riser, she set aside ninety minutes, from five-thirty to seven a.m., four mornings a week for working out; she had her hair and nails done regularly; and she got a full-body massage at least once a month. But a so-called ‘spa day,’ hours spent in a full-course menu of indulgence? Only on birthdays. It was her brother’s standard gift for all the women in his life.

On her latest birthday, her forty-fifth, Giada had been in Italy. So, if anyone was paying attention, she still had a birthday gift certificate to burn, and that was what she had planned for the rest of the day.

Of course someone was paying attention. No one was more paranoid than her brother, and for all his arrogance and idiocy, he had the keen, and keenly skewed, perception of the truly paranoid. On some level, Tommy was wholly aware that Giada did all the work of the family and undid all his mistakes. He was wholly aware that everyone in the family, everyone in their world, understood who was really in charge, and that only his possession of a penis kept him in power. He knew it all very well, but he’d sublimated the truth to his self-concept, believed himself to be truly powerful and his sister merely envious and grasping. The end result was paranoia, but for exactly the wrong reasons.

Of course he had her watched. In fact, he would occasionally ‘hint’ as much, letting her know that he knew things about her life she hadn’t shared with him herself.

Hence today’s elaborate ruse. Because Tommy was right to be paranoid.

Giada meant to take him down.

As soon as she was sure she had the backing to succeed.

She pulled her Maserati GranTurismo into the underground garage of this shopping center—a Sacco property—and parked. As she climbed out and closed the driver’s door, she looked around the garage. Lifelong habit had made her perception sharp, and she noted all the key elements of the scene without pausing too long at anything in particular: the large white van backed in and taking up two spaces between support pylons, the three people walking between the elevators and the parking areas—two away from the elevators and one toward them, the blacked-out Ford Taurus near the entrance, also backed in, beside a ten-year-old silver Camry.

That Taurus had come in after her, but no one had left the vehicle. Bingo.

Hooking her red ostrich Birkin bag on her arm, giving the Taurus no obvious attention, Giada went to the elevators.
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Inside the Daylily Spa, Giada’s stylist, Leanna, greeted her right away and led her back. Leanna was one of only two people in her life who knew what was really happening today, and she only knew this small part. Giada had been as careful as possible to ensure no one in the family, or anywhere in Boston, could put all the pieces together and understand her plan until she was ready for it to be understood.

She had to trust that what was happening in Rhode Island was similarly circumspect—but she had every reason to trust that.

Safely inside the spa, Leanna handed Giada a red duffel bag and a set of keys. Smiling at the color choice—a sweet detail to think of—Giada thanked the stylist and tucked a small fold of hundred-dollar bills in her hand. “I’ll be back by the time you close, and when I am, if everything goes right, there will be another of those.”

Leanna smiled and bowed a small thanks. “But will you not need hair and nails done also?”

That was the one snag to this plan: she’d be leaving a spa without a new mani-pedi or fresh blowout. She had no choice but to leave that to the likelihood that none of the men she was surrounded with would tell the difference.

It was one of the very few benefits of living in a man’s world: they didn’t notice womanly things unless those things were specifically sexual or subservient.

“I’ll find some time soon, before the hair situation is too dire. Thank you for this, Leanna.”

“You are an angel, Miss Giada. I am happy to be able to help you, finally.”

With a quick squeeze of Leanna’s arm, Giada ducked into the bathroom and locked the door.

She set the duffel on the counter and opened it. Inside was a new outfit: plain black leggings, unassuming light blue sneakers with a rolled pair of white cotton ankle socks tucked in the left one, a Harvard sweatshirt, and, rolled snugly at the bottom, a navy blue down vest. She owned nothing like anything in this duffel. Not even her workout clothes were so plain.

It was January in Boston, and a parka would have been preferable, but Leanna had done a pretty good job. Thankfully, there was no snow on the ground, and the temperature had been in the thirties for several days. This would do nicely.

She changed, pulled her hair into a basic ponytail, pulled off all her jewelry and tucked it in her Birkin bag, folded her work clothes carefully, then began to pack up the duffel again. Her Ferragamo pumps first, then her skirt, blouse, and stockings. Her leather coat. Getting her bag in on the top was a tight squeeze, but she managed it.

Then she noticed an odd bulge in a small outside pocket of the duffel and smiled when she realized what it was. Nice one, Leanna. She pulled out the big plastic sunglasses and put them on.

Now she was just a regular woman leaving the fitness gym next door to the spa. 
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In the parking garage again, Giada walked to Leanna’s ten-year-old silver Camry, scooted between it and the blacked-out Taurus, opened the driver’s door, and slid in.

When she pulled out of the garage, she checked her rearview, but the Taurus didn’t follow. Maybe it hadn’t been a tail, or maybe it had. Either way, she was getting out free and clear.

She was just a regular woman coming out of the gym, going about her regular day.

If Tommy’s little snoop was waiting in that Taurus, he could sit on his ass in the garage and wait for Giada Sacco to finish her spa day.
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In light traffic, Providence was about an hour from Boston. In heavy traffic it could be two or three times as long. Today, at least on the outbound leg, Giada was blessed with traffic moving well, comfortably above the speed limit. Leanna’s Camry didn’t have anything like the horsepower of Giada’s Maserati, but it got the job done.

Once she was out of Boston, free of a tail, Giada relaxed and turned her mind to what came next. Today was an important part of her plan. If it went well, she would know how to proceed. If it did not, she would be back at square one.

Honestly, there was no more square one. There was only one shot, and this was it. Without the Paganos on the field with her, she could never accomplish what she wanted.

In Providence, she followed the GPS of her burner phone to the address Nick Pagano had given her—a building in a commercial park, one of those that dotted the edges of most urban areas. Sacco Development had built and owned several across Massachusetts. She pulled into a space at the front of the lot, next to a black SUV. Another SUV, an identical match to the one beside her, was parked in a space near the street, facing the entrance to this little lot. Though the truck beside her was empty, the one by the entrance had two large men in the front seat.

These men, she didn’t worry about. These were Pagano men.
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As Giada walked to the door, she had a moment of uncharacteristic insecurity. All her life, she’d been careful with her appearance. It was one of the first lessons her mother had taught her, and the most lasting: the saying that ‘clothes make the man’ was doubly true for women. A woman could not make a mark until and unless she was noticed, and she would be indelibly marked by the first impression.

Her mother had trained her to know how to dress for any occasion, to understand the rhetoric of her sartorial choices. Like her mother, Giada always dressed like a woman who didn’t merely deserve respect but had earned it. She wore her wealth and status, her success, and dressed like the professional businesswoman she was. Labels mattered, because labels described more than the merchandise. A good wardrobe, good style, was a woman’s suit of armor.

To work today, she’d worn Ferragamo pumps and belt, a Dior skirt and blouse, Tiffany jewelry, and her favorite Birkin bag. Now she was in nameless yoga pants and a Harvard tourist sweatshirt. Even the down vest was generic.

All of her armor was stuffed into a duffel bag on the back seat of Leanna’s Camry, and she was about to meet the most powerful don on the New England Council dressed like a harried soccer mom.

That vulnerability put a stutter in her step. But only one.

A large man in a dark suit—her whole world was composed of large men in dark suits—opened the door from the inside before she reached for the handle.

“This way, Ms. Sacco.”

He held the door, and she pushed past his broad body, into a nondescript, aggressively beige office. From the little lobby and reception area, she couldn’t tell what kind of work normally happened here, but it did appear to be a going concern. At least on days when Don Pagano hadn’t cleared the joint out for clandestine meetings with co-conspirators.

She followed the guard down an equally bland hallway, to a closed office door. He rapped once on it, and the word “Come,” in Nick’s deep voice, pushed through the flimsy hollow-core. The guard opened the door, and Giada walked into a small, dull conference room. The vertical blinds had been drawn tight, and only the fluorescent fixtures in the ceiling illuminated the space.

What a dreary place to meet with the don. She knew the kind of meetings the Council had—elaborate meals served by beautiful women and prepared by top-notch chefs, elegant tables surrounded by lushly padded seats, excellent booze. The emotional part of her wanted to be offended to meet in this drab place, but Giada’s intellect understood. She was sneaking. Conspiring. She was betraying her family, upending her father’s wishes. More than that, she meant to flick her chin at the traditions of their world. And she had come to Providence to seek the aid of a king. 

Of course they were meeting in an invisible place. Of course she was dressed like an invisible woman. That was the fucking point.

If they were successful, she would have her time at the elegant tables with the excellent meals.

Whether the old men wanted her there or not.

Nick Pagano stood in the room. She’d seen him twice before since he’d been shot and nearly killed last summer, but the change in him still shocked her. He was older than her by a generation, but she’d never thought of him as old until these past few months. He was an exceptionally handsome man, even now, and his strength seemed restored—his back was straight and his shoulders broad and square, and he filled out his suit well. But he was paler than she’d ever known him to be, and his hair had gone fully grey. For the first time in her knowing, he looked his age, and that age was not far from seventy.

Her father had, like Nick, become a father later in his life. He’d been ninety-two when he’d been killed, leaving two children in their forties. In his last years, his health had dwindled. When he’d been shot, a hit on the street in broad daylight, there hadn’t been enough of him left to fight off that trauma. He’d held on for a brief few weeks but never left the hospital, and the man in that bed had had no idea who he, or anyone else, was.

Don Pagano was much younger than her father had been, and Giada knew his mind was still as sharp as ever. His intellect blazed from his green eyes. But the change in him was stark nonetheless.

As she stepped into the room, he smiled and held out his hands. “Giada.” He didn’t seem to notice—or, more likely, to care—about her unimpressive attire.

“Nick.” She went to him, and he took her hands and kissed her cheeks. Then, he looked to his guard. 

“Mel, bring her in, please.”

With a nod, Mel left the room. He didn’t close the door.

Giada frowned and turned back to Nick. “Bring who in? I thought this was just between us.”

He smiled. “No one to worry about. A friend.”

Mel was back at the door within less than a minute, showing in a small woman with a large black case hanging on her shoulder. She exchanged an affectionate smile with Mel as he stepped out of the room and closed the door.

Now Nick explained. “You said your cover was a day at the spa. You should end the day, then, looking like you’ve been to the spa. Melody owns a salon in Quiet Cove, and she agreed to come with me today. She’s married to my body man. We can talk freely while she does your nails.”

Melody set her bag on the table and opened it, showing a full set of styling gear. “If you trust me, I can give you a trim, too. Not sure we can manage a wash and style here, though.”

“A mani-pedi is fine. No one touches my hair but my girl.”

Melody smiled. “I understand.”

As the surprise stylist set up her gear, Giada turned back to Nick. “You thought of this? How?”

“I live with four women, Giada. I know what happens on a spa day. And I don’t want to miss a single detail. That’s how people I care about get dead.” He nodded at Melody. “You two set up. I’m going to make a call, and then we’ll talk.”

It was rare that Giada felt truly stunned. She prided herself on her ability to see what came next. But as she sat down and prepared to let Melody give her a manicure and pedicure while she conspired with Nick Pagano to unseat her brother and take his place, Giada was utterly gobsmacked.

“Do you have a color preference, or would you like a suggestion? I see you have a magnetic effect now, but we should probably stay with something simple under these conditions.”

Giada answered automatically. “Red. I only wear red.” With a sharp toss of her head, she settled her wits about her and tapped a bottle of dark red polish. “That one.”

“Oh, nice choice. Perfect for your coloring.”

Giada agreed, but she didn’t answer. This simple shift in her expectation had set her spinning, and she needed to sort her expectations back out. Nick said they could speak freely in front of this nail tech—

No, not a nail tech, a salon owner. Who was doing this favor for Nick because she was married to his body man. Which was probably Mel—that smile they’d shared had been more than merely friendly. It had been affectionate.

That gave her something concrete to focus on. “You’re married to Mel?”

“Yep. Three years and counting.” Melody took her hand and began removing the old polish.

“Your name is Melody, right?”

“Yeah. Weird, right? When we have kids, he wants to keep that going. You know, Melezio Jr., Melissa, Melvin ... I’m trying to convince him how very dumb it would be for all of us to be Mels. We would be sentencing our children to a life of having to explain that. Plus, we’d run out of good names fast, and I want a lot of kids. Do you have kids?”

“No,” Giada answered, and didn’t elaborate.

Nick returned to the room and closed the door. “Good, you’ve started.” He took up a seat on the same side of the table with her and Melody and leaned comfortably back in his chair. “So, let’s talk.”
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Trey took the cart from the room service guy at the door, signed the slip—Angie hoped he remembered to sign as Andrew Rutland, seeing as they were in his room—and pushed it to the sitting area, where Angie, Tony, and three Zelenko bigwigs, whatever the Ukies called their underboss and two capos, sat around a low, wide coffee table.

He stood at the cart, lifted a bottle vodka from its ice bucket, and began to pour drinks all around. Angie was glad he hadn’t had to tell the kid to play waiter. He’d known he was a scrub in this group. In most any group, in fact.

Trey served Kuzma Zelenko first: the underboss, grandson of Ilya Zelenko. About Angie’s age, by the look of him. Angie had never met Ilya, but he’d seen photos, and it appeared that Ukrainians, or at least the Zelenkos, started their families young. Because Ilya was about Nick’s age.

Angie was served second. Then the elder of the Zelenko capos, Semon Archaki. Then Tony, and the younger Zelenko, Myko Hodiak. Trey poured one for himself last, put the bottle on the table among them, and sat.

Well done, kid.

Kuzma lifted his glass. “Razohrev, Sohrev,” Angie thought he said. Whatever that meant. Some kind of toast—but he didn’t want to fuck up a Ukie custom, so he didn’t respond right away. Trey had done some research on the culture here, and he’d explained they had a thing about toasting. He glanced quickly at Trey, who gave him a subtle nod and lifted his glass to his lips.

Okay then. Angie nodded and drank. When the Zelenkos drank their glasses dry, Angie and his men did, too.

“That’s good vodka,” Angie said. It wasn’t his drink of choice, but it had gone down smooth.

“No vodka,” Kuzma said in thickly accented English, the vowels all round and roomy. “Horilka.”

“Horilka,” Angie repeated, and Kuzma smiled warmly. Tasted like vodka to him, but whatever.

“Now again,” Kuzam said and held his empty glass toward the bottle. Trey got up and poured more vodka. Kuzma lifted his glass and said, “Za druzba.”

That one, Trey had prepped them for. It meant ‘to friendship,’ or something like that. He’d practiced it. “Za druzba,” he repeated, in chorus with the others. And they drank their glasses dry.

Kuzma held up his empty glass again. Trey went around and filled them all again. Angie was getting the impression that a whole lot of deals got done in Kyiv that weren’t remembered the next day. Either that, or he had a whole new appreciation for the Eastern European constitution.

This time, Trey attempted to short the pours, probably thinking along the same lines as Angie, but Kuzma grunted like a bear and shook his half-filled glass. With a quick glance Angie’s way, he asked for guidance. 

Fuck, they had a serious op to execute today. They could not be drunk. But they couldn’t offend their allies on their home turf, either. 

Angie took a breath and said with a nod, “Chi non beve in compagnia o è un ladro o è una spia,” and sent up a quick prayer that there wouldn’t be too many more toasts. Trey nodded and filled the glasses. He finished off the first bottle and opened the second.

“What you say?” Kuzma asked as Trey filled his glass.

What he’d said was He who doesn’t drink in company is either a thief or a spy, which was what he assumed all this jovial boozing was really about. Deciding he’d rather not be quite so on the nose in translation, he answered, “Basically, I said, ‘why the hell not.’”

Kuzma laughed and gave Angie and enthusiastic not. “Yes! Why hell not!”

It was Semon who toasted next. The old man shouted “Budmo!” and the other Zelenkos shouted, “Hey!”

Then Semon shouted “Budmo!” again, and the Pagano men were ready to answer “Hey!” Another repeat of the call and response, and they all drank again.

Four deep glasses of vodka in approximately two minutes. Angie was feeling it. He should have eaten a bigger lunch, but he’d been too distracted by the work of the evening. He’d skipped breakfast, too—unless you counted the scotches Simone had served him on the plane. Scotch for breakfast, and vodka for lunch. His constitution was pretty robust, but that was asking a lot of it.

Trey and Tony looked okay, but they’d eaten both meals better. Also, they were younger, but Angie wasn’t ready to admit that could make a difference. Forty-nine was barely middle-age.

Jesus, Mary, and Joseph. Kuzma was holding his damn glass out again. Were these guys really on their side? When Trey poured again, the neck of the bottle rattled lightly against the edge of Kuzma’s glass. He wasn’t so steady after all.

That settled it. Angie was making everybody heave all this potato juice up after the Ukies left.

Now Myko took his turn toasting. “Za Lyubov,” he said, and then translated in a surprisingly smooth English, “To love.”

Which seemed like a strange toast for six men in a Hilton suite, but whatever. Angie tossed the vodka down his throat. Whew.

When Kuzma took the bottle himself and began to fill the glasses again, Angie couldn’t help but chuckle. They were so fucked, but he didn’t care as much as he probably should.

His chuckle was contagious; Tony and Trey picked it up. The Ukies smirked in a way Angie might have taken offense at, but he wasn’t in the mood for mayhem.

Kuzma sat down and nodded at Angie. “Now you. What toast you make?”

Oh, why the hell not.

Still chuckling, Angie raised his glass. “Cent’anni!”

“Cent’anni!” Tony and Trey replied, and everyone drank.

Finally, Kuzma slammed his glass on the table, and his men did the same. “What it means, chentanny?”

“Cent’anni. One hundred years—it’s a wish for a century of good luck.”

“Ah. Good toast. Not good like ours, but good.” He slapped his hands. “Now, we talk.”

Okay. Hold up. They were sitting in a Kyiv hotel room. Why? Because they had a plan to kill Yuri Bondaruk ... There were a lot of Ks in Ukie names; he was just noticing that. Jesus Christ, FOCUS. There were here to kill Yuri, and it was not just a simple hit. They meant to wipe him and his people off the fucking map. On their home turf. In their actual home.

That was what Nick wanted. To violate Bondaruk’s home the way they’d violated the Cove.

These people here, these Zelenkos? They’d been instrumental in that hit on the Cove. They’d been working with the Bondaruks—had, in fact, been the primary face of the Bondaruk moves in the States. But, with the help of the Romano Family in New York, Donnie had flipped them, and now they were allied with the Italians. Serving their own interests, looking now to feed on the carcass of the Bondaruk bratva.

Drinking to test an alliance was one thing, but what if the opposite were the case? He was sitting here letting these flip-flopping, two-faced Ukie sons of bitches incapacitate him and his whole small team. Fuck no.

Angie stood. “Excuse me a minute, fellas.” He waved vaguely toward the bathroom and headed in that direction, demanding his legs stay steady.

Locking himself in, he turned the taps on full blast, crouched before the toilet, and shoved his fingers down his throat until he sicked up all that treacherous vodka. Or whatever they’d called it. Then he plunged his face into a sinkful of cold water.

Dazed and ill, but feeling like his thoughts were hooking up again, he straightened out his clothes and hair, dried off, and went back to conduct this meeting properly.

If these Zelenko sons of bitches tried to flip on them in the midst of this hit, he’d eat their livers with fava beans and a nice chianti.

“Okay, gentlemen,” he said as he took his seat again. “Let’s talk.” There was a tall glass of ice water where his vodka glass had been. He assumed that had been either Trey or Tony’s call, because the Ukies looked like they had more vodka, and his men had water. Good.
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It had taken months to put in place, and had countless moving parts in the preparation and, in Angie’s opinion, too many variables in the execution, but the plan itself, on paper, was simple. Tonight was Yuri Bondaruk’s seventieth birthday. A large party was planned for the following weekend, but on this night, according to his tradition, he was having dinner at home, with his men.

Every man of note in the Bondaruk bratva would be at Yuri’s table tonight.

They were going to kill them all.

On paper, simple.

Yuri did not make his home in a normal house in a regular neighborhood. He had a small compound, heavily guarded behind a tall fence and an iron gate.

This was where the Zelenkos came in. They had become—and, as far as Yuri knew, still were—important Bondaruk allies. Yuri and Ilya had grown close. Ilya and Kuzma had been invited to sit at his table tonight. Their body men would thus be, of course, invited into the compound as well.

Assuming the Zelenkos were truly on the Italians’ side now, Kuzma and their guards would neutralize the Bondaruks at the table, leaving Yuri alive for Angie to deal with. Angie, Tony, and Trey would handle the exterior guards, at the gate and the perimeter. 

The Zelenkos had also provided the weaponry, from knives to AKs. After Kuzma and his drinking buddies had left the Hilton, after he’d made Tony and Trey puke their guts out, Angie had insisted they all take apart and rebuild every goddamn gun, ensuring each one worked properly. They did.

So far, then, so good.

Angie, Tony, and Trey had trained for months in what Angie still called Tony’s John Wick room, though he’d developed a wholehearted appreciation for the training those scenarios could provide. They were ready for sneak attacks and all-out war. They were ready.

As long as they weren’t betrayed by the Zelenkos, they were ready.
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Tony and Trey wore stealth gear, all the way to black beanies on their heads. Angie did not. He meant to be just as stealthy, but he also meant to walk into Yuri Bondaruk’s house through the front door, as Don Nicolo Pagano’s strong fist. So he wore a black suit—one of his more basic versions, those he kept for when he knew he’d likely get messy—and a black dress shirt, cut loose to accommodate one of the vests the Zelenkos had helpfully provided with the weapons. 

After he snugged a black silk tie at his throat, he looked like a serious businessman about to conduct serious business.

In the sitting room, he fastened a gun belt around his waist—he hated gun belts, but that was what he had—slipped a 9mm into the holster, holstered a .32 at his ankle, and checked the sheaths on his knives. Over it all, he slipped on a black cashmere top coat, because January in Ukraine was fucking cold.

Tony and Trey stood there like statues, covered head to toe in black.

“You ready, Ninja Twins?” he asked.

They nodded, and Angie picked up one of the gun bags. “Get the other, and let’s motor.”
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Luckily, Ukrainians drove on the right, like God intended. Angie drove the little Renault out of Kyiv, following the GPS, preprogrammed by the Zelenkos. They were putting a hell of a lot of trust in a provably unreliable ally, and worry nagged at Angie. He was naturally suspicious—he had to be to do his job—and all his Spidey senses were tingling.

But he had a secret weapon. Something not even Trey and Tony knew about. It was the one thing that had sold him on the possibility of success on this job, the one thing that had convinced him the Zelenkos were worth the risk. So he kept that in mind and drove into the Kyiv suburbs.

Bondaruk’s neighborhood looked pretty much like any upper-tier suburban neighborhood back home. In the States, there would probably be a golf course on the grounds somewhere, but otherwise they were pretty similar. The lawns were roomy, the streets well paved and well lit, and several properties were bounded with stately iron fences.

The feminine GPS voice with the British accent announced that they would arrive at their destination in two hundred meters, and Angie cut the lights and pulled over in a lot beside a wooded area that seemed to be a small community park. Bondaruk’s place abutted this park on the opposite side, and his fence had a small gate leading to the park—locked, but guarded only by the perimeter watch.

Angie checked his watch. They were a couple minutes early. “Let’s run it through one more time. Highlights only.”

Tony piped up first. “Wait in the woods until the watch is clear. You pick the gate lock. I go in, head to the back. You and Trey to the front. Two guards at the front gate, three on watch, two at the front door.”

“We pick guys off as we go,” Trey threw in. “Stay in shadow, come up from behind, use our knives, put ‘em down. All goes well, we meet up in front.”

“And if they see us comin’ and it gets loud?”

“Then shoot fast and get to the house.”

Trey was talking a pretty cool game for someone who’d never killed in cold blood before. A memory rose up, of the Golden Boy choking hard in a Bondaruk fight a few years back. He could’ve gotten himself and a whole lot of other people—including two dons, Nick and Vio Marconi—killed that night.

He’d been in the fire a few times since and had kept his head on straight. But this was different. Angie wondered if all those runs through Tony’s John Wick room were enough to really prepare Trey for this work. Mentally as well as physically.

Well, they’d find out soon enough. Tonight, Trey would prove he was ready to face his destiny.

Or they’d all be dead.

Angie was really hoping for Door Number One, thanks.

He checked his watch again. “Okay, time to roll.”
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The lock picked easily. Angie closed the gate again softly, and by the time he turned around, Tony was already running in a crouch to the back. 

Trey was waiting for him. With a nod, Angie urged him forward, and Trey took the same stance Tony had and headed toward the front. Angie followed. 

He meant to stay back and let Trey handle as much as he could, only step in if the kid fucked up, or if the gate guards were too close together for one man to get them both down quietly. 

If they’d timed this right, Tony would have handled the three on inner perimeter watch by then.

The fence exterior was rimmed with dense, chest-high shrubs, probably intended to discourage anyone from attempting to scale. But that wasn’t their intention, so the greenery served as cover while they made their way around to the front.

All those who’d been invited to Yuri’s birthday dinner had arrived and were parked inside the fence. They should have sat down to eat fifteen minutes ago and were hopefully well into their ridiculous toasting ritual by now, probably toasting the health of their pets or something. 

According to Trey, who’d neglected to explain until they were all reeling after puking up their boluses of Ukrainian vodka, Ukies took their toasts very seriously. They drank a whole hell of a lot, and used booze to test the mettle of their new acquaintances. But they didn’t usually slam them back with such speed, not among themselves.

A test, as Angie had guessed. Well, the Italians had a saying about it for a reason. 

When Trey arrived at the fence corner, he paused, and Angie came up behind him and rose up enough to see over Trey’s head. The short lane at the gate was clear, and the two guards were about ten yards apart from each other, one on the public sidewalk, the other at the gate itself. Neither was holding a ready stance. They were just hanging out, looking bored.

They weren’t on alert, not expecting trouble. The Bondaruks were secure in their alliance with the Zelenkos and thought the Paganos had been cowed by the attack on Quiet Cove. They had no idea three Pagano men were in Ukraine. They thought they were safe.

Time to correct their understanding of the situation.

Angie set his hand on Trey’s shoulder and lifted a finger toward the guard at the street. The shrubbery followed the driveway as well as the fence. If Trey could get to him before he moved, he had a chance to take him down before the guard at the gate knew any better.

And Angie decided right then not to simply observe Trey. The chance to get the guard at the gate at the same time was too good to pass up.

Trey nodded. They split up, and Trey crabbed along the shrubs, toward the street. Good.

Angie followed the fence, letting his San Fratello knife—a gift on the day of his making—slip from its sheath on his arm into his hand.

The man at the gate turned toward him, settling an AK in his arms like an infant. He wasn’t ready to use it, but he could be in a second. Angie crouched low, into the shadows, and waited. He turned and got eyes on Trey, who was crouched near the street, about five feet, maybe less, from the guard standing on the other side of the hedge. Shit. If he made his move now, the gate guard could catch it in his periphery. Could Trey know that? Would he think to check his six?

Come on, kid, stay cool.

He shot a glance toward his man. Still facing his way. Angie hunched in a bit more and popped the strap on his ankle holster. Smaller gun, but he’d get to it faster. Fucking gun belt.

Then his man sighed and turned away, strolling across the driveway, rocking his head back and forth, like he was tired of being on his feet.

One quick check to the street—guy facing away, Trey still crouched—and then Angie made his move, crabbing silently, lifting up in time to leap over the shrub and clear it completely—take that, forty-nine—and hooked his arm across the guy’s head, covering his mouth and drawing his scalpel-sharp blade across his throat. As soon as the body went limp, he dropped low again, controlling its fall. Then he swiveled on the balls of his feet and saw Trey dragging the other guy around the hedge. He was standing too tall, considering he was right at the street, but Angie grinned anyway. He’d done it, and not even Angie had heard the scuffle.

As he watched, Trey got the body tucked behind the hedge, dropped low again, and began crabbing his way forward.

There ya go, Golden Boy. That’s how a Pagano man handles his shit.

Not one shot fired.

Angie stayed low and rolled the body of his guy off the driveway, into the shadow of a big tree, whatever the Ukrainian version of an elm was.

When Trey got to him, Angie saw the kid wasn’t as cool as he looked. His eyes were round and haunted, and even in the odd light thrown by the street lights and compound security lights, Angie could see he was pale.

Killing a man changed you. Once you’d taken a life, you became something you hadn’t been, something most people never were. More than that, there was something unique about holding a man in your arms when you killed him, feeling the life actually leave his body. That marked you. Not just a shift, but an impression.

Some men felt that as a horror, right from the start. Trey was obviously that kind of man. He would never make an enforcer. Some men felt it as a rush of power. Those men were to be feared above all others. 

Others, like Angie, felt both. His first close, cold kill, he’d felt the rush while the body was still in his arms. His heart had gone off like a Roman candle, and he’d laughed. Giddily. Not with humor, but with an overwhelming blast of emotions that had needed some kind of release and found laughter first.

Then he’d gone off and found a woman and fucked her until they’d both passed out.

The next morning, the horror had hit him, and he’d puked his guts out and locked himself alone in his apartment for the weekend.

He’d killed many men since then. Many. He knew the number but never let himself think it. Because causing death was his job, and he couldn’t do it if he felt them all. He’d had to build up a callus over that part of himself—the part that had felt the rush, and the horror. Death was his job. He was the Reaper of the Pagano Brothers.

His father had been a grocer, a butcher, and Angie had known from his earliest understanding that he never wanted to live his father’s life, spending his days in a bloody apron. But he’d become a butcher anyway. Sometimes, he even wore an apron. It was, apparently, in his blood.

Il sangue non mente.

“You good, kid?” he asked Trey.

A distracted nod was the answer. Then the kid blinked, took a breath, and nodded with more conviction. “I’m good. I’m good.”

Angie grabbed his shoulder and gave it a quick squeeze. As he did, Tony showed up on the other side of the gate. A few drops of blood on his face were the only indications that he’d just done a turn of the property and put down three men.

“Clear?” he asked Tony as they all met at the small, unlocked gate beside the larger cantilevered model that spanned the driveway.

Tony turned the lock. “Perimeter clear. Two left at the door.”

Angie stepped through the gate. “Perfect.” He pulled the burner phone from Kuzma and sent a text. A thumbs-up.

Ten seconds later, gunfire erupted inside the house.

“That concludes the stealth portion of our program,” Angie said and pulled the Makarov from his gun belt. “Time to party.”
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The door guards had run into the house at the onset of the shooting; Angie and Tony took them out in the hallway. By the time they arrived at the dining room, the shooting was over, and bodies lay in a scatter around the table and against the far wall. An elaborate meal had been destroyed, dishes shattered and food and drink splashed over white linen. Sprays of blood and gore plumed over every surface.

Angie had never lost the sense of awe at how much damage bullets could do in so little time. Less than thirty seconds from the first shot to the last. Maybe less than twenty.

In the midst of that carnage, four men were still alive: Kuzma. A man Angie didn’t recognize but quickly guessed to be a Zelenko body man. And two older mean he’d seen only in photographs: Ilya Zelenko and Yuri Bondaruk.

Kuzma, Ilya, and the random Zelenko were standing. Yuri sat at the head of the table. Kuzma had a gun pointed at Yuri’s head.

The Zelenkos had come through.

Now it was time for the secret weapon. Angie glanced at Kuzma, who gave him a subtle, almost imperceptible, nod.

At that, Angie aimed the borrowed Makarov and shot Ilya Zelenko in the gut.

The old man let out of woof and dropped.

Yuri shouted incoherently and slammed his hands to his head, hunching into a cower.

Tony and Trey, at Angie’s side, both jumped and, out of reflex, aimed at the Zelenkos left standing. Tony yelled, “Ange! What?”

But neither Kuzma nor his body man even flinched. Kuzma kept his gun trained calmly on Yuri Bondaruk.

Ilya, Kuzma’s grandfather and pakhan, noticed that right away. He rattled off a bunch of Ukrainian in a suffering wheeze.

Kuzma returned a few words. Angie didn’t know the language, but he thought he understood the meaning well enough. Something along the lines of Nothing personal, just business, he imagined.

This was the side deal Kuzma had made—kill his grandfather to make room for him at the head of the bratva. With only his best friend—the rando Zelenko, Angie assumed, who was still breathing and clearly on the same page—in on the plan and slated to rise to Kuzma’s right hand, Kuzma could take over without controversy if the Paganos pulled the trigger. Then, sitting at the head, Kuzma controlled whether his bratva would retaliate against an apparent Pagano betrayal of this alliance.

He could use their extremely profitable partnership with the Romano Family to sideline talks of retaliation without appearing soft right out the gate.

It had been Angie’s secret weapon because they had this deal on record, and Kuzma knew it. He had a lot of reason to hold to this plan and not double-cross Angie’s team. And neither Nick nor Angie had any problem double-crossing a two-faced shithead like Ilya.

With his borrowed gun still aimed on the soon-to-be ex-pakhan, Angie went into the room, stepping over bodies and puddles of gore until he stood before Ilya Zelenko. The old man would die from that shot, but not quickly. He was in agony, which was exactly how Angie wanted him for now.

“You speak English, old man?” he asked.

Ilya didn’t answer.

“He does,” his grandson said.

“Good.” Angie crouched and faced Ilya directly. “Then you will understand me when I say Don Nicolo Pagano sends his regards. He knows you made the call to ally with the Bondaruks, and he knows it was Zelenko men serving that alliance who came through his town and desecrated it. Let this be a message to you as you die”—he looked up at Kuzma to deliver the next line—“and a lesson to those who come after you,”—he returned his attention to the old man—"that he will go to the ends of the earth to render justice. He does not forget, and he does not forgive.”

Angie stood. He shot Ilya Zelenko in both knees, let him feel that for a second or two, and then put a bullet right in the center of his forehead.

Then he turned to the other old man in the room. “And finally, Yuri Bondaruk. Zdrastuyte.” He glanced back at Trey, seeking confirmation that he’d gotten the word for ‘hello’ right. His eyes still round with shock, Trey nodded, and Angie turned back to the man he’d crossed an ocean to kill.

Bondaruk sighed and lifted weary, defeated eyes. “You kill them all. My sons. My family. My friends. All.”

“You know, I noticed that.” Angie shrugged and pulled up a chair to take a seat at the table. He leaned back as if he were relaxing after a big meal. “What can I say? This is what happens when you fuck with the Paganos. You were warned repeatedly, but I guess you’re not very bright.”

“So, you have win. And now you kill me.”

“Well, not now, exactly.” He plucked a pristine roll from a basket on the bloody table, and he took a bite. Around it, he said, “Eventually, yeah. But we got some time. And we owe you more than a death, Yuri. A lot more than a death.” 

He shoved the rest of the roll in his mouth. “Huh. That’s pretty good bread.” After he swallowed, he picked up the nearest glass of vodka, ignoring the slim spiral of red working its way to the bottom, and tossed it back. Then he picked up a bloody napkin and wiped his mouth with a clean corner. He stood, dropped the napkin on the table, brushed his hands of any crumbs.

“What do you say we get started?”
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Giada nodded as her housekeeper finished refilling her guests’ glasses and stepped back. “Thank you, Jonathan.”

With a smile, Jonathan left the room, headed back to the kitchen, no doubt to prepare the next round of ‘light’ snacks.

Deandra Giocali, wife of Tommy’s consigliere, Bruno, watched Jonathan walk away. “Such a shame to waste that beautiful ass on men. Are you sure he’s gay?”

Giada sipped her Passito. “He’s married to a man, so yeah. Pretty sure.”

“C’mon, Deedee—who’s gonna ‘preciate a fine ass better than a gay guy?” Fallon, Tommy’s wife, asked, her tone typically loud and nasal. 

When everybody laughed with her, she flung her arms wide, sending white wine flying from her glass, and gave her hips a vulgar jerk. All Giada’s guests laughed dutifully for the don’s wife—they were drunk, too, so they might have legitimately thought the display amusing.

“Oh, sorry, Giada! Sorry!” Fallon made a drunken and totally ineffectual swipe at the spilled wine on Giada’s blush-pink leather sofa and then abandoned the effort to resume drinking.

“It’s okay—it’ll clean. That’s why I serve you lushes white.” She said it with a wry smile, and her guests laughed like it was the best joke they’d heard in ages.

“It’s so good!” Mia Busto enthused. “You always have the best food and wine. I swear I gain five pounds every month on this night alone. I gotta start fasting for pre-game—Fabi’ll kill me if he sees me gaining.”

Several heads nodded, oblivious to the subtext of that remark. Julie Uberti said, “I see what you’re doin’, though—you get us boozy and fat so we never talk about the book, since you never read it!”

Again, her guests laughed, this time, peppering in good-natured jeers about Giada’s habitual neglect of the stated purpose of these evenings.

No, she never read the book club book. She’d been a reader as a child, an avid fan of all kinds of stories, but she hadn’t read a work of fiction in decades. When she had time at all to read anything more than the news online or real estate contracts, she chose histories or treatises on contemporary politics and culture. She had no room in her life for fantasies and fictions.

On the other hand, the women she was hosting lived lives teetering on fragile pillars of lies and delusion.

Giada laughed. “You figured out my nefarious scheme. Here, Jules”—she leaned over and lifted a frangipane tart—“have another before you start thinking again.”

Now that was the funniest thing these women had heard. Giada sat back and smiled while they slapped their knees and held their guts.

When Fallon and the other wives had a chance to be free of their cages for a while, they always let completely loose. That was the whole point of this ridiculous book club—to give the Sacco women a truly safe place to relax, if only once a month. That she sometimes also got useful insights into her brother and the men he trusted had emerged as a happy side effect.

Tommy was as bad a husband as he was anything else, and as vicious. Giada had tried to warn Fallon off Tommy when they were engaged, though Fallon had, by then, enough evidence of her own to know she was jumping into a deep well of boiling water. 

Men like her brother chose women like Fallon, who perceived lavish gifts as expressions of love or sincere apologies for terrible behavior, who blamed themselves for ‘setting him off,’ and shaped their selves desperately into the mold demanded of them. Women like Fallon—like almost all these women in her living room tonight—took all the ills of their life and family into themselves and existed in a near constant state of siege. 

With one possible exception, none of these women, the wives of the top-tier men of the Sacco Family, had an easy road. The men Tommy held close were much like him. Frankly, Giada’s father hadn’t been dramatically better. He’d been savvier and more circumspect, but they’d all known the back of his hand, and the cut of his tongue. Her mother had known betrayals as well. To be constrained, betrayed, and taken for granted, if not outright abused, was the lot of a Sacco wife.

It was Sacco tradition, as in so many families of their world, that wives did not work. Whether they were Saccos in blood or in law, once they were married, they could not work anywhere but the home—they were to be wholeheartedly devoted to their husband and children, even after those children grew and moved on to their own lives.

It applied to Giada as well. If she had ever married, within the family or outside it, her father would have pushed her out of Sacco Development. So she had remained single all her life, never giving even a hint that she had serious romantic inclinations in any direction. 

That was not to say she was celibate. Far from it. But all her life, even in college, she’d satisfied her needs with one-night stands or, more often, professionals. She preferred escorts, because they took direction well. 

Her father had known, and her brother knew. They both hated it, Tommy had called her a dirty slut more times than she could count, but neither had moved to stop her beyond registering their disapprobation. She ignored them.

A life lived alone was not her natural inclination. She would have liked the chance to know that kind of love. But she would never give up her power to have it. So she’d made a choice.

Watching her guests, she was reminded again that she’d made the right one.
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That night, her ringing phone woke Giada into deep darkness. She pushed an arm from under the snug warmth of her comforters and flailed at the nightstand until she got hold of the noisy thing and pulled it from the charger. Blinking at the screen, she saw the name of the single member of the Sacco Family she trusted: her Uncle Vincenzo.

It was five minutes before three in the morning. Except when there was a baby coming, no call at this hour brought good news.

“Zio,” she answered. “What’s wrong?”

“Mi dispiace, piccolina.” She was forty-five years old, and her uncle still called her ‘little one,’ as he had all her life. “There’s trouble with your brother.”

Giada sat up and switched on a lamp. “What can you tell me?” On this phone, it wouldn’t be much. Boston was well known for the cozy relationships among its law and its outlaws, but the Feds were a different story, and no organization lasted long recklessly. It was always better to assume someone was paying attention and behave accordingly.

Which was the whole problem with her brother, who had, over the few years of his reign, begun to be called, in whispers through their world, Il Pagliaccio Arrabbiato. The Angry Clown.

“We need you at Emily’s.”

Emily was Tommy’s comare.

“What kind of mess did he make?” 

“A whole mess.”

Holy mother, he’d killed her.

“Zio, Fallon’s here. Last night was book night.” Since her nieces had gone off to college, Giada had made a habit of letting her sister-in-law spend the night after their ‘book club.’ Tommy had endorsed that arrangement, because it gave him the sense that Giada was being a good sister—and it freed him to be with Emily and not bother with pretense.

“Cazzo!” Enzo swore. “I forgot. Can you not come?”

For a long list of reasons, she had to go. “I’ll come. I just have to figure out how to explain my absence to Fallon if I’m not here when she wakes up. I’ll figure it out. I’ll be there in twenty minutes. Don’t let him do anything.”

“I won’t. He hasn’t tried to fix the problem yet.”

And he wouldn’t for quite a while. Tommy was used to other people making his messes go away, so it would take him a very long time to make a decision for himself in the midst of one.
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Tommy had set Emily Elgin up in a lovely condo in Cambridge, a couple blocks away from the Charles River, in a tidy neighborhood where tenured professors and mid-level college administrators lived. Emily had been a cocktail waitress at one of Tommy’s pet clubs and was not the college type, but she appreciated her ‘classy’ neighbors. Tommy liked that she was at just enough distance from his family to be both conveniently hidden and conveniently accessible.

Of the many comares her brother had had—sometimes more than one at a time—over the years, Giada probably liked Emily best. She was quiet and sweet. She didn’t stick up for herself any better than any other woman Tommy had ever hooked up with, but then she wouldn’t; self-assertive was decidedly not Tommy’s type.

In fact, Giada thought Emily had been as well suited for her brother as it was possible for a woman to be. She had made no demands on him. She’d appreciated every gift he’d given her. She had no designs on him but what he wanted to give her. They’d met when he’d broken the arms of a man accosting her as she was leaving work for the night. She considered him her savior.

But now she was lying on the floor of the master bathroom of the condo he’d bought her. Her savior had become her executioner.

Feeling like a homicide cop, and the closest thing to one who would ever see this scene, Giada stood in the doorway and took it all in.

Giada’s older brother, the don of the Sacco Family, the storied Italian family of the Boston underworld, had beaten this sweet woman into a purple, misshapen blob. The beachy décor of the bathroom, all hues of sand, sky, and sea glass, was spattered and sprayed with blood and bits of bone and tissue. He’d also stabbed her repeatedly, in the gut, with a shard of the broken mirror, and her intestines had spilled in a reeking pile on a small rug patterned with seashells.

Sweet Emily, who’d only wanted to make Tommy happy.

Giada stepped carefully into the room, trying not to put her boots in standing puddles of congealing blood, and picked up from the floor a slender white stick with a pink cap. Two pink lines in a window at the side. She studied it for a moment. Not to understand what it was—that was readily obvious—but to absorb the horror. She’d thought she was past shock at what Tommy was capable of. She’d thought she was even past surprise. But this was a level beyond the most basic humanity.

He’d done this, all this, because he’d made her pregnant.

A shadow at the doorway drew her attention. She turned to see Enzo, looking grim. “Ah, Giada,” he muttered as he contemplated the room. His voice was almost too low to be heard. “It’s time. It must happen. If you can.”

This was not the place to have the talk those words really meant, but they were vague enough to apply to the moment as well. She nodded and made her way back to the door.

In the bedroom, sitting on the chair at Emily’s pretty, fussy makeup vanity, her brother hunched over his knees. A sky-blue towel was wrapped around his dominant hand, soaking through with his blood. From holding the mirror shard he’d used to carve the seed of his own child away.

Family love was like a chronic illness, Giada thought. An addiction. No matter how awful the people of your blood were, it was impossible to eradicate the love from one’s heart entirely. Even if you loathed them, even if you’d learned to recognize the abuse for what it was, if you saw the cruelty and lack of conscience, even so, there was still love, coiled on the floor of the heart like the last clotty scum of curdled milk in a bottle left out in the heat. 

Her brother had been the tormenter of her childhood. The complicator of her adulthood. The obstacle to her ambition. An embarrassment. An abomination. Now, he threatened to destroy what their father had built—what their father had given to him and not to her, on the single basis of the lump of flesh hanging between his legs.

And yet, she still loved him.

But she was disgusted and furious now.

Crouching before him, she set the test stick on the floor at his feet, where his attention was focused. He flinched to see it, and lifted his eyes to hers.

All active anger had left him; he was in the contrition stage of the domestic violence cycle. It wouldn’t last. Soon, he’d find a way to put the blame back on Emily and quench this tiny flicker of conscience.

“Giada, I ... she ...”

Oh, look, he was already looking for a way to stomp out the flame.

Giada stood. “Did I see Fabio downstairs?” she asked Enzo, while her eyes stayed locked with her brother’s. She wanted him to see her handling his shit yet again.

“Yes,” Enzo answered. “He’s waiting for orders.”

Orders. What she, Giada, would give him. And Fabio would tell himself they’d come from Tommy.

“Fabi needs to take Tommy to the ER and get his hand sewed up—not here in Cambridge, but back in the city. Better yet—they should go to the cottage, to that urgent care on the way. Say he cut it with a broken glass. That’s even true, right?”

His eyes still locked on hers, tired and empty now, Tommy nodded. “Right.”

“Alright. Go on. I’ll take care of the rest.”

Tommy stood and staggered to the door. He stopped and turned back. “What’ll you do with her?”

“Make her go away.”

Emily had no family; that was Tommy’s type. He’d isolated her from any friends; that was his way. There was no one to wonder where she’d gone but her neighbors, and neighbors hardly noticed each other anymore.

He swiveled his head and cast a quick, guilty glance at the bathroom. “I love her, you know. I do.”

Giada didn’t reply. She watched her uncle follow her brother from the room. Then she pulled a burner phone from her coat pocket and dialed a number not in her contacts, but one she knew by heart. 

When the hoarse rasp of a lifelong smoker at waking said a grouchy hello, Giada said, “Hey Marv, it’s Giada. Sorry to call at this hour, but I need a full-service clean and pack, stat.”
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With a gentle twist of his hand, Enzo got the waitress to set the coffee carafe on their table. She gave him a humoring, flirty little smile and headed to the counter with their order.

Giada was exhausted, and her elderly uncle could not have felt especially spry. It was seven in the morning, and she still had Tommy’s wife in her guest room at home, with nothing more than a note saying she’d had to get an early start, but Fallon should ease leisurely into her morning.

Also, she had a full agenda at work today.

Normally, she took her coffee with sugar, but this time, she swallowed it down hot and black, hoping the bitter scald would add an extra kick of energy.

“This cannot go on much longer, piccolina. He is ruining us, and everyone sees it. If not you, someone will come from below to challenge him. Not a Sacco.”

“But a man. Are you sure I have the backing of enough capos, Zio? I don’t have Bruno or Fabi. That’s all the strong men.” Bruno and Fabio were closest to Tommy; they’d been friends from boyhood. Bruno was smart and had become a lawyer. He was Tommy’s consigliere. Fabio had come up through the ranks as an enforcer and was the capo with the most pull and highest earnings. Fabio made most of the Saccos’ dark money, and Bruno protected it.

Actually, Giada protected it as much as anyone. Her investments cleaned it and made it worthwhile. And she made all their straight money.

“If their men follow them.”

“You think they won’t?”

“I think if Nick Pagano throws to you, you might have almost every man in our family on your side. Especially if he handles his Ukrainian trouble. Men are saying he rose from the dead, you know.”

She drank more bitter coffee. “I’ve heard that. But he’s ... perdonami, Zio—he’s old. The men have shown no respect for experience and wisdom. They didn’t bat an eye when Tommy pushed you out.” Enzo had been her father’s consigliere from the very start. It was normal for a new don to establish his own inner circle, but Tommy had stripped Enzo of his title and set him entirely aside, forcing him to retire. He’d called him old and used up.

But Tommy still always called their uncle when he had trouble. Because he didn’t have the balls to call Giada himself—or to handle his own shit.

Enzo swirled creamer through his coffee, letting the spoon sing against the side of the mug. “It’s more than wisdom Nick offers. It’s power. If he takes this bratva down, they will say he is invincible. After that, I would be surprised to see any New England family resist his will. You have his word?”

“I do. The Paganos stand with me when I claim a seat at the table, and my Saccos stand with them when he’s ready to make his half-blood nephew.” At her meet with Nick, they’d planned to use Vio Marconi’s daughter’s wedding next month to study the players and set the board for Giada’s move.

Enzo chuckled. “We’re about to stir the pot, piccolina.”

To her uncle, Giada could admit a few doubts. “If this all blows up in our faces ...”

Enzo chuckled. “Oh, it will. Change never comes without pain. With the right push, New England will fall in line. Probably New York, too. But Sicily? They will not like what you and Pagano intend. They will see it as the children rebelling against the grandfather—and that is what it is. They will try to force their will. But you are strong, Giada. Stronger than Tommy by a long shot. Stronger than Gabi was, even. You’ll be standing when the fight is won. You’re smart, and you look ahead, not behind. You see the limits of tradition. You understand the troubles when things are done a way because they’ve always been done that way, without thought to what may come. Tradition is for Christmas. Change is life.”
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Not counting her quick run-in after the diner, where she’d showered and dressed for work and found a note from Fallon thanking her for a wonderful time and a lovely rest, and asking her to call, Giada didn’t get back to her apartment until nearly ten o’clock that night.

She opened a bottle of Sangiovese and poured herself a full glass, then kicked off her pumps and stood at the front windows, looking out over downtown Boston, and the river snaking around its border.

Exhausted as she was, she knew sleep would elude her for hours. The disgust of that morning, surrounded by her brother’s latest, worst, abomination, stuck like old gum on her soul. There was absolutely no way Emily would have meant to get pregnant without Tommy’s permission. It was an accident, Giada was sure. 

She was also sure Emily would have ended the pregnancy if Tommy had only asked. He would say abortion was wrong, and maybe that was what had set him off, a sense of being trapped by a mistake he would have blamed on Emily alone—but look what he’d done. He’d ended the pregnancy and the mother, both.

Swallowing down the whole glass, Giada squeezed her eyes shut and tried to crush the image of that bathroom into oblivion.

What would she do with her brother, when she made her move? Could she kill him?

She would have to, wouldn’t she? Was there any possible way he’d step aside if she had the backing to push him in that direction?

Of course not. She was a woman. In his mind, there was no way at all she would deserve the seat. 

She would have to kill her brother. And he certainly deserved to die.

Could she do it?

Giada had cleaned up after her brother’s violence all her adult life. Even while their father lived, Tommy had come to her most of the time. But she had never hurt anyone herself.

Her heart began to thump, and she went back to the kitchen, intending to refill her glass.

But she didn’t want a red wine hangover.

No, she had a better idea. More distraction, more expense of energy, better hope for good sleep, and a clear head in the morning.

She picked up her phone and scrolled through her texts. Finding the convo she wanted, she sent a new message.

Hey. Busy tonight?

An answer came back in seconds.

I’m not, actually. Had a cancellation. 

I’ve been pouting about it with some Rocky Road. 

You don’t usually play on school nights. You okay?

Yeah. Just have some energy to burn.

Just call me Cardio. 

You want me over now?

Yep.

Giada let that word sit for a second without sending. Then she added to it and sent it.

Yep. Bring a friend. Full night.

Mercy! You do have energy to burn. 

I need a couple extra minutes, 

but I can work that out. 

A friend like me, or a friend like you?

Like you. Full-service package.

We’ll be there in 30, hot mama. 

Tristan ended that text with two eggplants and several sweat emojis. 

Giada went back to her bedroom to get ready for her guests.
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Angie, Tony, and Trey arrived in Quiet Cove near noon, two days after they finished their job in Ukraine. They’d spent one night back in Berlin, enough to enjoy a bit of nightlife and burn off some steam, and then they’d hopped a commercial flight back to the States.

At the airport, Jake, a longstanding Pagano enforcer, picked them all up. Angie had him drop the kids off at their respective homes, instructing them to be at the office in two hours. Then he had Jake take him straight to the office. He didn’t have a woman to return to and ease her worries, and he wanted to speak with Nick and Donnie on his own first.

They were waiting for him in Nick’s office. According to Nick’s custom, the door was ajar, which meant ‘knock and lean in,’ so he did.

“Hi, don.”

“Angie!” Nick stood up from his desk and came to the door. He was smiling subtly. Unless he was with his wife and children, Nick rarely made an expression so broad it could be called a grin, but Angie knew him well. He saw the deep pleasure and affection on the don’s face.

Angie had admired Nick long before he was don, long before Angie was old enough to truly understand what a don was. Like many Pagano men, he had first joined because he’d spent the Sundays of his childhood in the pews at Christ the King Catholic Church, and he’d watched those dangerous-looking men file in behind Don Ben Pagano and sit at the front, arrayed all on the same side of the nave. They had been strong and dangerous and mysterious. All the most fascinating things a man could be to a boy prone to risk and adventure.

When he’d first really noticed Nick, apart from the others, Angie had barely been a teenager, and Nick maybe not yet a capo. That Nick had been brash as fuck. No one would call Nick arrogant now, because he’d earned every inch of his invincible confidence, and he was preternaturally self-possessed. But back then, thirty-five years ago, attitude had throbbed around him like an aura. It was the attitude that Angie had related to then, the unsettled mix of respect and rebellion he’d sensed in the heir apparent. That thing between powerful fathers and ambitious sons.

Nick’s father hadn’t been the paragon Angie’s had been, but his Uncle Ben had.

For a long time after he’d joined the Paganos, more than ten years, Angie had been more or less beneath Nick’s notice. A grunt, until his first cold kill. Then a made man, but still no one of note. It had taken a betrayal in the ranks, a bad one, and then a mistake made in a flash, for Nick to really see Angie, and to bring him close. Angie thought his mistake, which had gotten his sister, Tina, hurt, had been the thing that caught Nick’s attention most.

That was often the way with Nick. He didn’t expect his men to be perfect, but he was keenly interested in how mistakes were rectified. Time and again, Angie had seen Nick turn his attention on a man who’d taken responsibility for his actions and learned. If Angie were asked what was the secret to getting in good with the don ... well, actually, he’d tell the asker to get the fuck off, because nobody deserved a cheat code. But the answer would be: fuck up, and face it. Make it better. Stand up. Then the don would see you.

In Angie’s case, he’d also uncovered an internal plot to take Nick down. That had certainly helped. 

Now, as they shook hands, Nick locked his keen eyes with Angie’s and grasped his upper arm. “You did well, my friend.”

“It was a good plan.” Angie wasn’t one for false modesty, but neither was he one to take more credit than was due. This mission had taken a long time and more brains and skill than only his. In fact, most of the plan had been Donnie’s doing. 

He smiled at the other friend in the room. “Hey, boss.”

Donnie grinned and held out his arms. “My man.” They embraced.

“Sit,” Nick said, indicating the sitting area on the far side of his expansive office. “Tell me.”

Donnie went to the bar and poured scotch for them all.

Angie unbuttoned his suitcoat and sat. “Went smooth. Almost exactly as scripted. And we were out of the country before it made any ripple at all.”

“It’s made some ripple since. I guess you haven’t seen the news.”

After a big job, unless it went wrong and he had to fix it, Angie turned his back. There was no way he could live with who he was and what he did if he kept track of the aftermath of every death he caused, every soul he broke. If a job went wrong, he’d hear from certain people. If he didn’t hear from those people, he moved on.

This time, he hadn’t heard, so he’d moved on.

“No. I slept on the plane.” He took a glass of scotch rocks from Donnie.

Nick nodded at Donnie, who sat and said, “Kuzma made a statement. He didn’t clean the scene. Instead, he called in law and press.”

“Che cazzo? That son of a bitch!”

“Easy, Ange. It’s okay. The story is Yuri killed Ilya at the table, a double-cross, and the bloodbath was the result. No mention of you at all.” The expressive side of Donnie’s mouth twisted wryly at the corner. “Ukie press isn’t as precious about gore on their pages as ours. They showed the whole scene. Damn, Ange.”

“Most of that wasn’t us. We took out the guards. Everybody but Yuri, Ilya, Kuzma and his buddy were already dead when we got inside. Like the plan. Kuzma just flipped who double-crossed who for the press. But why bring them in on all that?”

“He announced to his country that he took out a whole bratva and avenged his grandfather’s death,” Nick said. “He’s positioned himself as the most powerful pakhan in Ukraine. And he took our name out of the equation entirely.”

Nick still seemed pleased, but Angie didn’t understand why. It was important for the future that the underworld know what had happened in Kyiv had been Pagano retaliation, that they had turned one enemy into an ally and destroyed another. “Doesn’t that hurt us, if we don’t have credit?”

Nick shook his head. “We have credit where it’s needed. If Kuzma Zelenko wants to take all the credit at home, and it means we’ve exterminated our roaches here, then I’m well pleased. The Councils of New England and New York know the truth. Besides, it will serve me for them all to know the truth, to understand the power of our family, and to see me choose judiciously when to wield it. A man who shouts his power has none. Let Kuzma shout. Io non perderò niente.”

I will lose nothing. Angie mulled on that and finally nodded. “Okay. Good. Then good.”

“There were photos of Yuri Bondaruk in the Kyiv news, Ange,” Donnie said. His voice had taken on a different, softer tone. “They had to identify him by what was left of his ink. That wasn’t Kuzma who did that.”

“No, that was me.” Angie finished his drink and set the glass on a coaster on the coffee table. “Lara’s abduction and rape. Those vicious pictures they made of the women. Carina’s attempted abduction. Donnie getting shot in Providence. All three of us getting shot at Dominic’s. Shooting up the Church, and my family’s market, and the bookshop.” He ticked it all off on his fingers. “All that and every piece of shit nuisance over the past almost four years. I took it all back. I made him pay in full, with interest.” 

Over six hours. Dawn had been breaking when he’d finally let what was left of Yuri expire. Now, he reached into an inside pocket of his jacket and pulled out a folded white linen handkerchief. “I brought you this.”

Nick took it and unfolded the linen. A dental bridge, a canine and three molars. In gold. From Yuri Bondaruk’s foul mouth.

After a moment’s study and a short nod, Nick folded the linen again and set it on the table. “I’m impressed, Angelo. Thank you.”

“Anything for you, don,” Angie said.

The truth was, most of the wounds the Bondaruks had caused the Paganos over the years had come at the hands of the Zelenkos. From the attempt to kidnap Nick’s daughter to the attack on Quiet Cove, most of the actual doers had been Zelenkos. The actual doers were all dead, but it galled Angie to ally with the bratva that had caused them so much damage. He understood the way of war—the Bondaruks were the primary enemy, the Zelenkos only their agents, and once they flipped, they were of use. The enemy of my enemy is my friend, and all that. But he had wanted to do more damage to Ilya Zelenko than a few bullets and a couple minutes of agony. He’d have been much happier if Ilya had been side by each with Yuri for the main event.

“Tell me about Trey. How’d he do?” Nick asked, and Angie refocused.

“He did good. He was freaked out, no doubt. A few times, he looked like he was going to lose his lunch, but he stuck it out and didn’t falter once. Not once, Nick. Not a stutter in his step.”

“Did you delegate Yuri at all?”

“No. That work was mine. I wasn’t in a sharing mood. Trey and Tony had my back, made sure Kuzma wasn’t up to any funny business.”

“You think he’s ready?”

Angie thought about that. He had the answer right up front, but he took a beat to think it through anyway. “Yeah, he is. I don’t know if we are. But he is. Now he’s got a cold kill on his soul, Nick. You know what happens if that doesn’t get recognized.”

Nick and Donnie both nodded; they all knew. If you left a man to swing alone with that wrapped around his soul, it choked the good right out of him. You had to show him you understood, and appreciated, what he’d done. That something good came from his act. This was one of the main reasons a man was usually made after his first cold kill. They were all brothers in that death.

“We’ll be ready soon enough,” Nick said. “I met with Giada Sacco while you were away, and we’ve made a plan. When we’re in Manhattan for Ilaria’s wedding, we’ll put things in motion.

Angie’s jaw unhinged. “At the wedding?”

Ilaria Marconi was the only daughter of Vio Marconi, the don who ran Connecticut. Connecticut didn’t offer Ilaria the grandeur she wanted for her big day, so she was getting married at the Church of St. Paul the Apostle on the ultra-swanky Upper West Side of Manhattan, and having her extremely formal reception at the Ritz-Carlton. Just about every power player in the East Coast underworld and beyond would be there, and they’d all booked out blocks of rooms in the hotel for their people. 

On that weekend the fucking Ritz-Carlton, right there beside Central Park, would be like the Comic-Con of organized crime. They all expected the place to be wired to hell and back, and probably surrounded by nondescript utility vans, with all sorts of LEO types nursing raging hard-ons at the prospect of hitting that sweet, sweet RICO jackpot.

Nobody would be doing any kind of business at that wedding. And what Giada Sacco had in mind was some hardcore business.

“Just laying the pieces on the board,” Nick said.

“With the Bondaruk news fresh, you want people to see Giada chummy with you. Get a read on the room.”

“Yes. I want her to be seen with us. With you, in particular.”

“Please?”

“Donnie and I are both married. I don’t want to cause scandal. I just want people to see enough of a connection to talk. You’re a flirt, so flirt.”

“With Giada Sacco. She’s not exactly my type.”

“Mature, intelligent, and beautiful?” Donnie smirked. “No, she’s definitely not your type. But if you work at it, you might be able to play in her league for an evening.”

Nick laughed. 

Angie put his fist up at Donnie. “Vaffanculo, Goretti.” Donnie laughed, and Angie joined in. He was actually a little hurt, but he played it off as the joke it was intended to be. 

He turned back to Nick. “You’re seriously whoring me out for this?”

“Don’t be melodramatic, Angie. I’m not ‘whoring you out.’ I’m asking you to talk to the woman. Bring her a drink. I’m not even asking you to be her date. In fact, I absolutely don’t want you to get too close. I won’t compromise our position for an alliance with her, and I don’t want any appearance that your loyalties could be swayed.”

Angie knew Nick wasn’t questioning his loyalty, but the word still stung. “You know they can’t be.”

“I know. I’m talking about what people see. I just want people to notice her with you, so I can watch how they react.”

“She’s on board with this?”

“She is. Are you?”

Angie sighed. He’d had no intention of bringing a date to the wedding anyway—since his equipment issues, the thought of having a woman in his hotel room for a weekend had lost all of its luster—but he didn’t like this whole role-playing game he’d found himself in the middle of. Subterfuge wasn’t his thing. He was a blunt instrument. Pretending to be Andrew Rutland was about all he had in him, and he’d only had to remember the name. He wasn’t James Bond. He was Jaws. 

“Anything for you, don.”
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When Tony and Trey arrived, within a few minutes of each other, Angie called them back to Nick’s office together. While Nick greeted them, Angie went to sit on a sofa and watch.

Those two had an interesting tension between them. They’d hated each other as long as Angie had known them both, and he’d kept a sharp eye to make sure it didn’t get in the way of their work. It never had, though the hostility was palpable. He’d dug in a little and been bored to discover there wasn’t any big betrayal or outrage serving as the catalyst for their dislike. It was just the usual adolescent envy crap. 

Trey was privileged; Tony was not. Trey was a guy everybody loved; Tony was not. Tony had scrapped hard to command a sliver of the respect he thought had been handed to Trey. So Tony saw an entitled rich kid, and Trey saw a low-class bully.

They were both wrong, and they were both right.

But in the past few months, they’d found a way toward trust. Not friendship, not yet, but trust. It had happened on the night Dominic’s had been hit. They two had been the only Pagano men standing, and working together they’d killed all but one of their assailants.

Now, Angie watched as the don conferred his grace on them. He went to Tony first—shook his hand warmly, patted him solidly on the arm, told him he’d done excellent work. Tony was a grown man, a hard man, but he flushed like a schoolboy at the don’s praise and just barely managed to keep his cool.

Then, as Angie expected, Nick dismissed him. “Take the rest of the week off, Tony. Spend some time with your woman. You deserve it.”

There was just one beat, maybe two, of silence while Tony realized that he’d been dismissed and was expected to leave while Trey was still there. Trey, who was still not made, while Tony had been made for years. Trey, who was a mere associate, while Tony was a soldier and a top enforcer. Trey, who had killed only one man on this mission, while Tony had ended three.

Because he was watching, Angie saw it happen in Tony’s eyes, that old resentment flickering hotly. Then Tony mastered it and stuck the landing.

“Thank you, don. I will.” He gave a brisk nod of farewell, managed to resist glancing around the room, and left, closing the door behind him.

Angie knew how hard that was. Tony had done well. And he knew very well that Nick and Donnie had noticed everything Angie had. They were all paying attention to Tony Cioccolanti. He would make a fine capo someday.

Nick turned his attention to Trey. He clapped his hands on both sides of Trey’s head and kissed his forehead. An outrageously effusive display of affection coming from Nick.

“I’m proud of you, nephew. Angie reports that you did your job, and did it well.”

“I tried, Uncle.” He was as rosy with Nick’s attention as Tony had been. “I wanted to make you proud.”

“You did. I know that wasn’t easy. They never are, but the first one weighs heaviest. Your back is straight under it, and that is good to see. It’s what I wanted to see.”

Watching the don tell his heir, though still not quite ready to say it out straight, that he had proved his worthiness, Angie took a deep breath and let it out slowly.

“Here we go,” Donnie muttered softly.

Angie nodded. Yep. The time had come to shake the family tree.
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On this way home that afternoon, Angie swung by the family home. Since his father had died almost a year ago, the house had stood empty, and he went in a couple times a week to check on things and pick up any stray mail addressed to ‘Resident’ or those little papers the Quiet Cove Chamber of Commerce liked to throw in the yards every now and then.

All three siblings had been on their own for a long time, and none of them wanted to move into the big old house. Angie had considered it briefly, but he couldn’t hack the thought of living alone in the house he’d grown up in. Both his parents had had their last mornings here. And what? He was supposed to move into the master bedroom, where they’d slept together for decades, and where his father had slept alone for years, and act like it was normal for him to take it over? No.

Matt and Tina, his brother and sister, wanted to sell the place. Angie knew that was the right call, but he couldn’t make himself sign off on it. 

As part of the probate or whatever, the execution of their father’s will—Execution. Kind of an all-purpose word, wasn’t it?—an appraiser had come through to monetize his estate, or something like that. Figure out what the whole thing was worth. Corti Market, the house, his life insurance, and some pretty well played stocks. The whole shebang was comfortably in the seven-figure range. Enough that the three siblings could each get a payout in that range if they liquidated everything.

But of course none of them wanted to do that. Corti Market would always be Corti Market. Their father had inherited it, his kids had inherited it, Matt and Tina’s kids would eventually inherit it. Matt was married and had a son, and that son would grow up and maybe take over for his pop one day. Or maybe one of Tina’s kids would want to work with their Uncle Matt and take it over. They would never give up that market, until there wasn’t a Corti to run it.

The house, they should sell. Obviously, they should. But they’d grown up there. How did you sell away so many memories? How did you sell the door jambs with their growth charts marked up in butcher pencil? Or the gouge in the brick fireplace from when Angie and Matt had been playing swords with their dad’s golf clubs?

Or the garden their mom had taken such pride in? Or the room they’d built out with their father when she’d had a stroke and lived out her last years locked into a still body? They’d taken such care to make that room something pretty despite all the machines and medical gear, to make it something that could bring joy to her despite her condition.

His mom. Fuck, he couldn’t sell away the house his mom had built their family in.

He was surprised to see both Tina and Matt’s cars in the driveway. Normally, he was the only one who checked regularly on the house he wouldn’t sell or rent or live in. It was just a block off his route home, so it took nothing to swing by. Matt and Tina both lived within a couple miles of the place, but Matt came by only if Angie mentioned there was a repair needing doing, or some kind of upkeep, and Tina only came to abscond with something—like at Christmas, when she’d taken all the old ornaments and their mom’s elaborate Christmas village set.

The winter had been cold and dry, without any major storms so far, so the walk hadn’t needed shoveled, and there weren’t any weather-related repairs to see to. The cold kept the lawn and gardens dormant. And Christmas was over. There was no reason for them to be in the house.

Angie parked behind Matt’s car and, out of ancient habit, walked to the side door and went in at the kitchen.

Matt and Tina were in the kitchen, packing up the cupboards.

Angie stopped dead in the doorway and took in the scene. “What the fuck?”

Open boxes covered the large island. Butt rolls of butcher paper and fresh rolls of bubble wrap took up most of the table. All the cupboard doors were open, and his brother and sister were wrapping plates and glasses. They didn’t stop what they were doing because he’d come in; they barely seemed bothered by their treachery.

His sister was closer. He stomped to her and snatched the half-wrapped plate from her hand. “What the fuck are you doing?”

Tina just blinked at him, her big brown eyes as round as the plate in his hand. Usually, she was a mouthy little shit, but when she was upset, she had trouble getting her words going—and that was his fault—so he knew he’d scared her. Just now, he wasn’t sorry for that. “What the fuck are you doing, shrimp?”

“It’s time, Ange,” Matt said from across the island.

“Time for what?”

“Dad died almost a year ago. Mamma died almost fifteen years ago. It’s time to let the house go.”

“So you thought you’d sneak in and do it without me?” He slammed the plate on the island. It cracked inside the loose paper wrapping. Fuck.

“N-no, Ange.” Tina said. “No. We just ... thought ... we thought it would be easier if ...”

“If it didn’t look so much like home anymore,” Matt finished.

Tina shot their brother a dark look. She hated when people finished her sentences for her.

She usually talked fine and sounded normal to most ears. She was a speech and occupational therapist, with a PhD, and knew all the tricks for coping with a disability, and she’d mainly overcome her own.

The disability she’d gotten when somebody looking to hurt Angie had beaten his baby sister almost to death. And made him watch.

It had taken Tina a long time to forgive him. He still hadn’t forgiven himself.

Angie pulled in a breath and got his temper under control. He focused on his sister. “What’s he talkin’ about, Teenie?”

She set her hand on his arm. When she answered, her words were slow, but smooth and clear. “Matt and I thought it would be easier for you to let go if you didn’t come in every time you were here and see the home we grew up in. We’re not selling anything yet, or giving anything away. We’re just packing it up for now. So you see the house and not the home.”

“That’s all you see here? Just a house?”

She shook her head. “I see home, too. But I see the holes where Daddy and Mamma belong, too, and it hurts. I’m ready to say goodbye to this place.”

“But behind my back?”

“Would you have agreed?” Matt asked. Angie sent an angry snarl his way. Matt was always the reasonable one, the responsible one. It got old.

No, of course he wouldn’t have agreed. “None of us need the money.”

“It’s sad, Angie,” Tina said. “Letting it sit here all empty and lonely. It makes me sad.”

He sighed and looked around the room. He could sit in any room of this house and see his whole life play across the surface of his mind. 

He’d been kind of a shitty kid, always looking for trouble, always finding it, picking on the easy targets. He hadn’t been much better as a young man. He’d barely skated through high school, preferring to surf and smoke and fuck. He and Joey Pagano had torn up the boardwalk every summer when they were teens and just past—prowling for hot bikinis and being all-around shallow shitheads.

He and Joey had been tight in those days. Until Joey had gotten shot, and become disabled, and Angie had decided he was a weak suck. And then he’d been an outright bastard to his old friend.

Lots of people thought he was still a bastard, and most of them were right.

Now Tina was married to Joey, and they’d come to terms enough to get along. But that old scar still throbbed between them.

He’d been a shitty kid, and a shitty young man. Maybe he was still shitty. Poor Brenda’s orphaned daughter would very likely think of him as the bad guy who’d gotten her mother killed. A lot of people thought of him as a bad guy. That was his job description.

But he’d had a good family, and they’d made a good home here. No matter the tension he’d felt with his father, no matter the disappointment he knew he’d caused both his parents, no matter the torments he’d cooked up for his younger siblings, this had been a good home. A good family had lived here. His family. 

He hadn’t appreciated that nearly enough while he’d had it. He’d spent his whole goddamn life pushing against these walls, resisting what they’d held. And now they were empty.

“If we sell it, the new people will change it,” he said. He heard the little boy’s whine in his voice and coughed to try to cover it.

Tina’s little hand slid into his. “They can’t take what we had here away, though, Angie. Nobody can take that.”

She was right. They were both right. Obviously, they were right. But he couldn’t say yes. He simply could not. All he managed was, “Do what you gotta do. I gotta go.”

He shook his hand free of Tina’s and went out the way he’d come in.
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“I feel like Scarlett O’Hara,” Giada gasped. “Do you think those women ever took a full breath?”

Tori, her personal stylist, laughed and closed the final hook on the black satin corset that would torture Giada through the night like a heretic at inquisition. 

“Why d’ya think they swooned so much?” Tori answered in her broad Southie accent. “They was all suffocating to death.” She leaned back and surveyed the shaped she’d forced Giada’s body to make. “But it’s gonna be worth it. You’re gonna look wicked hot in that dress.”

Tori had been dressing Giada for fifteen years and was one of the most elegant, polished people Giada knew, a highly sought-after fashion icon in Boston and beyond, but she was a girl from the block at her heart. She only let her natural voice loose around people she felt close to. To dress a woman well required knowing more than the woman’s size or even her preferences. It was an intuitive, intimate bond. Giada and Tori had become friends, real friends, years ago.

But Tori only literally dressed her for formal events such as this, when the clothes were too complicated to manage well alone. 

Giada wasn’t fat; she didn’t even carry extra weight. But she wasn’t a stick. She watched what she ate without obsessing over calories, and she worked out regularly in ways she enjoyed. She had her mother’s figure, which, at its best, was what people called ‘hourglass’—a curve at the hip, a slightly more than average bust, which she’d had augmented in her mid-thirties, when gravity had started to take hold. At forty-five, however, despite her generally good care of herself, the middle of that hourglass had softened a little. Everything, in fact, had softened a little. Gravity would not be denied.

But she liked to dress to be noticed, and tonight, she especially wanted to draw the eye. The couture gown she’d chosen for the Marconi-Bustamante wedding reception was a deep crimson, Mikado silk, off-the shoulder trumpet gown. There was no room for error.

Ergo, Spanx and this Spanish Inquisition corset. Who needed breath?

For the wedding itself, held in a glorious, extravagantly beautiful Catholic Church near Central Park, Giada had worn a fairly sedate garnet-red skirt suit, but the reception here at the Ritz-Carlton was a fully formal affair. Silvio Marconi had one daughter, and he had put his all into giving her the wedding or her dreams. 

And it had been a beautiful wedding, a full Mass with an opera singer for the procession and recession. Ilaria’s custom wedding gown, awash in dazzling crystals so she’d glittered like the sun, had needed four attendants just to deal with the royal-cathedral-length train.

Ilaria had always been a spoiled brat, a demanding little mean girl, even as an adult. Giada did not envy the twelve women she’d conscripted into service as her bridesmaids. No doubt she was a Bridezilla to put all others to shame.

Giada had been to dozens of weddings, and had been a bridesmaid at eight of them. She knew that, no matter how how expensive, how perfectly planned, how carefully executed, all sorts of things went wrong at a wedding, from someone forgetting the feather pen at the guest book, to the wrong cake being delivered, to the bride’s gown getting damaged at the last minute. 

She’d been to one where the groom had gotten so wrecked the night before he’d passed out on a toilet in the men’s room of a grungy bar, his equally plastered buddies had forgotten him, he hadn’t been found until the cleaning crew came in after closing, and he’d woken up in the ER the next morning, forty-five minutes after the ceremony was scheduled to begin.

That was probably the worst one.

Things went wrong at weddings.

Ilaria’s wedding had looked splendid and seamless, and she was gorgeous, but Giada wondered if the bride were enjoying her day, or if she’d found dozens of things to complain about because they weren’t absolutely perfect. She pitied the poor slobs who’d have to face Don Marconi if they’d disappointed his princess in some small way.

When she was a girl, Giada had dreamed of a fairy-tale wedding, too. She’d been in high school when she’d first clearly understood what she’d lose if she got married, and she’d set aside those dreams right then, but as a little girl, she’d fantasized about being loved by a handsome prince and glittering down a long aisle to him, just as Ilaria Marconi had done today.

As a girl, Giada had thought she needed rescue. As a young woman, she’d understood that rescue was passive. Victims needed rescue. What she needed was power, which would render rescue unnecessary. So she hadn’t married, or loved. She’d worked. She’d achieved.

“You ready?” Tori asked and went to the dress form, where the Mikado silk confection awaited. Giada had booked this room adjoining her own at the Ritz for the weekend, for Tori and all her gear. She’d also arranged for makeup and hair, but that was already done, and those women had been paid and sent on their way. 

Giada took the deepest breath she could and forced her lungs to fill. “I’m ready.”
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Giada walked into the ballroom on her uncle’s arm, and was utterly unsurprised to find the reception twice as lavish as the wedding. Here at the Ritz, Vio hadn’t been constrained by the rules of the Church or the will of the priest. He’d no doubt thrown money at the hotel until he’d gotten what his little girl demanded.

The vast room glowed with warm amber light, accounted for by the massive rococo chandeliers hanging from the arched ceiling. At one side of the room, separated from the rest of the room by a large parquet dance floor, was a stage, lit with gold and pink lights, where a band was playing a surprisingly jazzy arrangement. At the other side was a large bar. Fifty round tables, each seating ten, were arrayed through the rest of the space, in such a way to seem randomly scattered but symmetrical at the same time. An enormous crystal vase, at least two feet tall, served as a centerpiece to each table, full of two dozen long-stemmed cream and blush-pink roses. Swags of crystal and gold beads draped around the vase. Six flickering electric tapers surrounded the vase and threw dazzles of crystal light over the place settings.

The place settings, each marked with a small tented card with a name written in gold calligraphy, were bone china, sterling silver, and cut crystal, and the linen napkins were monogrammed in one corner with gold thread—a large, ornate B framed with a smaller, equally ornate D and I, for David and Ilaria Bustamante.

Five hundred monogrammed linen napkins. Well, alrighty then.

Giada was impressed. Even in her girlish fairy-tale dream days, she hadn’t imagined a wedding as lavish as this. She really had to give it to Vio. The hotel was surrounded by Feds and police, all of them listening in. Likely some of them were dressed as catering staff here at the reception, or other service personnel throughout the hotel. But Vio had given his daughter a wedding where all her guests, and possibly the bride and groom themselves, could forget those plain sedans and vans, meant to be invisible but all the more noticeable for their aggressive blandness. Ilaria could be a princess today, and pretend the world stopped at the doors of this sparkling room, her realm.

Enzo chuckled at Giada’s side. “Daddy’s little girl,” he muttered.

“Apparently. Shall we find our table?”

Enzo led her deeper into the room. They found their table near the wedding party, one of the closer, among close family. No doubt it had been Vio demanding that the Council be placed above aunts and uncles, and the couple’s friends.

None of the Paganos was here yet, but she found their table—near their own, but a bit closer to the head table. The table of most honored guests. That was to be expected; not only was Nick the most powerful don in New England and the head of the Council, but he and Vio were good friends and lifelong allies. 

She and Enzo were the first at their table, which was all Saccos. According to the gilt-trimmed place cards, Giada and Enzo had been seated on the opposite side of the table from Tommy and Fallon, and she doubted it was an accident. Not everyone in their world knew her feelings for her brother, but Vio knew enough to put some distance between them. And a giant centerpiece.

Giada didn’t sit yet. She had timed her entrance well; the ballroom was a bit more than half full, and the bride and groom had not yet arrived. At the church, the crowd had been too dense, and the February weather too cold, to do more than offer best wishes to the happy couple and make her way to her hired car. She wanted to mingle now, get what she could out of the way, so she could focus on her primary interest of the evening: Angie Corti.

She had no particular interest in Angie himself, but she had a deep and keen interest in strengthening her alliance with the Paganos. In all the hours she’d planned and considered this thing she meant to do, during one of her many bitter ruminations on the infuriating entrenchment of tradition in their world, it had occurred to her that there was one tradition she might use to her advantage. It was a tradition throughout all of history, and even within their world. La Cosa Nostra considered themselves a family but conducted themselves as an alliance of monarchs. Just like monarchies had done for millennia, families often forged or strengthened alliances through marriage.

Giada had no intention of marrying anyone, especially not before she’d made her move. She certainly had no intention of marrying Angelo Corti, whose short attention span with women was well known. Good lord, no.

However, he was the available man with the most sway in the Pagano Brothers, and if she could not only be seen to have Nick’s affection but be said to be seriously involved with one of his closest friends and advisors? That could heavily reinforce her position and sway hesitant men to her side when she moved on Tommy.

When she killed Tommy. She was going to have to kill Tommy.

But she didn’t need to think about that yet.

She’d suggested to Nick that the appearance of such a connection could be useful to them both—to her in her quest, and then, with her at the head of her family, she could return the favor of strength when he made his half-blood heir. He’d been reluctant, surprisingly so, but Giada was a good dealmaker. So was he, and he respected her. They’d found their middle ground.

“I’m going to do a turn, Zio,” Giada said.

Enzo had been waiting for her to sit so he could. Now, he pushed her chair in and pulled out his own instead. “I’m going to get off my old feet, then. They don’t like these shoes. Anyway, nobody wants to see me.”

“That’s not true. But you’re an elder. They should come to you.” She bent—the corset was a knife in her ribs—and kissed his cheek. “Can I bring you a drink from the bar?”

Enzo nodded. “Per favore.”

With a pat to his shoulder, Giada headed off to scout the room.
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After an elaborate meal and several long toasts, the reception dinner became a reception party. Soon, the band would transition to its dance-music set. Giada pulled an envelope from her formal clutch purse and scooted her chair back.

Enzo set his hand on hers. “That might be a bit much, piccolina. Maybe I should take yours and mine both.” He spoke quietly, so no ears could hear but hers. It was unlikely a bug would pick it up, either—though she had no doubt the room had been thoroughly swept before guests arrived. Wires on waiters, however, was a decided possibility.

She spoke just as quietly. “You sit. They’ll do their turn to greet the elders, and you’re one of them. And I want people to talk when I do this.”

He shook his head and glanced across the table. The gargantuan centerpiece blissfully blocked most of their view of Tommy, but she knew Enzo was looking at his nephew. “He’ll see.”

“Let him. I can wave it off if he complains. I’m a woman alone, with no man to do these things for me. But I don’t think he’ll say anything. We’re still in the indebted phase.” After Giada cleaned up one of Tommy’s messes, there was a period of a few weeks, sometimes a few months, where he was practically obsequious with her. It wasn’t gratitude he felt; she didn’t delude herself about that. He simply understood, in that slender span of time, that he was beholden. He’d forget soon enough.

With a worried sigh, Enzo took his hand from hers. “Okay. You’re smarter than me.”

Giada rose, smoothed the silk of her gown—she could not wait to get this corset off—and strode to the head table.

In many Italian weddings, there was a phenomenon called the ‘money dance.’ The bride carried a white satin or lace bag and danced with all the men who wished, and they paid for the privilege of dancing with her, tucking tens and twenties, or hundreds, into her little bag until it swelled like a balloon.

Giada had grown up with the tradition, so it was simply a thing that was a part of weddings, like white dresses and cake that was prettier than it was tasty. She’d heard it called gauche, and sexist, and various other complaints, and those were probably all valid. But lots about traditional weddings were problematic, from ‘giving the bride away’ to stripping off her garter and sailing it into a crowd of men. Weddings were problematic. Everything was.

But in her experience, in her world’s version of a royal wedding, when a don or his children were married, the money dance didn’t happen. Instead, court was held.

Ilaria and David stood beside their chairs—thrones, they were actual thrones—and received their guests. The women went to David, who smiled and shook their hands and made small talk, while the men went to Ilaria and handed her an envelope, usually with a squeeze of her hand as she took it, often with a little bow, sometimes, if they were close enough, with a kiss to her cheek. Then Ilaria handed the envelope off to her maid of honor, who tucked it in a white satin bag the size of a pillowcase.

Giada went to Ilaria, not David. She handed the bride her envelope, which contained five thousand dollars.

Ilaria blinked—and Giada noticed that little crystals tipped her fake eyelashes. The bride clearly didn’t know what to do to be faced with a woman, so Giada took her hand, gave it a shake, set the envelope in it, and said, “Tanta felicità, Signora Bustamante.”

“Uh ... thanks. Thank you.” Ilaria recovered herself and handed the envelope off.

Her duty done, Giada smiled and turned away. The space around the happy couple had gone quiet, and now that she had caused the little stir she’d meant to, she felt self-conscious. That kind of insecurity was not a feeling she allowed herself, so she shook it off and strode confidently toward the bar.

Angie Corti came up to her as she reached the bar. “That was ballsy.”

Giada shook her head. “It shouldn’t be.”

“Yeah, but you wanted it to be. Right?”

She smirked. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.” To the bartender, she said, “Gin twist, please.”

When the bartender looked at Angie, he lifted his drink—whiskey or scotch on the rocks—and said, “I’m good, doll.”

Doll. He called women doll. Ugh.

Well, he was still the most powerful single man in the Paganos, and all she had to do was talk to him for a while. On this night, with all the power players of New York and New England in attendance, all they had to do was get talk started and see what was said.

Giada contemplated the man at her side. She’d known him for years, but not well. Somebody who attended the same weddings and funerals as she did, mainly. He was a vested member of a world she’d been barred from.

Objectively speaking, on visual evidence alone, Angie was kind of a catch. Notably taller than she despite her sky-high Jimmy Choo stilettos, he was nicely broad across the shoulders and lean at the waist and hip. He wore a very nice, perfectly tailored, classic black tuxedo—satin peak lapels, white satin pocket square, crisp white shirt with onyx button covers, black silk bow tie. His pepper-with-a-dash-of-salt hair was fairly short and styled like he took some time with it, in an artful, moussed tousle. His face was good, with a powerful jawline and a rugged brow shadowing really gorgeous light brown eyes that glinted against the bronzy cast of his Sicilian complexion.

Okay, actually, as long as he kept his mouth shut, Angie Corti was, objectively speaking, damn fine.

That mouth had a dangerous shape. Like a slash across his face. And his nose—a good Roman nose—had a kink that had to have come from a break. In those features especially, she saw the button man he was.

The bartender set her drink on the bar. As Giada took a sip, Angie stepped close and leaned in. With that slash of a mouth at her ear, he said, “You good with this, Giada? What Nick wants us to do?”

What Nick wanted them to do? Angie thought this had been Nick’s idea? Which meant Nick had either said as much or had let it be assumed. Either way, he didn’t want Angie to know that she, Giada, had suggested it, and that Nick had actually resisted it at first.

Huh. That was something to keep in mind and puzzle over later. The reason could simply be that Nick knew Angie was too much of a Neanderthal to accept the idea if it came from her. Or Nick could have some other, less obvious, possibly more troubling reason.

She’d think about it later. For now, she got into her role and smiled at the man leaning so close she could smell his aftershave. Surprisingly subtle. Definitely expensive. Nice. “I am. Are you?”

He grinned, and his mouth no longer seemed so dangerous. “Flirting with a pretty girl? That’s my specialty, doll.”

Giada was proud of herself for not rolling her eyes. Girl. Doll. She was forty-fucking-five years old and ran the most influential property development company in Massachusetts—not to mention her grander ambitions, of which Angie was aware. He would never speak to a man of her status with anything but respect. And yet he was perfectly comfortable calling her girl and doll.

This might be harder than she’d thought.
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This was going to be easier than he’d thought.

Angie smiled at the beautiful woman beside him. He’d known Giada for years, in a vague sort of way. Somebody he’d seen at social functions like this. He’d had no other reason to be in her company. The Paganos and Saccos were allies, the way all the families on the Council were supposed to be allies, but they’d been at odds a few times, too. Since Tommy had taken the seat, things had been especially chilly between them.

But either way, allied families weren’t necessarily close, or personally friendly. Nick’s friendship with Vio was an exception, not the rule. Angie barely knew most of the men in the Sacco Family, much less their women.

He’d known Giada Sacco was an attractive woman, but damn, she was gorgeous. He’d thought of her as too old to be of interest—she was almost his age, and come on, everybody knew women didn’t age as well as men did—but this woman did not look her age. Her hair, for one thing, was a beautiful deep brown, showing no signs of grey. Sure, that was probably dye, but that was okay. It looked good. She had it styled up, in a twist on the back of her head, with a sweep of bangs over her forehead. It was classy as fuck and showed off a long, slim neck, around which sat a thick gold necklace, a solid piece that rested on her collarbones like armor.

Her makeup was excellent, showcasing a pair of eyes a shade of green he didn’t have a name for. And that mouth—full, kissable, pouty lips tinted with deep red lipstick.

Not kissable. There would be no kissing. They weren’t supposed to get that close. Nick didn’t want them to, and probably Giada didn’t, either. And fuck if there was any chance Angie was going to get up close and personal with a woman of the Sacco Family while he was still working out his current equipment issue. Fuck no. He did not need that information running around loose in their world.

Still, though, he was going to have no trouble at all paying attention to Giada tonight.

He let his eyes make their favorite journey and wander down her body. She wore a dark red dress that fit her like it was tattooed on, following the line of her body from her heavenly rack, along her sleek waist and firm, perfect hips, all the way to her thighs, where it puffed out in a swirl of silk and lace. Oh god, the swell of her cleavage. He could put his head down right there and never leave.

“Angelo. That’s rude. Up here.”

He looked up and met her eyes. They held a challenge, and no smile to soften it.

“Sorry, doll. Is it rude to say you fill out red silk really well? That dress is something else.”

At that, her gorgeous mouth quirked up at one side. “Thank you.”

A few moments of awkward silence ensued. Without being able to flirt the way he was used to, with a particular objective in mind, Angie didn’t know what to say. He wasn’t sure he’d ever actually talked to a woman just to talk to her, excepting those in his family. He could talk to Bev or Ari, of course. Or his sister and sister-in-law. But a woman like Giada?

Shit. Somewhere in his life he must have had a simple conversation with a woman, right? He couldn’t have gone through forty-nine years never speaking to a woman who wasn’t family or fuckable, could he?

If so, he couldn’t think of one.

Behind them, the bandleader announced the first dance, and Angie and Giada both turned to face the room.

The bride had so much bling on her wedding dress that she was almost impossible to see through all the weird sparkles the lights threw around. Vio Marconi’s little girl. She was older than Nick’s oldest daughter, Elisa, by about five or six years. There had been, he thought, an attempt to forge a friendship between them during childhood, but Ilaria was the kind of girl who held court and demanded fealty, and Elisa had always been a quiet, fretful little thing, so it had gone badly. Nick and Bev had not brought any of their children to the wedding, though both Elisa and Lia were grown and had thus been invited.

“They look happy,” Giada said.

David Bustamante was a Marconi soldier. Angie knew him a little. He was an okay guy overall, but nothing impressive. He probably would never have had a chance to make capo, until he’d married the don’s daughter. Now a promotion like that was likely, eventually. Angie wouldn’t be surprised to know that was the only reason he’d proposed. Because David’s dick had seen all of Connecticut and most of the other original colonies as well. He wasn’t the settling-down type any more than Angie was.

“Yeah,” he said aloud. “Today would be the day they should be, if no other.”

That made Giada laugh. “You’ve got a pretty bleak view of marriage.”

He shrugged. Marriage was fine for other people. He was surrounded by happy couples, every damn direction he turned. But it wasn’t for him. “You’ve never hitched up, either, right?”

A little spasm crossed her forehead, like a frown had tried to settle on it, but she pushed it away and smiled instead. “No, I haven’t. I’ve had other interests.”

“Me too.”

Giada stiffened, and Angie wondered what he’d said—but then he saw who was coming toward them. Her brother, Tommy Sacco.

Tommy was a legendary bastard, and Giada had been chasing behind him, undoing his damage, for years. That was one of those open secrets, though few knew the full details of the messes he’d made.

Angie was surprised to see something like fear in Giada’s posture. But by the time Tommy got to them, she was simply strong and prepared.

“Giada.” Tommy grabbed her arm and gave it a hard yank. He cast a quick glance Angie’s way. “Hey, Ange.”

“Don Sacco.” Angie let his shoulders fill out. Tommy was a don, but that didn’t mean he got to mangle a woman—his own sister—right in front of him.

However, Tommy would think it meant exactly that, and so would all of his men and most of the others here. Angie tried to think what he’d do if Tommy actually hurt Giada right here, right in front of him. Could he fight a don? At another don’s daughter’s wedding? Jesus, the way that would blow up the Council.

Would Tommy actually hurt his own sister?

Well, why wouldn’t he? He had a rep for beating women. Why wouldn’t he beat the most convenient ones?

Angie was going to have to fight a goddamn don. 

But Giada pushed Tommy’s hand away, and he let her do it. “What do you want?”

“Give us a minute, Angie,” Tommy ordered.

“No,” Giada said—and reached out to grabbed Angie’s hand. “Stay.”

Tommy scowled. “What the fuck is going on, Giada? What are you up to?”

“I don’t know what you’re talking about, Tommy. What did I do?”

Tommy had the same green eyes Giada did. They searched her face furiously. “Everybody’s talking about you giving Ilaria the envelope. Why didn’t you give it to me? Or Enzo?”

“Because it was my money.”

“No, it was mine. I’m the head of this family. You have what you have because I let you have it.” Tommy threw another look at Angie, but Giada’s hand was clamped on his, and he wasn’t about to go anywhere while she so obviously needed him to stay put.

Despite Angie’s presence, Tommy grabbed Giada’s chin. “You embarrassed me. Don’t think I’ll forget it.”

“I don’t forget either, Tommaso.”

Wow, the subtext was like a nuclear bomb between them. Tommy glared at his sister. Giada stared steadily back. Then Tommy let go of her, giving his hand a little twist so Giada’s head rocked. He glanced down at her clasp of Angie’s hand and then lased his eyes into Angie’s. “Tread carefully, Angie.”

With that, he spun and stalked back into the crowd.

“Is that what you wanted?” Angie asked, turning back to Giada.

“It’ll do,” she said. She looked up, and the stubborn strength she’d shown her brother faded into a sweet smile, with a hint of sass. Oh, this woman was dangerous. “For now.”

The first dance was over, and the bandleader was calling all couples onto the floor. Angie had been surprised at the music playing all evening—a lot of jazzy, crooning standards, which seemed an odd choice for the wedding of a girl in her mid-twenties. David was only thirty or so himself. 

Unfortunately, now that the dancing was on, the music had become predictably terrible. The kids seemed to like it, though.

“Do you dance, Angelo?” Giada asked.

“To this crap? No.”

She cocked her head. “But you do dance?”

Angie grinned. “We’re not gonna talk about that scene with your brother at all, are we?”

“Why would we? It’s over.” She turned to the bar to order another drink, and Angie saw red marks on her upper arm, where Tommy had grabbed her. He’d reached out and brushed his fingers over that spot before he had a chance to think about whether he should.

Her head swung around, and her pretty face twisted into a snarl. “Don’t.”

Angie pulled his hand back. “Sorry. And I’m sorry I didn’t—”

“—What? Swoop in and save the day?”

He didn’t know how to answer that. Because yes, that was what he’d meant. But he had no earthly idea what would have happened if he’d intervened, or if he should have. Between a don and his family? The first answer was of course he shouldn’t have. But a woman being hurt? Of course he should have.

He rubbed at his suddenly tired eyes. “I don’t know. I’m just sorry, how about that. Apply it where you want.”

Giada laughed as she sipped from her fresh drink. “That’s a surprisingly adequate answer.”

Angie noticed she’d ordered him one, too; it sat on the bar waiting for him. He put his dead glass down and took a big swallow from the new one. He hadn’t expected things to get this dicey tonight—and so quickly.

“So you do dance?” she asked again.

“I do. My ma made all us kids get lessons when we were little.” She’d insisted that they needed to know how to dance for when they grew up and wanted to fall in love. He’d actually liked the lessons at first, until he was old enough to realize that he wasn’t supposed to. Oh well. He’d never needed the knowledge, anyway. He’d never wanted to fall in love.

“What, like ballroom dancing?”

“Yeah, and ...” he paused, not believing he meant to say the next part out loud. But he felt like he owed her something for standing there like a lump while her brother marked her arm.

“And what?”

“Tap.”

The grin that broke across her face almost made the embarrassment worth it. “You mean the pericoloso Angelo Corti can shuffle off to Buffalo?”

“If you tell anybody, obviously, I will have to kill you.”

“Oh, your secret is safe with me.” She gave him that sassy twist of a smirk. “For now.”

“So it’s like that, huh?”

She finished off her drink, took his empty glass, and set them both on the bar. “Come dance with me, Fred Astaire.”

When she took his hand, he held back. “To this crap? What is it, anyway?”

“Who cares? We’ll change it.”

She led him through the ballroom, up to the stage, where the same band that had played jazz ballads and instrumental standards during dinner and the usual silly wedding rituals of cake-stuffing and flower-throwing was now shrieking some synth pop bullshit. One of the guitarists answered Giada’s beckoning wave, and they talked for a minute.

Angie felt stupid just standing there, so he turned and took in the room. Over the dance floor and at the stage was a little light show, colors shifting softly to the beat, but once he saw through that, he realized that he and Giada had the attention they’d intended to draw. He hoped Nick was getting the information he wanted out of it.

Giada shimmied to his side in that sultry silk gown and took his hand again. “Okay. In a minute you can show me what you got.”

“I’m not doing some Footloose thing with you, doll. I’ll dance, but I won’t perform.”

“Don’t call me doll, Angelo. I’m not a doll. Or a girl.”

He looked down into her determined eyes. What color was that green? Was it jade? “No, you’re not.”

She was a helluva woman, in fact.

The terrible song ended, and the bandleader said, “Okay, we’ve had a couple requests already, so we’re gonna shift gears a little and see if we can’t get everybody on the dance floor. Here’s an old standard done our way.” He counted off a beat, and then the band jumped into ‘Fly Me to the Moon.’

“You got them to play Sinatra? How the fuck did you manage that?”

“I’m a dealmaker. Making people think what I want is what they want is what I do.” She tugged on his hand. “Come on, let’s dance.”

Angie’s taste in musicians from Jersey was more Bon Jovi than Sinatra, but everybody loved Ol’ Blue Eyes. This band’s version of the song had a sort of poppy twist, but the singer had a great, rich voice, and it worked. Even the youngsters cheered, and the dance floor filled up.

Angie took the lead and spun Giada onto the floor before it filled up so much he didn’t have room. She laughed as he caught her in his arms. Smiling up at him, she set a hand at the back of his neck. He held her other hand up and put his free hand at the small of her back. He drew her close, so her gorgeous dress brushed his legs, and showed her what his mother had made him learn so he would have the tools he needed to fall in love.
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“Tell me.”

Nick handed Angie a crystal glass of scotch on the rocks and sat in an armchair at one side of the sitting area of his hotel suite. Donnie sat on the same sofa with Angie, at the opposite side. They were all still wearing their tuxes, though they’d loosened their ties and opened the most constraining buttons, at the throat.

It was past two in the morning, and Nick look exhausted. Once, and not so long ago, he could have gone through a whole night of dangerous work and not shown fatigue. 

This was the first time since the attack on Dominic’s that Angie had been with the don at so late an hour, he realized. In this moment, in privacy and at the end of a long day, Angie saw something new, something he didn’t want to face. Nick had weakened.

No. Absolutely not. He was just tired. They all were. Angie probably looked like shit, too.

He pushed the awful thought away and answered his don’s demand. “There’s not much to tell that you don’t know. I think you probably saw more than I did. My attention was on Giada.”

“We noticed,” Donnie said, with a strange edge on his voice.

Angie started to ask what he meant by that, but Nick spoke before he could. “Give me a read on that clash with Tommy.”

The words jammed up in Angie’s throat, and the hesitation surprised him. He sipped his scotch to cover the pause. “I think he beats her—or there’s a history like that, at least.”

Donnie muttered fuck, but Nick only nodded. “How’d you get that read?”

“The tension between them was right for it, you know?” That hesitant tightness in his throat was still trying to block up his words. He coughed, but that didn’t help. He felt strangely guilty—probably for not doing more at the time. “And he grabbed her arm, hard, left a mark that took about fifteen minutes to fade. I thought I was gonna have to get between them and punch the stronzo, but she shook him off.” Searching Nick’s intense eyes, Angie asked the question he’d grappled with: “Should I have?”

“You wanted to,” Nick said. Which wasn’t an answer—or really a question, though Angie understood an answer was expected.

“Of course I did. He was hurting her, and I was right there, like he didn’t give a fuck who saw him do it.”

Nick contemplated his own glass of scotch for a moment. “I trust you, Angie. To know the right thing, and remember what’s at stake.”

That wasn’t an answer at all, as far as Angie could see, but he knew he wouldn’t get more. He accepted Nick’s reply with a nod. After another drink of his scotch, he asked, “Did you learn what you wanted to learn?”

Just then, Nick cleared his throat. That clearing became a cough, and then he was coughing hard, enough to be worrisome. He sat forward with the back of his fist across his mouth, the other clutching the arm of his chair, and the coughing took him over.

Angie jumped up to find water, and he nearly crashed into Bev, who’d come flying out of another room in the suite, with a bottle of pills. 

She wore a hotel robe, and her hair was down from the elegant style she’d worn for the reception. Bev had been a beautiful woman once, but she hadn’t really bothered to fight the aging process. She was in her early fifties, only a few years older than he was, and just letting her hair go grey and her body go soft. She always dressed nicely, did her hair and wore makeup, but she looked her age. It was a damn shame, if anybody asked him. 

Giada was practically ageless, because she took care of herself. Damn, that woman was gorgeous. And so fucking smart.

“He needs water,” she ordered, and Angie snapped to. He couldn’t believe that blip of a thought had taken him over for even a half-second at that moment—dissecting the looks of Nick’s wife? Comparing her to a chick he barely knew? While something was clearly wrong with Nick? Shit, he was obviously tired, too. No other reason—and no excuse.

Angie got the water. Nick’s cough had calmed down, and he pushed Donnie, who’d stood at his side with a hand on his shoulder, away. Bev shook out a couple of pills from the bottle in her hand. As she moved to hand them to him, Nick picked up his glass of scotch.

Bev grabbed for the glass, and then Angie saw something that shocked him out of his socks. Nick’s hand slammed down on his wife’s wrist, and he snarled at her. “Beverly, stop! Enough!”

The coughing jag had strafed his voice, but the bark in his tone was clear, and Angie had never, not in more than twenty years, heard Nick speak to his wife like that. His love for Bev was the stuff of weepy movies and fairy tales. And his impulse to protect her was practically feral.

Bev simply froze. She didn’t back off, or come back at him. She stood where she was, with Nick’s hand on her arm, and, after a beat, spoke in a quietly firm voice. “I’m not going to let you drink these down with scotch, Nick.”

Angie felt his mouth trying to grin at that. He glanced at Donnie, who was still watching Nick, so they missed that chance for nonverbal communication. The thought of anybody letting Nick do something—or not letting him do it—was pretty funny, even now.

The don’s grip eased from Bev’s arm. “I’m sorry, bella. But I’m okay. I don’t need them.”

“Nick.” Just that, his name. But they all knew she’d won their battle. She looked up. “Water?”

“I got it.” Angie brought it over. With a keen, still irritated look at his wife, Don Pagano set his scotch down and took the water. Bev handed him the pills, and he swallowed them down with a long drink.

He didn’t protest when Bev picked up his half-drunk scotch and carried it to the bar. She turned to face the men. “It’s late, guys. Can you pick this up tomorrow, after everybody gets some sleep?”

Nick laid a serious look, heavy with intent, on her. Angie knew that look. The don’s patience was stretched. “We’re almost done. Go on.”

Bev wanted to push more, and she stood there and stared back for a second, but finally, she conceded. As she headed out of the room, she paused and looked to Donnie. “It’s late.”

“Beverly.” That one word, just his wife’s name, throbbed with the same power as his name in her mouth had.

She nodded. “Good night, guys.”

Donnie and Angie both responded in kind.
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They did wrap up after just another few minutes, without getting into any more details about the night. Neither of them asked Nick about the coughing, because they’d known he’d say only that he was fine.

Angie and Donnie strode the short distance down the hall to Donnie’s suite next door to Nick’s. Angie’s room was on the same floor, but he’d taken a regular room, seeing as he had no woman to pamper and didn’t really care about hotel luxury, so he was around the corner. 

The elegant corridor of this hoity-toity hotel was fairly crowded. Pagano men—Angie’s men—were on guard detail on this side, where Nick and Donnie and their women were staying, patrolling the floor and stationed at the elevators.

Angie wanted to talk to Donnie, about the reception, and about Nick, but it was clear he wasn’t in the mood, and there were too many ears around. So, at Donnie’s suite, before he used his keycard, Angie simply asked, “Anything I should know?”

“Nothing pressing. We saw what Nick wanted to see, and some things we weren’t expecting. But it’s good. We’ll talk on home ground. It’ll keep till then.”

“Okay. See you on the flip, then.”

“Night, Ange.”

Donnie slipped into a dark room. Angie stood where he was until he heard all the locks engage.
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He wasn’t going to sleep tonight. Not unless he hit the mini-bar with gusto, and he wasn’t doing that so far from home, with Nick and Donnie away from the security of the Cove.

That security had been sorely tested last summer and found wanting, so Angie had been working since to improve it. But here in Manhattan? If anybody wanted to totally destroy the whole fucking American Mafia, they could get a good start tonight, with just about everybody of note, from the East Coast to the Nevada desert, in one place. Even the New York families had booked rooms here for the weekend.

The room felt hot. Angie went to the thermostat, but it was set at 68 and wouldn’t go lower. He didn’t know if that was some money-saving thing of the hotel or if it was broken. He flicked it with an aggravated finger and gave up. Instead, he tore off his shirt and undershirt and hurled them toward a chair by the window. He kicked off his shoes and sent them in the same direction.

Jesus, he was restless. A hundred thoughts whirled in his head, throwing shit around willy-nilly in there. He was worried about Nick. He didn’t like being so far from home in this hotel full of Mafiosi and surrounded by Feds. He was still pissed at Tommy for the way he’d come at Giada, and pissed at himself for not getting in his way. And he wanted to know Nick and Donnie’s thoughts about the reception—what had they learned? What had his hanging with Giada all night accomplished? 

Giada. It hadn’t been hard duty at all to pay her some attention. She was smart and savvy. She was sarcastic, but she delivered her barbs with a smile, so you were bleeding before you knew you’d been cut. He appreciated that kind of humor best of all. She was easy on the eyes, and she’d felt good in his arms while they’d danced. She’d taken lessons, too, and was a good partner. He hadn’t minded whirling her around the dance floor. 

When the band played more of that shitty music for the youngsters, they’d simply gone back to the bar to talk. Not about anything deep. Mainly, they’d remarked on the wedding guests. Giada was a natural people-watcher, too, and had noticed almost as many details as he had.

He’d caught Tommy’s eyes several times, and the don was always angry and suspicious. This was one of the primary reasons he really, really wanted to talk to Nick and Donnie about the night. There’d been several points where Angie had sort of forgotten the purpose of his spending time with Giada and simply been spending time with her, and he was worried they’d been too chummy for their audience. Nick wanted rumor, not scandal. He’d wanted nothing more than a room he could read. If Tommy was alerted to the chance for trouble, then Angie had blown this evening badly.

Shit, he’d even almost kissed her. She’d gone to the ladies’ room, and, because it was ingrained in him to be protective, he’d followed after her, waiting in the discreet nook where the restrooms were tucked away. 

She hadn’t known he’d followed, so when she came out, he got a wry chuckle and a pat for his trouble. Good guard dog, she’d said with that distinctive twist of a smile she made when she said something with a claw at its tip.

He didn’t know why, but that moment shifted something a little, and they’d both just stared at each other. She’d stepped in close, and he’d known what she was after. He’d almost given it to her, almost leaned down to kiss her. He’d wanted to, for sure. His cock had been all the way in on the idea, in fact. Not that he’d had any faith it would have continued to cooperate if he’d gone so far as to get her naked.

That thought had been the dash of icy water he’d needed, and he’d remembered himself and stopped before he’d made any kind of move.

Kissing Giada Sacco at Vio Marconi’s daughter’s wedding would have been a serious gaffe. Possibly the life-ending kind. Kissing her anywhere would be stupid as fuck. They didn’t need Tommy’s antennae pinging trouble ahead of time. Also, Nick didn’t want Angie truly involved with Giada; he’d said that straight out. He wanted rumor, not scandal. And no divided loyalties.

I trust you, Angie. To know the right thing, and remember what’s at stake.

Suddenly, he thought he understood Nick’s cryptic statement, which had been an answer after all. He had been too friendly with Giada, and Nick had seen it. He’d gotten wrapped up in her actual company and forgotten the point of the job.

Fuck.

Angie found himself some scotch. He’d just dropped some ice into a glass when there was a knock at his door.

It was two-thirty in the morning.

He set the glass down and pulled his Beretta from its shoulder rig. Padding on his sock feet, he sidled to the door and checked the peephole.

Giada Sacco was standing there. She wore a red silk robe, and her hair was down from its twist, lying in waves over her shoulders. She stared straight at the peephole, meeting his eyes.

His cock went hard at once.

Fuck.
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Giada stood at Angie’s door and waited. She’d passed a couple Pagano guards on her way from the elevators, and she knew they’d taken keen notice of her, but she’d ignored them.

It would be harder to ignore them on the return trip, however, if she were forced to walk away from this closed door and go back to her own room.

Earlier in that room, as she’d worked her way out of her dress and freed herself from the corset, she’d played the evening over in her mind. Flirting with Angie had been much easier, and more enjoyable, than she’d anticipated. He had a keen sense of humor and a sharp eye on the world. Yes, he was a typically boorish he-man with a double dose of brash, but he was intelligent, too.

Of course he was smart; he was the Chief Operations Officer of Pagano Brothers Shipping, the capo in charge of security and enforcement for the Pagano Brothers Family, and one of Nick Pagano’s closest advisors. Nick wouldn’t keep a fool so close to him, or give him such power in all his businesses.

She’d also replayed that scene with Tommy—Tommy’s behavior as well as Angie’s reaction to it. And something interesting had occurred to her. Something that had incited a change in strategy.

She knocked again, watching the peephole.

Was he already asleep? Or not in his room at all? She very much did not want to walk away from this door right now. That would be a walk of a different kind of shame—and would complicate the first plan and its revision as well.

Finally, she heard the security bolt shift, and the lock turn. The door opened, and Angie stood there, half-dressed, his white dress shirt open over a bare chest. A thick rope of gold chain held a crucifix just below the notch of his throat. The ridges of his abdominal muscles peeked enticingly from between the unbuttoned plackets of his shirt.

His face had taken on a heavy shadow of beard; she hadn’t noticed that happening over the course of the evening.

To the personal assets of good humor, sharp perception, and keen intellect, add rugged good looks and an excellent physique.

This change in strategy had myriad benefits.

But he was frowning. “Giada, what’re you doing here?”

She smiled. “I couldn’t sleep. You either, apparently.”

His brow drew in more tightly as his confusion deepened. “I haven’t tried yet.” He ducked his head out, over hers—without her stilettos on, she only came up to about his shoulder—and checked the corridor.

“Only your men saw me. There’s no guard on me.”

His head jerked down. “You’re not protected?”

“No.” Tommy wouldn’t think of it. Giada wasn’t part of the underworld, officially, no matter how much of that business she handled, and if she were taken he’d let her be killed rather than bow to a ransom, so there was no need, in his view, to protect her.

Still frowning, Angie took her arm—gently—and drew her into his room. “That doesn’t mean you’re not watched.”

Of course she was watched. “True. But it occurred to me we can use that to our advantage.”

He closed the door and locked it every way he could. “What do you mean? I was just thinking we maybe raised too many questions tonight, with your brother especially. We played it up too well.”

Giada walked away from the door, into his room. Not a suite, just a regular room, without a park view. No doubt he could afford a suite, or at least a view; she found it interesting that he’d chosen something humbler—within the context of any room at the Ritz. 

There was a 9mm Beretta sitting on a dresser, beside its shoulder holster. Giada understood the delay in answering the door: he must have gone to the door with his gun, seen who was waiting, and set the gun aside. It didn’t account for all the time she’d waited, but almost enough. Maybe he’d been in the middle of undressing when she’d first knocked. In fact, his shoes and the long tongue of his undone bow tie were tossed haphazardly at a chair.

She turned to face him; he stood near the door, his hands in his trouser pockets. When she walked toward him, he stood straight and locked his shoulders, like he expected her to hit him.

“What do you mean, Giada?”

“I mean it helps us if Tommy thinks we’re serious.”

If his frown got any deeper, his face would cave in. “How?”

“That scene downstairs? When Tommy came up on me?”

“Yeah. That’s what I’m thinkin’ about, too, when I say I don’t see how him thinking we’re together is anything but dangerous.”

“Is this room clean?” she asked before she got into details. She didn’t want any federal types listening in.

He was offended. “Of course it is.”

“I didn’t mean to insult you. Better to ask than to wonder. Okay. My brother is both stupid and arrogant.” She paused to let him react, but he only continued frowning. “It’s a dangerous combination—”

“It is.”

Giada went on as if he hadn’t interrupted, but she smiled. That was the first sign that Angie could be convinced: he was seriously listening, considering, participating. “—but it can also be useful. Tommy doesn’t see things as they are. He sees them as he wishes them to be. He sees himself as a king and the world as his to rule. When facts and reality get in his way, he simply bends his perception around them, and believes they have bent to him. He doesn’t see obstacles, even as he’s slamming into them.”

“In my observation, he sees them, and he blows them up. What he doesn’t see is all the innocents in the blast area.”

“Okay, fair point. But that’s when people who don’t understand him get in his way. The trick is to let him think the obstacle is a boost.”

Angie cocked his head. She had him on the hook.

“You know that I’ve been cleaning up after my brother for a long time. His personal messes, and his business ones as well.”

“Yeah. That’s why Nick’s ready to throw to you. You’d be a better don than he is. You already are. You’ve been running things already for years.”

“Yes. But Tommy doesn’t know that.”

“Please?”

“Tommy thinks I’ve been at his beck and call. He thinks I do what I do because I’m subservient to him. You heard him tonight—he thinks he allows me to have what I have, when in truth, I make it possible for him to have what he has. Our father didn’t even give him a vote on the board of our company. Tommy thinks he’s powerful. He’s comfortable in his place at the top. He pays no attention to how he got there, or who’s holding him up, because he thinks he did it himself.”

He studied her for a moment. “Do you want a drink? Do you want to sit down?”

“No.” Both were distractions, which she didn’t want. He was interested, but still manifestly wary, and she didn’t want to give him a chance to make distance. She stepped closer, so there was only a handbreadth between them.

Angie took in a deep breath. “Giada ...”

“Tommy will see a personal involvement between us as something he can exploit.”

A dry, not quite amused chuckle left Angie’s throat. “Okay, you’re not comin’ through, doll.”

That fucking word. “Don’t call me doll.”

He nodded. “Sorry. Habit.”

A bad habit. But she accepted the apology with a nod to mirror his and avoided the distraction. “In my family, there’s a rule. It’s been the rule since the days of my grandfather. Married women can’t work.”

“You mean ...”

“I mean, if I’d ever married while my father was alive, he would have pushed me out of the company and given even that to Tommy. If I married now, Tommy would want to come for me, too.”

“Is that even enforceable? I mean, legally. Your family’s kept everything separate, on the surface. On that side of your business, the legality should matter.”

“As long as Tommy is head of the family, I don’t have the pull I need to change it. But that’s not the point. The point is, if Tommy sees me attached to you, he won’t see me gathering power. He will see me giving it away. He’ll think he has a chance to take the company from me. And he’ll see the potential of a marriage between his sister and a Pagano leader to his advantage as don. He’ll think he can use me.”

Angie pulled his hands from his pockets and wiped them roughly over his face. “Merda. It’s too fucking late in the day for all this scheming. Are you saying you want to get married?”

That he’d leapt so far ahead surprised her, and she almost took a step back. “God no! No. Just appear to get close enough to be considering it. If Tommy thinks that’s happening, he’ll sit smugly back. He might even make it easier, because he’ll want to encourage us. He won’t see anything coming when I take him down, even if I run straight at him. I’ll have plenty of room to make my move.”

“Are you sure about that?”

“Nobody knows my brother like I do. He will think he’s being clever and I’m being stupid, because that’s what he always thinks. And I told you: I’ve made a living out of convincing people that what I want is what they want. I’m sure. At least sure enough to know it’s well worth the risk.” She took the last step and set her hands on his chest. He sucked in a sharp breath. “So what do you say, Angelo? Do you want to be my fake boyfriend? Check yes or no.”

As she asked, she slipped her hands under his shirt, onto his skin—which was hot and firm and smooth, with a texture like the finest-grain sandpaper, and she was distracted after all. “You shave your chest?”

The sound he made was part chuckle, part groan. “I get waxed. Almost everywhere.”

“Really!”

“I’m a hundred-percent Sicilian, Giada. If I didn’t wax, I’d have to take cover during bear season so I didn’t get shot.”

She laughed, and he finally really smiled.

As she trailed her hands over his skin, she said, “I like it. I can feel all the curves and edges of your muscles. You’ve got a great body, Angelo.”

With a groan loud and rough enough to be a growl, he caught her hands and held them away. “Hey, hold up. I’m not sure this idea’s a good one. I need to run it by my don, for one thing. And even if this is the play, we don’t have to fuck to make it look like we are. You can sit down, and we can have a drink or two. Then you can go back to your room.”

“Like I’m some half-hour whore?”

“No! That’s not—no. Jesus, no.” He looked over her head, at the room. “We could—fuck, I don’t know.”

She wanted an actual relationship with him. A marriage? Probably not, no matter how well they got along. Certainly not while it could ruin her. But when she took a seat at the Council, she wanted the Paganos tied to her as an ally she could always trust.

Whether Angie interested her or not hadn’t much mattered, but it turned out that he did interest her. She was attracted to him, and she knew damn well he was attracted to her. At a few points during the reception, most keenly during that moment outside the ladies’ room, she’d had tangible physical evidence of her appeal to him.

“Is it that you don’t want to fuck me?”

“It’s not that. You’re beautiful. A man’d have to be gay or related to you not to want to fuck you. It’s just—it’s complicated. This whole idea is complicated. A Sacco woman and a Pagano man—that ripples out a ways. Into the Council. Way beyond what Nick meant to do with this game tonight.”

“Only if it were real. If it’s not real, everything settles when Tommy’s out.”

“When Tommy’s out and a woman takes his seat, you mean. Giada, nothing settles then. That’s an earthquake. But I’m thinking more about what it says about loyalty right now.”

“You’re worried about Nick.”

“He’s my don.”

“He’s also part of this. We’ll tell him the plan has changed, that we’re going to be together more, and it’s for show.”

He considered that for a moment. His eyes shifted from hers, and he stared into middle space, working it out. He brought his gaze back. “Let’s say Nick agrees with you, and we make a show of this. We don’t have to really fuck, though. We don’t have an audience right now.”

True. But she wanted to fuck him. And she wanted him to want it. “Don’t you like to fuck, Angelo?”

A smile fought its way into a corner of his mouth. “’Course I do.”

“So do I. Have you ever been in love?”

He shook his head.

“Neither have I. Have you ever wanted to be in love?”

Another head shake. “No.”

“Then why wouldn’t we fuck? We’re two healthy people who live in the same world. We have a lot in common. We know the stakes. We’re attracted to each other. We like sex. We’re not interested in love. We’re going to spend a lot of time together—and not with anyone else, in case that needs to be said. We need to be seen to be exclusive. So why not fuck each other?”

Something she’d said in that little speech had finally landed him; she’d seen the epiphany break over him like he was clearing the surface of deep water. She’d convinced him.

And yet he hesitated. He stood right before her, regarding her steadily, obviously persuaded, but wouldn’t move. His hands hung straight from shoulders square and rigid.

Giada was close enough to feel his interest pressing against her, so she closed the deal, and slid her hand down his contoured belly and into his trousers and underwear—boxer briefs.

When she took hold of his girth, he grunted, and his hips spasmed—and then he went still, like he was waiting for something. Damn, this man was a challenge. She had not expected so much willpower from a renowned horndog like Angelo Corti.

Still holding his gaze—his eyes had regained their wary aspect since she’d grabbed his cock—Giada let her fingers examine what they held. Hard. Thick. Long enough to trail into the leg of his underwear—and oh, to peek out a bit from the hem. Nice. When she trilled her fingers lightly over his tip, his hips twitched again.

She smiled. “Oh, I definitely want to fuck. Don’t you want to fuck, Angelo?”

He sighed—a long, deep breath that ended with a soft groan. “Yeah.”

His hands came up. He cupped them around her face—finally!—and bent down. Giada pulled her hand out of his pants, rose onto her toes, and met him halfway as she hooked her arms around his neck.

Their first kiss was heavy and hot right from the start—no tentative searching, no coy seduction. Angie’s mouth came down open and hungry, and Giada met it the same. It was a clash more than a kiss. But it was good. His mouth—that slash of an upper lip, the fuller bottom—fit perfectly with hers, and he tasted of expensive scotch. When she closed her lips over his bottom lip and sucked, he rumbled a growl and pushed her to the wall.

While his sinewy tongue probed her mouth, and hers twisted around it, he tore at the tie of her silk robe. She pushed the shirt off his shoulders and down his arms. The raised sleek of a thick scar on his arm caught a slice of her attention, but before she could consider it, he had her robe open, was shoving down her silk tap pants, and going for his zipper.

Oh, absolutely not. He was not going to fuck her against the wall with his cock poking through his fly. Not the first time, not even in this ‘fake’ situation. She was not a whore, and she would not be treated like one.

She yanked her mouth from his and pushed on his chest. His shirt was tangled at his elbows, and he looked a little ridiculous now, staring down at her, panting and confused, his arms bound to his sides by his shirt. His left shoulder was covered with a tattoo, over the ball of the joint and onto his arm: the head of a lion, rendered in black and grey, in minute, nearly lifelike detail.

“Giada?”

In addition to the thick slice across his right biceps, there was a scar on his chest, near his shoulder—the ruched crater of a bullet wound—and another, longer, more surgical scar under his ribs. Giada thought of the hit on Quiet Cove last summer, an attack so explosive their world had thought the Paganos might never recover from it—and that specifically Nick Pagano might never recover. The other families had shifted restlessly, watching, seeking the moment a void might open in Rhode Island.

But Nick had rebounded, and so had his organization, and his town. He’d not only recovered, and repaired, but retaliated. Just a few weeks ago, they had destroyed their enemy in the war that had brought chaos to the little town Nick called home and protected as such. There was no void, no weakness to be exploited. Nick had made his family strong again, maybe stronger than ever.

Angie had been shot in that hit on Quiet Cove, protecting his don. Giada brushed her fingertips over the marks of his recovery. They were still a bit pinkish; they were only months old.

He’d also been the one who’d led the final charge against the Ukrainian bratva, erasing them on their own turf. This was a man of honor. A protector with a fierce heart. Maybe that was the reason for the lion.

When their father had been killed in a similar war, Tommy had stepped into his place immediately—and then made peace with the men who’d killed him. They did business together to this day.

“Giada?” he asked again, lifting her hands from his chest. “Changing your mind?”

She brought her gaze to his. “No. But not against the wall. In bed.”

He smiled—not a cocky grin or a sarcastic smirk, just a smile. “You got it.” He shrugged his arms from his shirt and let it fall. And then he grasped her waist and picked her up.

Giada didn’t like to be carried. She didn’t find it sexy. Mainly, it made her uncomfortable—too much trust required, more than she was willing to give. But if she complained again, she could derail this night completely, so she set her hands on his shoulders and went along for the ride.

He set her on the bed and stepped back to shed his clothes. Giada slipped out of hers, too, dropping her robe, camisole and pants to the floor beside the bed. Her little slides had fallen off when he’d picked her up.

When he was naked, she took in the sight of him. Broad and strong. He hadn’t lied—he was hairless everywhere but a neatly trimmed black patch on his pubic bone. Even his balls were bare. He looked like a bronze statue—an erotic one; his cock jutted out like a construction beam.

“You’re gorgeous, G,” he muttered.

She smiled and raised her arms. “So are you. Get down here.”

He settled on the bed beside her, propped on his elbow to lean over her. His crucifix dangled between them.

Giada found herself feeling a little awkward; it wasn’t often she was in bed with someone she had any expectation of seeing again, unless it was an escort, like Tristan, whom she was paying. There was a dance to be done. With an escort, or a one-night stand, she choreographed. But Angie was a typical Italian-American man from their traditional Italian-American world. He’d want to lead.

She couldn’t let him.

His hand went to her breast, cupped it, plumped it, brushed over her nipple with his thumb, coaxed it high and taut. His eyes left her face to watch his hand, and hers followed. It was a good hand, broad and long-fingered, the nails blunt and even with the tips of his fingers, the palm firm but not rough. It was his right hand, and he wore a ring, a carved onyx set in gold.

“There’s silicone in here,” he said.

Giada almost flinched, but caught herself before she did. The only man who’d ever commented on her augmentation was Tristan, who’d known about it at the time of the surgery and whose expert eyes she’d trusted for critique. She didn’t like lying here on her back while this man, whom she’d seduced rather than paid, had the gall to remark on it, and she hated waiting to see if he’d have something unkind to say. Men loved the look of augmented breasts but swore they wanted ‘real’ ones. As if hers were somehow imaginary now.

She’d had the surgery for herself, to look the way she wanted to look, and she hated this lash of vulnerability she felt.

“Yes” was all she said.

His eyes came to hers. “It’s beautiful work. I don’t see the scars at all. They look good enough to eat.” Proving his point, he ducked his head and drew a nipple into his mouth, firmly, and began a rhythmic sucking, pulling her flesh against his teeth.

A sudden, intense charge of pleasure pushed a cry from her throat—a feral, needy, high-pitched note. She wrapped her arms around his head and held him in place.

As he suckled her, his hand left her breast and skimmed down her side, to her thigh. He pulled her legs apart and shifted over her, still suckling, now moving to her other breast and paying it the same attention.

His mouth felt good—felt brilliant, in fact—and arousal sizzled and swirled through her blood, but he was already positioning himself to push in.

That was disappointing. She was hoping to get off, but she couldn’t get off that way, and no doubt he’d consider the event complete as soon as he was finished. This was why she stuck with professionals, or men she could boss around. She wasn’t used to caring if she offended the man she was with by telling him what to do.

Her passive silence unsettled her, but she didn’t know how he’d take direction. Right now, she was rethinking the whole plan.

He released her nipple and rose up. “Do I need a condom?”

“Assuming you’re as healthy as I am, no. I had my tubes tied years ago.”

A frown creased his brow. “You did?”

Nothing was going as she’d hoped. Now, while he lay on her, between her legs, his cock resting on her pubic bone, they were going to discuss her decision not to have children? More potential for censure and critique? Now?

“Yes.” Again, she didn’t bother with more answer than that. If he made a fuss, she’d knee him in his waxed balls.

“I never wanted kids, either. I don’t mind playing Uncle Ange, but I like being able to leave them behind when they start whining.”

That was the second time in a matter of minutes he’d surprised her with a good response. A not-Neanderthal response. Giada wanted to stop talking before her luck broke. “Ange—shut up and fuck me.”

He laughed. “Yes, ma’am.” He leaned back and got hold of himself. 

She was really hot for him, but there was no way his cock, beautiful as it was, was going to make her come. She’d never had a vaginal orgasm in her life. And if she lay beneath him, in this position, and just got fucked, her head would go to some dark places. If they were going to spend time together, that couldn’t happen. 

But she didn’t know what he’d do if she told him what she wanted him to do. He might surprise her, as he’d done twice now, but if he didn’t, she’d be lying naked beneath an angry man.

He pushed in. Despite her inner turmoil, she was wet, and he slid smoothly in, filling her perfectly, going deep. He groaned, rumbling like a bear. Oh, he felt good. Oh, she wanted to come with him. So she decided to take care of things herself, and slid her hand between their bodies, between her legs, to finger her clit.

But he got hold of her and tried to pull her away. “I got you, G. You don’t need to do that.”

That was the second time he’d called her G—she didn’t know how she felt about it. But she set it aside for the bigger issue. “I do. I need to come.”

“And I got you. Trust me.”

She shook her head, and got another frown in response. This night was a complicated mess so far, but worth saving. So she tried to explain. “I’m not going to come this way. I’m just not. I need more.”

He surprised her yet again. “Then tell me what you need.”

Giada surprised herself when she felt her throat tighten with a sudden swell of emotion. She swallowed it down and slid her hands into Angie’s hair. “You surprise me.”

He grinned. “Well, then, turnabout’s fair play. I’ve been surprised all fuckin’ night.” He brought his head down and brushed his lips lightly over hers. “So what do you like?”

“I need multiple stimulation. Your cock feels great, but I need more. I need your hands and mouth, too. My clit, my nipples.”

His grin went wide. “You got it.”

When he yanked his hips back and pulled quickly out of her, Giada sucked in a shocked breath. She let it out when he grabbed her hips and flipped her over like a ragdoll. Manhandled was not what she’d meant, and as he pulled her hips up, she pushed up onto her hands and tried to turn around. “Ange—”

His name broke off in her mouth as he pushed in again, going much deeper this time, making her cry out at the burst of pleasure. But she didn’t want this, either. Being held face down while she got fucked like a dog? No.

From behind was fine. Hell, a few weeks ago, she’d been sandwiched between and double-penetrated by two very virile male escorts and had loved every second of it. She’d come four times. But they’d been there on her terms, following her instructions. This was ... no.

“Angie,” she gasped and tried to get leverage.

Then he hooked his arms under hers and pulled her up to her knees. When her back met his chest, he wrapped his arms around her and tucked his head at her shoulder, his mouth at her ear. He was so much bigger than she, surrounding her in his heat.

“Easy, belladonna. Easy. You told me what you like.” He flexed his hips, back and forth, out and in, giving the in an extra little lift. She couldn’t help but moan and quiver at the sensation. “Now trust me to give it to you. Trust me.”

Trust was not a thing she gave easily. But Angie’s hands moved on her, one taking possession of a breast, slipping the nipple between his fingers, the other easing down her belly, between her legs. 

He found her clit at once, as if he’d been there before, gave her nipple a gentle-hard pinch at the same time, and Giada cried out again as his touch seared her.

Angie was leading this dance, but now, for now, she stopped fighting him, let him have control.

Gave him her trust.

She arched up into the pleasure of his possession, threw her arms back, looped them around his head and neck, and held on.

Strong fingers moved deftly over her most sensitive points, teasing, pinching, firm pressure and soft, varying but constant, bringing her to the brink and pulling her back. All the while his cock pistoned inside her, his hips never seeming to leave contact with her body and yet the slide inside her long and powerful.

How long had it been since she’d allowed herself to be transported by sex—to simply rest on the waves of pleasure and let them carry her along? Had she ever? She couldn’t think, and didn’t want to try.

With her mind lost to lust, unfettered pleasure surged faster, higher, bigger than she was prepared for. She heard herself talking, but not the way she usually did, delivering instructions, offering encouragement. Now she was moaning, grunting, pleading, chanting—she was speaking in tongues, the sounds incomprehensible but full of meaning.

His mouth had settled in at the side of her neck. He sucked and bit and licked along the path from her shoulder to her ear, letting her hear what this act was doing to him, too—the rough strafe of his breath, the wild snarl of each grunt.

He fucked her with his whole body and never faltered, never failed her. When her climax crested hugely, crashing through her in waves of fire, she cried, “I’m coming, I’m coming! Fuck, I’m coming!”

“Yeah, you are, doll,” he gritted at her ear. “Yeah, you are. And fuck, it’s beautiful.”

The force of her spasms jackknifed her forward, and Angie followed her body’s momentum, bringing them both down to the bed, turning them to their sides, crossways on the mattress. His hands on her were softer now, settling her.

When the last washes of her release were on her, and her body was like an exposed nerve everywhere, she pressed her hands over his. “Stop, stop.”

He stopped, and they lay there, spooned together, sweaty and panting. His hands still held her, and her hands rested over his.

After a time, just as Giada’s analytical mind began to dig at this event, to try to sort out the pieces and understand them, she realized how full she felt.

Angie was still hard. In fact, now that her wits had returned to their proper places, she could feel the tension in his body. He was not experiencing the same post-coital lethargy she was.

She looked over her shoulder. He smiled when she did, but she saw the restraint tinting the warm tone of his skin with a hot flush.

“You didn’t come?”

He shook his head. “I was focused on you.”

And yet another surprise. Angelo Corti, well known lothario, was the kind of lover who put himself second? 

Giada felt a strange twist in her chest. “Do you want to come?”

He chuckled. The tremor of it was an aftershock rippling out from her core. “Yeah, I really do.”

She rocked her hips forward so he slipped quickly out of her. The shocked groan that burst from his chest was like a cry of pain. Giada turned to face him and shoved hard on his shoulders. He was too big for her to move on her own, but he let her have her way, and rolled to his back.

She straddled his hips and grinned down at this surprising man.

“Then I’m going to make you come.”
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Giada lowered herself onto his cock, and Angie thought he’d go crazy with the feel of her.

He hadn’t fucked a woman in six months—he hadn’t been able to fuck a woman in six months—and the shock of this turnaround was a steady beat beneath every second since he’d realized he could.

He knew the exact moment when his cock had gotten back in sync with his head and put the past to rest—Giada had said something about living in the same world, and he’d seen it. She wasn’t an innocent. She knew what this life was. He wasn’t a danger to her, because she was already in danger. 

He’d felt that dawning like a lock releasing, and he’d known right then he could fuck her. 

It was still dangerous, reckless, maybe stupid. Nick had expressly said he didn’t want them this close, and Angie hadn’t cleared this change of plan with him first. Even if Nick agreed with Giada’s thinking, he’d make Angie eat this night.

But for now, Angie could finally fuck a woman again, and he wanted to fuck this one. He was willing to face Nick’s censure to have her, for this night at least.

But fucking Giada had been, at first, like fucking a feral cat. She’d come to him, seduced him, and yet once he’d given in, her body had been full of tension and resistance, even while she’d participated. He’d had a hell of a time getting hold of her.

Giada Sacco was a control freak. Made sense, really. What other kind of woman would have the huge ambition she had—to change their whole world—and the will to chase it? 

Yet there had been something more than mere bossiness making her tense. Something more hesitant. He’d used that hint of understanding to change things between them. She didn’t trust him, but she wanted to. So he’d shown her she could.

Holy fuck, when she’d finally let go and gotten into it, she’d been breathtaking.

And he was about to herniate himself holding back, after all this time.

She loomed over him now, mounted on him, and Angie clasped her hips, holding her still. He wanted to see her, watch her, feel her. He was close, and nearly dying with need, but he wasn’t ready yet.

She was fucking gorgeous. Both soft and firm, her hips curved and her waist narrow, her belly sleek, those magnificent breasts so plump and pert, their areolas brown and almost perfectly round, the nipples high and hard. Her skin was paler than his, and he liked the contrast where his hands held her, and the rosy flush across her chest and over her cheeks.

Those cheeks, that face, curtained with her dark hair so that her pale green eyes gleamed in its shadow. Damn.

Angie’s sweet spot was women in their thirties—that had been true in his late teens, all his twenties, his thirties, and through his forties, until now, shortly before he left that decade behind. Since high school, he’d rarely been with anyone younger than mid-thirties, and never with anyone older. Until now. Since he’d left his thirties, he’d considered women his age too old for him. Until now.

Giada took his hands and lifted them from her hips. He didn’t resist her. She set them on her breasts, and his fingers closed around their shape, his palms took their weight, delighted at the hard knots of her tender nipples.

She began to rock her hips.

“Ah fuck,” he muttered as her rhythm stirred his need to a frenzy. His eyes tried to close, but he wanted to see this, see her eyes, her body, its dance.

He’d held off so long, had been without so long, that, now let loose, his climax charged forward, threatening to overtake his will. She wasn’t close, and he wanted her to come again, so he played with a breast and dropped one hand to her pussy, brushed his thumb through the slim landing strip of trim black hair, and went for her clit again.

But she grabbed his hand, grabbed the other one from her breast, shoved them both to the bed at either side of his head, held them down at the wrists and loomed over him so her breasts brushed his chest and her face was only inches from his. Her body took on a faster, more determined pace, gaining speed and intensity until her ass slammed onto his legs so hard each slap cracked in the air around them.

She was fucking him. 

He could take over, flip her, take control again, but he didn’t want to. This was hot as hell. All he wanted was to come—inside her, no condom, no distance, just them. Fire and need.

Wanting her mouth, he raised his head, and that, she gave him, meeting him and pushing him back down as their lips clashed.

The finish nailed him like an electric shock, destroying his control, and he turned his head and roared. Giada rode him through it, keeping him at the peak until he couldn’t take any more. He freed his arms from her grip with a firm yank, grabbed her, and rolled them over, pulling out as he did.

She hadn’t come again, yet she stared up at him, breathless and shocked.

Angie felt pretty fucking rocked himself.

“Jesus Christ, G,” he said in a rush, trying to catch his breath.

She didn’t speak. But when he dropped to her side and rolled to his back, still searching for some equilibrium, she turned to him. He lifted his arm, and she settled her head on his chest. Angie’s heart steadied, and calm filled him.

They were lying crosswise on the bed, on top of the comforter. He’d been restless and hot before, but now he was spent and sweaty, and the air chilled his skin. At the same time he noticed that, Giada shivered lightly.

He reached for the top of the comforter and pulled it over to cover them both.

She still hadn’t spoken. But she set her hand on his belly and sighed sweetly, and he felt her body soften into restfulness.

Exhausted, Angie closed his eyes.
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His phone was ringing. He threw an arm out, expecting to find a nightstand and the offending device, but he grabbed a pillow instead. Prying open his eyes as he lifted his head, he blinked into the dim, unfamiliar space. The fuck?

Usually Angie woke briskly and fully aware, ready for anything, but now he felt like he’d lost a game of chicken with a steamroller. And his fucking phone was still ringing.

He sat up and located the direction of the racket. Nowhere near the bed, which he was lying crosswise on.

His brain caught up. Right. New York City. The Ritz. Marconi wedding.

Giada.

A quick swivel showed him he was alone. As he made his way to his feet, he did a scan in the dim room—drapes drawn but morning glinting at the edges—for her sexy, silky red lingerie. Gone. And those little red slippers with the glittery heels, too.

Normally that was a relief, waking up alone after he’d had a woman in his bed. But now he was unsettled. They were supposed to be pretending to get serious, right? So why had she left? How did that tell the story she wanted to tell?

That had to be the reason he felt weird—just confused.

But his goddamn phone was still going. Where was it? Ah, right. His jacket.

As he headed to the chair he’d laid it on, the ringing stopped. Angie dug into the inner pocket and pulled the phone out.

First, it was almost ten in the morning. Holy shit. Angie couldn’t remember the last time he’d slept that late, unless he’d gone to bed after dawn.

Second, that call had been Nick. Fuck. He returned it at once.

Nick answered without a greeting. “We’re in my room with breakfast. Now.”

“On my way.”

There was no answer; Nick was already gone. Which meant he was pissed. Did he know? Already?

His sluggish brain began to spin unevenly. Angie got his ass moving, went to the bathroom, did a quick pass with a washcloth to clean the sex off of him, splashed water over his face, rinsed his mouth, and went to grab his pants and shirt from last night. It wasn’t ideal, showing up in half of his rumpled tux, but he didn’t have time to get fully dressed.
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Ari and Bev were at the table with Nick and Donnie, and Angie relaxed a little to see it. Nick wouldn’t bring business up with the women around. He kissed Bev’s cheek and Ari’s and slid into the empty seat. 

Room service had brought up what appeared to be a full buffet, with chafing dishes of hash browns, scrambled eggs, pancakes, and various toasted breads; a basket of assorted muffins; and a large bowl of fruit. There was coffee, tea, and orange juice, and a full complement of condiments and add-ins.

“Sorry I’m late. I overslept.” 

“That’s unlike you,” Nick said.

“I know. Mi dispiace.” He didn’t know how to explain.

The others were almost finished eating. Not actually hungry, but knowing Nick hated people to sit at a meal and not eat, he made himself a quick plate.

“Everything good?” Donnie asked.

“Yeah, good. Five by five.”

The unsaid hung heavily over the table. Bev picked up on it quickly and said, “Ari, why don’t we go next door for a while.”

“Um ... sure,” Donnie’s wife answered.

Nick reached over and squeezed his wife’s hand. “Thank you, bella.”

When the women left the room, Nick turned to Angie. “Tell me.”

Angie had never lied to Nick in his life.

He’d felt this kind of discomfort once or twice before, sitting before the don, holding knowledge he knew Nick would hate. The first time, many years ago, the knowledge had been a burgeoning mutiny in the organization, a plan to overthrow him. Angie had been no part of the betrayal; he’d simply learned of it and brought the news to his don. But then, when he’d been only a soldier, before he’d known Nick well, before they’d become friends, he’d been prepared—afraid, but prepared—to face the fate of the messenger.

Instead, Nick had pulled him up, made him capo, eventually brought him into his tiny inner circle.

The second time, a couple years back, a hit had gone wrong and a little boy had died at their hands. Nick had shut both him and Donnie out for weeks after that.

This time, the knowledge Nick would hate was that Angie had acted outside his orders. He didn’t know how to say those words.

But he’d never lied to Nick in his life, so he didn’t lie now.

“I was with Giada last night.”

Both Nick and Donnie nodded, like they were hearing nothing new. Angie imagined the conversation don and underboss had already had that morning—about him. 

“I told you I didn’t want you getting that close to her,” Nick said.

“I know. I didn’t plan it. It just happened.”

Nick chuckled without humor. Donnie studied his coffee.

“Who told you?” It was a blazingly stupid question to ask, but Angie was racking his brain. Had one of the guards given him up? Those guards were his guys—they were Nick’s, of course, but Angie was their capo. He’d recruited them, trained them, advised them, disciplined them when they needed it. It was him who’d built a relationship with them. If they gave him up so quickly, he had to think about that.

Or had it been Giada? Had she left him and gone straight to Nick? If so, what was her game? Was he just some stupid pawn?

“Why does it matter?” Nick asked. “Had you planned to keep it from me?”

“No, Nick. Of course not. But I expected to be able to tell you myself.”

Nick stared hard at him. Angie felt pinned. But he held his gaze steady.

After interminable seconds, Nick sighed and leaned back in his chair. “Nobody told me. We saw it happening last night. When you were late this morning, we put the obvious pieces together.”

“What are you talkin’ about?”

Now Donnie laughed, with a hint of actual amusement. “Ange, the way you looked at her all night—that was no act. You’re into her.”

“I was supposed to be flirting with her.” He didn’t know why he was arguing the point; they were right. He’d liked her right away as they’d started talking, and he’d liked her more as the night progressed. But he didn’t like the idea that he’d been so obvious. He was the observer, not the observed.

“You took her to your room, Ange,” Nick said. “You fucked her. After I told you not to. You were interested enough to go against me. And that’s the real problem.” He leaned on the table. “That’s a serious problem.”

Angie’s heart turned cold and sluggish. “No, wait. Nick—I didn’t bring her to my room. She came to me. Later.”

Nick and Donnie exchanged a glance.

“I know I should have sent her away, but she had an idea,” Angie continued. “She says it’s better if Tommy thinks we’re a serious couple.”

“Please?” Donnie said. “How?”

Nick’s aggressive stance eased, and he sat back a little. “Yes. Enlighten us.”

“She says in the Sacco Family, married women can’t work.”

“That’s true.”

Angie frowned at Nick. “You knew that?”

“Sure I did. It’s not so unusual, and their traditions are not my concern. What does it have to do with our problem? Or our plans?”

“Giada thinks Tommy is too stupid and arrogant to think of her allying with us. He’ll see her finally getting serious with a guy and maybe getting out of his way so he can have the legit side of their business, too. And she thinks he’ll see it as a chance for him to exploit an alliance with us.”

The table was quiet as Nick considered. The don glanced at Donnie, who cocked his head thoughtfully.

“It makes sense,” Donnie said. “Who knows Tommy better than his sister? And what we know of him, I could see him doing mental cartwheels to see himself the smart one here. He’s got no respect for women, we know that.”

Nick nodded, and Angie took his first deep breath since he’d seen who’d called and woken him up.

“It’s not that easy, though, Ange,” Donnie said.

“Why?”

“Because while you were making heart eyes at Giada all night, we read the room. The other families definitely noticed you two. You had a lot of eyes on you. We’re not the only ones trying to figure out what it means this morning, no doubt.”

Nick nodded in agreement.

“That’s what we wanted, though, right?” Angie asked.

“We wanted to stir up talk last night, yes,” Nick answered. “And we did. Now everybody’s looking. So what we do—what you do—next will be noticed. If you do appear to be truly serious with Giada, it changes the board. Instead of people wondering about a tight alliance between the Paganos and the Saccos, there could be questions of the tightness of your alliances.” He leaned in again. His expression lost the rigid edge of anger, but not its solemn disappointment. “Angie, I’m not comfortable here. I know the pull of real love. I know where my love for my wife and children weakens me, and where it strengthens me. I know the mistakes I’ve made because of it. I saw you with Giada last night. I know the feeling that puts that look on a man’s face. If it were almost any other woman, I’d clap my arms around you and say it was about fucking time. I’d tell you the risks were worth it. You are dear to me, and I want you happy. But if Giada gets what she wants—the thing we’ve vowed to help her get—she will be another don. How can I let a man so close to me, who knows so much, get even closer to someone who could use it against me?”

Angie knew this was the crux of Nick’s misgivings. He’d known back when he’d sat in his office and first heard the plan to flirt with Giada at the wedding.

Divided loyalties. Shaken trust. Obviously those were real, reasonable worries. Angie had said as much to Giada last night. Nick would be a fool to discount them, and he was no fool. 

And yet to hear his don—his friend—put the doubt into actual words sliced Angie’s chest wide open. “I would never betray you, Nick.”

“You’ve never been asked by the woman you love.”

God, was he bleeding? He felt like he was bleeding. “Nick. Jesus.”

Donnie intervened. “Okay, okay. Let’s take a beat here. Maybe we’re jumping ahead of ourselves. Last night was one night. It’s over.”

“Is it?” Nick asked Angie.

“Yeah,” Angie answered immediately, knowing he couldn’t hesitate. “Yeah, it’s over.”

He thought of waking up alone, the pretty red silk gone and no sign of Giada but the scent of her in the air and on his body, and told himself that of course it was over.
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Angie sat in the driveway of the old family home. The day had been overcast and cold, threatening snow, and the sun had never really broken through. It wasn’t even five o’clock yet, but dark had nearly fallen, and the sensor lights were on at the corners of the old red beast of a house.

He sat there in his car, with Axl Rose wailing ‘Sweet Child o’ Mine,’ and stared at the house he’d grown up in.

Why was he here? He’d been by on Friday to collect the junk mail. The place was entirely empty; Tina and Matt’s little scheme had paid off. Once all the rooms had been boxed up, the house had been just a husk of the life it had held. They’d convinced him to give it all away and put the house up for sale when spring got a foothold on the year. The glassy eyes of the windows, stripped of their curtains, were black. Empty. Blind.

He didn’t want to go in, there was no reason to go in, so why was he parked here?

He didn’t know.

The talk with Nick and Donnie that morning echoed between his ears.

He’d never said he didn’t love Giada. That awful talk, the accusations about the limits of his loyalty, the way he’d been torn apart, and he’d never said one simple truth: he didn’t love Giada. The question of his loyalty was moot because he didn’t love her. How could he? He’d only started to get to know her.

More to the point, he’d never been in love in his life. Not even close to it. He’d never even felt a particularly strong affection for a woman.

Why hadn’t he said so? It was his best defense, the best assurance he could offer Nick: there was no chance he’d ever betray Nick’s secrets to a woman he loved, not only because his loyalty was invulnerable but also because he’d never love a woman.

He didn’t want it. He wanted the life he’d made. He had everything he needed already. 

Angie sat in the driveway of the home he’d grown up in, empty now, full of nothing but memories and ghosts, and wondered why he was here, why he couldn’t move.
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Giada was afraid she’d made a terrible mistake.

Whether it was going to Angie’s room in the first place, or leaving that room while he’d slept, she wasn’t sure. But here in the watery light of an overcast day, the night felt like a dire miscalculation.

She sat in the car beside her uncle, on their way to JFK to catch their flight back to Boston, and stared out the window at the indifferent urban landscape. The gloomy, heavy sky washed everything but the bright Day-Glo of graffiti paint to an indiscriminate grey.

Last night had been her call. She’d gotten what she wanted. She’d coaxed Angie’s room number from a desk clerk. Then she’d gone to him, convinced him, fucked him. 

But she hadn’t expected to like him.

She’d woken in his arms, curled with him like lovers, listening to his calm, deep breaths, his slow, steady heartbeat, and every moment of the night before had swirled through her mind like a caress. He’d been a standout among her lovers. Not for his prowess, which was significant, but she’d slept with enough professional lovemakers not to be unduly impressed by a man who knew what to do with a clitoris. He’d been unique because he was so good a lover, so attentive and giving, and he wasn’t a professional. In fact, his reputation had not suggested he’d take such care. She’d never been with a man who’d been so invested in her pleasure simply because he wanted it.

Giada had been eight, and Tommy twelve, the first time he’d pushed his fingers inside her. He’d invented a game he called ‘tickle doctor,’ and she’d thought, at first, that her big brother was finally being nice. Even as his fingers had probed inside her, ‘tickling,’ she hadn’t understood. It wasn’t until she’d told him he was hurting her and he’d said he was the doctor, and doctors had to hurt to make things better—then had hurt her more, on purpose—that she’d understood he’d merely found a new way to be mean.

He’d told her that their father would kill her for a rat if she told anybody, and she’d believed him. She’d been only eight, but she’d seen enough of their father’s world to know what happened to rats. So she never said. To this day, she’d never said.

And to this day, she couldn’t say for sure their father wouldn’t have killed her for a rat.

Tommy used her as his practice doll for all his sexual exploration for three years, sneaking into her room in the middle of the night two or three times a week, until he was fifteen and got his first girlfriend. Giada was eleven and hadn’t had a period yet. She hadn’t even begun to grow breasts. Tommy had been full-on fucking her for a year.

Once he’d tasted the pleasures of girlfriends, girls who liked him and what he did to them, he left Giada alone.

Except he hadn’t. What he’d done had marked her indelibly, and she’d never be without him in her bed again. He’d never made a lasting visible mark on her, but she was changed nonetheless. She couldn’t close her eyes and just get into sex—unless she was paying her partner, and well, to be and do what she needed. She couldn’t come unless she was in control. And if she wasn’t, she freaked out.

Last night, Angie had asked her to trust him. And, somehow, she had.

And then he’d rocked her world.

It was difficult not to read emotional connection into such physical attention. It had been difficult in the moment, and had been even harder since. She’d woken in his arms and felt content. She’d felt safe. 

And that had frightened her badly. So badly she’d run.

Giada had never run from anything in her life, yet this morning, as dawn was first breaking, she’d slid from Angie’s arms, slipped quietly back into her skimpy clothes, turned the room lights off, hoping the dark would keep him asleep, and fled from his room.

Three Pagano guards, the same ones who’d seen her go to Angie’s room, saw her leave it in a rumpled rush.

Now, maybe she’d fucked up the whole plan.

But more to the point, even if Angie was still on board, even if Nick could be persuaded that a continuing relationship between her and Angie was a good idea as they set up their moves, now she couldn’t risk it.

She wanted the alliance with the Paganos. She needed it. Without Nick’s backing, she’d never marshal the support she needed to take a seat at the Council. And she still thought she could lock Nick in if she were involved with one of his closest men.

But she needed to stay away from Angelo Corti.

“You’re quiet this morning, piccolina.” Enzo said, patting her hand where it rested on the seat between them.

She turned to see him watching her, his soft face full of compassionate curiosity. “Sorry, Zio. A lot on my mind.” 

He smiled and squeezed her fingers. “Sì. You take on so much, and soon you’ll face more. We must talk when we’re home safe.”

Giada nodded and turned to stare out the window again.
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Giada let Enzo into her apartment and keyed the code into her alarm as he closed the door. She’d checked the app on her phone frequently while she was away and knew no one had been inside her home. They were safe here, and they could speak freely.

“I’m going to put my bags in my room and get some comfortable clothes on. Then I’ll make some food for us.”

The flight from JFK to Logan was barely more than an hour, but with all the other attendant time-sucks and hassles of travel, it was past three in the afternoon, and they hadn’t had a real meal since breakfast at the Ritz that morning before checking out.

Tommy hated to fly, so he and Fallon, and the rest of the Sacco Family, were driving home in a convoy of black SUVs. Giada enjoyed the thought that, for the next couple of hours at least, Boston was a no-Tommy zone.

“I’ll make us some drinks while you do,” her uncle said as he hung his topcoat in her coat closet and took hers to do the same. “Negroni?”

“Sounds perfect.”

Enzo went to her kitchen, and Giada went back to her bedroom. 

Tori had taken her evening gown and all its trappings back in her Volvo, so Giada had only her overnighter, the garment bag with the suit she’d worn to the wedding, and her black Birkin. She hung the garment bag in her closet and left the suitcase and handbag on the floor in there to be dealt with later. To travel, she’d worn skinny jeans and suede over-the-knee boots with a slouchy burgundy sweater; now she sat on the velvet ottoman in the middle of her closet and shed the boots and the jeans. She pulled a pair of black leggings from a drawer and slipped them on beneath the sweater.

She wouldn’t mind ridding herself of the bra, too—it was Sunday afternoon, she was home, and she was exhausted—but Uncle Enzo might be scandalized.

As she shimmied her hips into the leggings, a warm pang fired between her legs. A remnant from last night—Angie in her, on her, his wet fingers giving her clit exactly the attention she wanted. Like he could hear her thoughts. Like he could read her body. Like he knew it.

Fuck.

She shook those thoughts away. What she and Enzo had to talk about would bring Angie and his family front and center in her mind, but that was strategy. She needed to stay focused on strategy. What the Paganos could do for her. Only that.

In the kitchen, Enzo was putting the finishing touches on two identical Negronis. Giada picked up the nearest and took a sip. Her uncle was an excellent mixologist and took pride in his concoctions, whether classic, like this, or something he’d invented himself. He was also a good cook. Enzo had never married, so he’d learned to do for himself and to keep himself well. 

“Mmm. Delizioso.” With the glass in her hand, she opened a door of her double fridge. “I’ve got a couple of rib-eyes thawed. Steak and pasta?”

“Perfetto.” He made a chef’s kiss. “If you have basil, I’ll cut some tomatoes and mozzarella.”

“I do have basil—a bundle in the basket there, probably fresh enough still.” Giada laid out the ingredients of a simple Italian meal, and they began to cook together.

Giada knew what no one else in their family did: Enzo was gay. He’d only had one relationship in his life, however, and that long ago in his youth. He’d valued his place at his brother’s side, and his standing in their family, too much to risk discovery for this integral part of who he was. Giada’s father would never have accepted it. He would have been disgusted, and he would have turned Enzo aside. At least.

There had been only one way he could be sure he’d never be discovered, sure that though he’d never had a steady woman or really even a date with one, though he had what the men in their world generally considered to be ‘feminine’ tastes, no one would ever have more than rumor to hurl at him: he’d denied himself this part of his life.

Giada knew because she’d asked him outright, back when she was in college. He’d trusted her enough to tell her the truth. Their bond had been forged in iron on that day.

Now, since Tommy had set him aside anyway, he could have come out of the closet. But, he said, he was an old man, and it was too late. He was too set in his solitary life and too close to death to open his heart to the dangers of love.

She understood why he’d deny himself for something he wanted more; she had done the same thing. Though she’d once dreamed of a prince to rescue her from her brother, she’d quickly understood that there was only one way she’d ever be free of Tommy: she had to defeat him. Once she’d seen that, she’d let nothing get in her way. She’d been patient, taken small victories, let them accumulate, and waited until her strength was enough to finally overpower him.

Love was a worthy sacrifice to that ambition.

“What did you see last night at the reception?” she asked Enzo as she filled a pot with water and put it on the stove.

He smirked. “You mean besides Angie Corti twirling you around the dance floor half the night?”

One of the many surprises Angie had hit her with last night: he was an amazing dancer. “Don’t make so much of that, Zio. You know what that was about.”

“I do. I wonder if you do.”

She lit the burner under the pot, and under the stovetop grill, and turned to face her uncle. “What do you mean?”

“Only that you both enjoyed your ruse more than necessary.”

Ignoring that unhelpful, if accurate, observation, she began to season the meat. “What I want to know is, how did the others react?”

“You know how your brother reacted. I saw him show you.”

“Yes.”

“Too strongly, Giada. If he’s angry, he’s dangerous. And unpredictable.”

“I know. But I think I can turn his thinking around.” She wasn’t sure about that anymore. Certainly, she could manipulate him into seeing a relationship between her and Angie to his advantage, but she no longer knew if she could do what she’d need to do to make it convincing.

“What do you mean?” it was Enzo’s turn to ask.

Giada shook her head. “Nothing I’m ready to explain, yet. I’m working it out. But for now, I like where Tommy is on this.”

“Bene. Se lo dici tu.”

“What about the others?”

Enzo scooped into a glass bowl the mound of tomatoes he’d diced and began to pluck and tear fresh basil leaves. “You saw what our family made of it. Marconi’s man, Lovatelli, he paid close attention, so I guarantee Vio knows and has thought about what it means. But the other families? Gianni Abbatontuono is senile. I don’t think he even noticed he was at a wedding. His nephew Leo, and Russo and Valeri, who are really running things now while they wait for him to finally die, they noticed. They paid close attention. So that’s something to consider, but they’ll be at odds when Gianni finally goes. The Conti Family still doesn’t have a don, since Vito passed, and that’s nearly a year of his capos jockeying with each other for position. I think they were all too focused on each other, watching who was trying to curry favor with Nick and Vio to give a shit about what was going on with the Saccos.” He brushed his hands. “You can use that, piccolina.”

“How so?” The water was boiling; she added a dribble of olive oil and dumped a box of linguine in. Then she laid the steaks on the grill.

Enzo began slicing a ball of mozzarella. He waited to answer until she’d turned back to him. “The Council table seats five dons. Right now, two families are in total disarray. One of those has no don at all; the other has a dying don whose wits have left him. The Saccos are the third family. That leaves two. Nick Pagano is the most powerful of us all, and he’s agreed to support you. Vio Marconi will follow Nick’s lead.” He set the knife on the board and leaned across the island to hook his aged hand over Giada’s arm. “The time is now, Giada. There will be no one on the Council to resist you if you take the seat now.”

Taking the seat meant killing her brother. That should be an easy thing to contemplate. He was her life’s tormenter, after all. Killing him should be an easy thing to do. Why wasn’t it?

“But do I have the support from within?” she asked, because it was a more practical question with less existential angst attached.

Because he was a man who could move through their world, see and hear things she’d be barred from, and ask questions she’d cause alarm to ask herself, Enzo had taken on the responsibility of determining where her support would come from and who he, or eventually she, could touch to secure it. In no small part, her chance for success rested on her uncle’s weary shoulders.

They’d finished their drinks. Enzo washed his hands and began to make a second round. “Here’s what I know. Like I said before, if Nick shows his support right away, as soon as you make your move, I think you’ll have all you need. If he stays back for some reason and waits to back you at the Council, and you have to take the family over on your own, that’s harder. But, piccolina, I think you have a shot right now, even without him. Batti il ferro finché è caldo.”

Strike while the iron is hot. But if she took a shot and lost, she’d never have another—primarily because she’d be dead. “Why is the iron hot now?”

“Bruno is angry with Tommy, about what happened to Emily—he liked that girl. He’s making very quiet noises right now about Tommy going too far. He’s also the only one who fully understands how much Tommy’s antics cost the family. Despite his love of your brother, with Emily fresh in his mind, he could be convinced it’s time for him to go. And Bruno actually sees how much you really do already. He knows you’d be a capable don, and he has no ambition for the seat himself. With Bruno against Tommy, others will turn, too.”

“And Fabi?”

“I don’t think you’ll ever get Fabi. He and Tommy are too close, too much alike. And he’d want the seat for himself.”

Fabio would be Tommy 2.0 as don. But he was very good in the field, and as much as she disliked him, she needed him. At least in the beginning. “He’s the best earner in the family.”

“You’re the best earner in the family, Giada.”

“You know what I mean. He’s the best dirty earner. What he earns is pure profit. What I earn carries the whole legit burden of the family—also, the men don’t think what I do counts.” 

“It’s a problem, yes. Your best hope is Fabi backs down when Nick stands up.”

“If he stands up.”

Enzo’s bushy grey eyebrows went high. “You have his word. There is reason to think he won’t honor it?”

Angie had been worried about betraying his don, yet Giada—driven by lust more than tactics—had pushed him, persuaded him, turned him to her will. Would that blow up in her face?

“No. Nick is a man of his word.” The words were meant to ease both their minds. “But Zio, I’ve got one shot at this. Just one. To do something that’s never been done. I have to be sure.”

“There is no sure, Giada. For anything worth having, there is risk. A good leader knows when the reward is the better of the risk. This, you know already.”

She did.
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That night, Giada lay alone in her bed, alone in her apartment, and stared up at her coffered ceiling, watching the play of city lights, filtered through the filmy silk of her curtains. Even at night, even in the city, even this high, where there were few trees to make shadow, the light was different in the winter. The moon sat in a different place in the sky, took up less space.

The effect was cold, and lonely, and Giada shrugged more deeply under her comforters, nestled more snugly in her lush bed. She’d built a life of comfort and luxury within the constraints of her family’s traditions. She’d made herself important, in fact if not in perception. She’d made herself necessary. Maybe what she had should be enough.

But it wasn’t.

Every day Tommy stood at the head of their family, every day he sullied the Sacco name, weakened the business their grandfather had started, the empire their father had made of it, was a day too many. Every day Tommy hurt an innocent, killed or mauled or brutalized someone for the sin of being in his way, was a day too many. Every day Tommy saw Giada as less than he, as beholden to him, as subservient to him, every day she made it possible for him to do so, was a day too many. Every day Tommy remembered the days when she’d lain passively beneath him while he did whatever he wanted, every day he looked at her now and saw that same girl, was a day too many.

Could she kill her brother?

Yes, she could.
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“I’m ready to bring him in.”

Nick made that pronouncement calmly, sitting in his armchair in the seating area of his PBS office. He had a glass of scotch in his hand, resting on the chair’s arm. The leather had worn gently there, lightening from years of the don taking the same position.

Donnie sat across from him, in a similar chair, with a similar drink. Angie sat in his habitual perch on the leather sofa. His drink had ice.

This meeting was a long-established habit. For well more than a decade, Angie had had Nick’s trust, and his ear. Donnie as well. Donnie’s elevation to underboss had been a key feature in the mutiny Angie had averted all those years ago.

Angie’s loyalty to Nick had nearly cost his sister, Tina, her life. That, and the slip of his vigilance that had brought her into the line of fire during the aftermath of Nick’s reaction to the mutiny.

She was well now, and happy. Changed, but recovered. Angie had risen to the top of the organization, and Nick’s trust in him had been solid. Only once had it even shaken before now—when the hit he’d pushed for on the Bondaruks had gone wrong. Nick had forgiven him, and Donnie, too. The don was not incapable of forgiveness, though it was a rare boon.

Nearly a week after the Marconi wedding, Angie hadn’t been in contact with Giada Sacco again, but he sat in Nick’s office, in the place on this sofa he’d come over the years to think of as his own, and still felt as if he were in need of the don’s forgiveness.

The week had been normal business thus far, and they hadn’t had to discuss anything pressing or serious that hadn’t been on the table for some time. Nick hadn’t brought up the Sacco situation, at least not with Angie, until now. It was Thursday night, after the shipping business had wound down for the day. The harbor lights shone through the bulletproof glass of the office windows.

Nick had behaved normally toward him all week, yet Angie felt a thin crust of guilt. Probably because he’d been thinking of Giada all week. Every time he closed his eyes, or had just a moment without five different things to think about, she stepped into the spotlight. Flashes of that whole night—the reception and what came after—popped up unbidden and woke all five of his senses.

He wanted to see her again, be with her again. Rather than distance and time dulling his memories, every day that passed sharpened want into need. He wouldn’t act on it; he’d had to make a choice, and he’d made it. But the memories stayed fresh and vivid regardless.

Honest to god, he had never given any woman this much territory in his head before. It was driving him fucking nuts.

So he still felt guilty.

Which was probably why he didn’t have the guts to speak up when Nick declared that he intended to make Trey now. Instead, Angie shot a look at Donnie.

Donnie picked up the baton. “You told Giada you’d back her first. The plan has been to cement the Saccos and Marconis before you take that on.”

Nick answered with his eyes on Angie. “Plans change.”

Angie knew he had to speak. If he was quiet now, Nick would read it as inner conflict. So he asked the question topmost on the mountain in his mind. “Are you backing out of the deal with her?”

“Would you care if I did?”

Though his heart was pounding, he kept his eyes fixed on Nick’s. “I can’t see how losing an alliance with that family helps our cause.”

A cock of the don’s head told him he’d given a satisfactory answer. 

It was an interesting thing, being a confidant to a man as powerful as Nick Pagano. They were close. They were friends. Nick knew as much about Angie as anyone alive did, and Angie was one of a very small group who might say they truly knew Nick. When Nick gave his trust, he was a different man than most of the world ever saw.

He was a good friend, too. He cared, and he listened. He loved.

But the friendship was not, could not be, equal. Nick was keenly aware of his power and position, and though he delegated responsibility and trusted his advisors, he did not share the power or the burden. 

People called him the King of New England. He hated that moniker, and it was often said with a tinge of fearful resentment camouflaged as contempt. But it wasn’t inaccurate. He had the power of a king, and the burden, and thus, he had no equal. Even his dearest friends, Donnie and Angie, could never forget that they were his subordinates, and that they served at his pleasure. Neither could he.

Right now, Angie sat in Nick’s office and wanted his friend, but had only the don.

“We won’t lose the alliance,” Nick said. “I gave her my word, and I mean to honor it. But I don’t want her thinking I need her. I want her—everyone—to remember that I don’t. So we’ll move first. We make Trey this weekend. Saturday night.”

After all his caution, all their careful strategy, Nick was kicking to the side everything they’d set up. It wasn’t like him to be impulsive. Angie couldn’t help but think it was his fault, that Nick was neutralizing Giada’s role in his plans in order to push her out of Angie’s way.

So if making Trey blew up, it would be his fault.

––––––––
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Last summer’s hit on Quiet Cove had crippled the town right at the peak of their earning season. The Cove was a coastal town, a quaint little New England postcard, with a long stretch of good sand beach, a reputation for great surfing, a historic lighthouse, a cute, beachy-colonial shopping and dining district, and a boardwalk like a little amusement park. The great majority of locally owned businesses lived and died on the strength of their summer. 

When the Bondaruks charged in and shot up—and blew up—four sites significant to Nick, killing and wounding innocents, the summer had collapsed. It had taken months of work, mainly by Donnie and Angie while Nick recovered, to fix things. They’d paid out huge wads of cash for the rebuilding and repairs. They’d frozen protection payments for months, which had resulted in a sizeable crater in their resources. And Angie didn’t even know what kind of sorcery Donnie had accomplished to get the federal government and all those hungry FBI and DHS agents to back away from a serious attack by a Ukrainian bratva on US soil. The official story, which, despite all the wreckage and death, got only about a week of news cycle, was that the Ukie criminals had attacked and the brave diners at Dominic’s—the only location with casualties—had fought back, killing all the bad guys in the process. Getting that story in place had cost more than repairing two blown-up businesses and a Catholic church and compensating Old Dom for the loss of his restaurant.

With Dominic’s the site of so much carnage, the old man had lost his taste for the business. He hadn’t rebuilt. The restaurant, in a prime location right on the water, had stood there for decades. Right before winter set in, it had been razed to the sand.

As long as there had been a Pagano Brothers organization, Dominic’s had been a favored site for the don—in fact, the Paganos had owned a nice chunk of the restaurant for years, until Nick had gifted it back to Dom.

First Beniamino, and then his nephew, Nick, had held court there routinely, entertaining friends and family, and allies and associates. To be invited to dinner at the don’s table at Dominic’s was a great honor. To be someone who routinely sat at that table was to hold power with both hands.

That table was gone now. Nick had made a deal with Tony Cioccolanti’s girl, Billy Jones, who owned a nightclub on the boardwalk, to take over the second floor of her building. Now, Nick held his private dinners in private, and brought his friends and other guests down into West Egg for their entertainment.

It wasn’t the same. The space was more flexible for a variety of needs and wants Nick might have, and it was private, allowing for more serious business discussions to take place. It was also vastly easier to protect. But it wasn’t the same. There had been something truly special about sharing a full-course meal with the don, right in the middle of the Dominic’s dining room, in full view of the other diners. The King holding court.

When Nick took the West Egg space over, it had looked like a warehouse, with unvarnished, rough, wide plank floors and exposed guts. Now, thick carpeting covered those old planks, and the massive warehouse windows were covered by lush velvet curtains. The ducts and pipes still showed in the ceiling, but stained-glass pendant lights hung from long brass poles, leaving those guts in shadow. The furniture, a massive oblong mahogany table surrounded by upholstered chairs, little groups of armchairs for smaller seating, and several credenzas and sideboards, was typically Nick’s style, a perfectly tuned combination of heavy tradition and mid-century modern sleekness. Elegantly framed black-and-white photographs hung on the brick walls: images from Quiet Cove and vistas of the Atlantic Ocean.

A large reprint of a photograph Nick kept copies of in his office at PBS and his home office as well hung at the place one saw when they first topped the stairs: Nick and his Uncle Ben. Ben had his arm around Nick’s shoulders, and his other hand on Nick’s cheek. They both wore dark suits; they were smiling at each other, with pride and love beaming between them.

Nick was a young man in the photo, with thick dark hair and a face still smooth of life’s harsher edges. It had been taken on the night of his making, after the initiation ceremony was over.

Tonight was the first night this room was in use for a full-family meeting. It smelled of new carpeting and wood polish. Three sideboards were laden with food, and a small bar was stocked with good booze and wine. Later, staff from the nightclub below would be here to serve, but for now, no one was allowed who wasn’t part of this brotherhood.

Nearly every made man in the family was in that room, but nobody ate or drank yet. They had all been through this, and they knew to wait. Conversation rumbled dully through the room. This was a sacred event in their world, as serious and solemn as a funeral, so they all spoke in hushed tones.

At the head of the main table stood a footed brass bowl. For now, it was empty. At its head sat a blood-red pillar candle on a brass stand. A gleaming dagger with a mother-of-pearl handle rested at one side of the bowl, and a new Beretta 92FS with a burnished bronze finish was placed at the other. Both would be gifts for Trey when the ritual was complete. Circling the table like a decorative rim were dozens of shot glasses, each one full of Frangelico, for the first toast of their new brother.

The men waited for their don and his heir.

Finally, Nick emerged, coming up the stairs into the Pagano Brothers’ new lair. Trey followed right behind him. Both men wore dark suits, white shirts, and dark ties.

At the top of the stairs, Trey stopped short. With widening eyes, he took in the scene before him: the thick cluster of his superiors, all of them standing, their whole attention on him; the spreads of food and drink, untouched; the long table with with its offerings, arrayed like items on an altar.

“Trey,” Nick said. “Come.”

Trey swallowed and came forward. He followed his don, his cousin, his honorary uncle, to the head of the table. The men, silent, cleared the way.

Angie wasn’t sure of Trey’s exact age, but he thought he was twenty-eight or twenty-nine—a couple years younger than Tony. He’d been an associate in the organization for about six years. So this wasn’t early for him to be made. In fact, in most cases, men who weren’t made by the time they’d stuck so long were probably never going to be, had shown themselves in some way to be unworthy.

Yet it felt early to Angie. Despite those years, this felt rushed. Because Nick had changed the plan, yes, but also because of the quake this act would make in their world.

A half-blood. Not just any half-blood, but Nick’s own family. The man he’d chosen to succeed him, when the time came. The man who would someday be Don Pagano. Tonight, Nick turned rumor into truth.

Angie took a deep breath. He’d have Nick’s back no matter what, but he thought this was a bad idea. The man standing at his side right now, Donnie, was the better choice for successor. He’d been acting don for the months of Nick’s recovery, and he’d filled those shoes admirably. He was levelheaded and wicked smart. He was experienced. He could be ruthless. And he was fully Italian.

But Donnie would never stand in Nick’s way. Neither would Angie. They stood behind their don and supported his decision. What Nick wanted.

When Trey held back, clearly feeling awkward and stunned—part of the ritual was that the initiate didn’t expect it, even if he’d been seeking it—Nick took his arm and pulled him forward.

“Tonight, if you wish it, you become one of us. This is a sacred blood bond. Only accept it if you will honor it always, to the end of your days. Are you ready to be made a Pagano man?”

Trey swallowed again and took a breath—this was good; it was important to take a beat, to think and not leap.

“I am, Uncle.”

Nick smiled slightly, but shook his head. “Tonight, I am not your cousin, or your uncle. Tonight I—all of us—are more than that family. We take the place above all else in your life, with only God above us. Tonight, I am your don, and only your don. Capiti?”

Trey nodded, and Angie saw him hold back an apology. Good, kid. Good.

“Capito, Don Pagano.”

“Bene. Donnie?” He held out his hand, and Donnie set a small card in it, then stepped to the table. He struck a match and lit the pillar candle.

When Donnie stepped back, Nick held the card up so Trey and all the others could see it. “Saint Agatha, patron of Sicily.” He held the card in the candle flame until the corner caught, then lifted the card high while it burned. “May she and our fathers watch over us, as we honor the place of our beginning.” He dropped the flaming card into the brass bowl.

Angie detected a bit of shifting among the men in the room. Not everyone, but a few, enough to be noticeable. The words had always been their words, but there were those, in this room and throughout their world, who would argue that making Trey did no honor to the forefathers of La Cosa Nostra.

But respect for Nick, and the unconditional loyalty of their own oaths, kept the men quiet and behind him now.

When the card was ash, Nick put his hand into a pocket of his trousers and pulled out a beautiful switchblade with a grip of inlaid wood. He popped it open. As Trey frowned, not understanding—no one who hadn’t been in an initiation room knew the ritual, because no one who had been in the room ever spoke of it—Nick drew the point of the blade across the tip of his own trigger finger. When a line of bright red blood rose, he held his finger over the brass bowl and let several drops fall onto the smoking ash, which hissed quietly as each one touched down.

He closed his knife, put it away, pulled a white handkerchief from his suitcoat, and wrapped his new wound.

Donnie was next, then Angie. They’d all brought the knives they’d been given at their own making. Every made man in the room took his turn at the bowl, adding his blood.

When everyone but Trey had bled, and a small but notable puddle filled the bottom of the bowl, Nick faced Trey again.

“Now you.” He picked up the new dagger from the table and handed it, grip forward, to Trey.

Trey hefted the knife for a moment, appreciating its significance. Then, without hesitation, he drew the point through the top pad of his trigger finger and added his blood to the bowl.

Nick smiled—warm and full of pride. But the ritual wasn’t over yet. He took the dagger from Trey and set it on the table again. Hefting the brass bowl in his hands, he said, “This is our brotherhood, forged in blood and pain. Il sangue non mente. Blood does not lie. It is a bond of pure trust. Il sangue è vero. Blood is true. Our faith in each other is deep and wide. Il sangue è eterno. Blood is eternal. It flows between us always.”

He set the bowl down again and put his thumb into the pool of mingled blood, stirring it gently, mixing ash and liquid together. With his hand hovering over the bowl, he stared hard at Trey and said, “Carlo Francesco Pagano III, do you vow to be loyal to this brotherhood for all of your days and put no other above us but God Himself?”

“I do.”

“Do you vow to protect this brotherhood always, with blade or bullet when necessary, or with your very life?”

“I do.”

“Do you vow to be honorable and brave in all things, to be a man of your word, to give respect where it is due and to protect the women and children of our world and innocents anywhere?”

Trey’s eyes took on a heavy shine, but his voice was steady and clear. “I do.” 

“Do you vow to respect your brothers and always be honest and honorable in your dealings with them, never stealing from them or cuckholding them?”

“I do.”

“Do you vow always to respect the will of your don, to trust his wisdom, and do what he asks of you with a steady hand and a sure heart?”

“I do.”

“And do you take the vow of omertà, the sacred code of silence, to hold our secrets in the same hand in which you hold your life?”

“I do.”

Nick dipped his thumb in the pool of blood again. This time, he lifted his hand. In the middle of Trey’s forehead, he drew a five-pointed star. “You have bled with us and mingled your blood with ours. All is now one blood and can never be separated. Carlo Francesco Pagano III, you have shown your worth. You are one of us. Siamo la tua famiglia, ora e per sempre.”

Nick dragged Trey into a crushing hug and held on. Every other man in the room let out a cheer.

As Donnie took a turn to hug Trey and the men began picking up the glasses of Frangelico to toast their new brother, Angie stood where he was for another second or two to think.

His own making was one of the best memories of his life. Maybe the very best memory. It had been Ben Pagano asking him the questions, and he had never meant any words he’d ever spoken, before or since, like he’d meant every word of his vows.

Tonight, he’d felt almost like Nick was speaking to him as well as to Trey, reminding him of his promises, the blood oath he’d made.

But Angie had never forgotten.

~oOo~
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A few days later, Donnie and Angie sat in a booth at a bar and grill in Foxborough, Massachusetts, one of those chain places off the interstate where everything was themed, and flat-screen televisions made a border around the whole place, each one showing a different game, a different sport. It was minutes before three o’clock in the afternoon, and the place was in that post-weekday lunch, pre-happy-hour lull. There were more employees in the place than patrons—which made it easier to watch the doors, front and back, and see any suspicious movements in the room itself.

They each had a draft beer, but they hadn’t ordered anything else. They would when the rest of their party arrived.

Angie was facing the front door, so he saw her at once. He checked his watch—spot on at three, Giada was walking through the door.

February was aging, and a false spring had broken the clutches of a blustery Atlantic winter. The high temperatures since the weekend had danced around the sixty-degree mark. Giada came in wearing only a fitted brown leather jacket over a slim black skirt and a silky white blouse that showed just enough of her cleavage to be alluring but still classy. A gold chain with a pendant that was a simple gold circle rested just above the cleft of her breasts. 

She carried a red handbag and wore a pair of red suede high heels with sexy little straps around the ankles. She always wore red somewhere, he’d noticed, and she was always dressed to the absolute nines.

Her legs were bare. He hadn’t realized how beautiful those stems were until right now. Perfect, dainty, slim ankles. Slender, shapely calves. Bellissima.

Angie wouldn’t say he was into fashion, but he paid a little bit of attention. For himself, he had a good tailor and knew the labels he liked, and he liked to look good. For women, he just fucking loved the way they looked when they dressed up and took care of themselves. He could tell the difference between a designer skirt and some no-name sack from the mall because the designer piece fit better. And a woman—like Giada—whose clothes were made to measure? Damn.

She pushed a pair of sunglasses to the top of her head, making her loose hair curve prettily around her face and showing a pair of thick gold hoop earrings. This meeting was not going to ease Angie’s tormented mind any, for sure.

When she saw him, she almost smiled—but then drew up short, coming to a halt about six feet away. “Where’s Nick?”

“Hi, Giada. He’s not coming,” Donnie answered.

Nick had called Giada himself and set this meeting. Once it was arranged, he’d told Donnie and Angie they were going alone. Obviously, he’d led Giada to believe she was meeting with him.

Angie could see first confusion, and then offense and anger, and finally indecision cross her face. She almost looked back at the door but resisted the temptation.

“Nick wanted this meet,” she said to Donnie.

“Yes. He wants you to meet with me and Angie.” Donnie had his business voice on, the one he used when he meant to drive a hard deal. “Will you sit?”

After another second of hesitation, she came to the table. Both Angie and Donnie sat in the middle of their benches, and neither moved immediately. That was rude; with a woman standing there waiting they should both have been on their feet, but Angie felt stuck. Having Giada beside him seemed risky, just now. Of course, having her across the table from him, where he could see her clearly, wasn’t much better.

He shot a glance at Donnie, who had also stayed seated, and was looking right at him, and he understood. 

This was why Donnie had chosen a booth in this nearly empty restaurant. Angie was meant to move and have Giada sit beside him, so they were both facing Donnie, who could watch them. 

If Angie had thought all had been forgiven and forgotten, now he knew better.

He scooted out of the booth and let Giada slide in. When he took the place beside her, he left as much room between them as he could, but she’d set her bag against the wall, so there were only a couple inches between them, and that because Angie almost had half his ass off the bench.

They still hadn’t actually greeted each other.

She smelled so fucking good. He remembered that scent, and the taste of it on his tongue.

“Why isn’t Nick here?” Giada asked Donnie. “He called me.”

Donnie smiled. “It’s nothing to worry about, Giada. Just an update. Nick didn’t have the time, so he sent us.”

There was a lot of shade in those few words—and that was as surprising to Angie as it was to Giada. With a painful flash, he understood: he was being tested, and she was being pushed back. And his buddy Donnie hadn’t said a goddamn word about it.

Giada turned and gave Angie a quick glance. It was just a blink, and the first time they’d made eye contact since she’d walked in, but Angie felt lanced. There had been betrayal in her eyes.

But how could he betray her? He’d made no promises to her. 

The waitress came by, and Giada, after a glance at their beers, ordered a gin twist. When they were alone again, she folded her hands on the table before her. On her left wrist, she wore a gold Rolex with a diamond bezel and several slim gold and diamond bracelets; they made a soft metallic rustle as they rested on the table. Her nails were polished in an elegant red, a gradient from scarlet at her cuticles to nearly black at the tips, obviously an expensive salon job. 

She wore a big, old-fashioned ring, gold with rubies, on her right ring finger. She’d worn that every time he’d seen her. Angie wondered if it was an heirloom.

He couldn’t stop looking at her, taking in every detail. Everything about this woman was just as he liked. She was made to measure.

Finding himself tempted to reach out and set his hand over her wrist, he linked his hands together in his lap.

After a moment, she squared her shoulders and lifted her chin. “What’s the update?” she asked Donnie.

“On Saturday, Nick brought Trey in.”

Sitting so close to her, Angie saw the flinch. Donnie’s vision wasn’t as good, so maybe he hadn’t seen it.

“He’s made?”

Donnie nodded. “He is.”

“Nick told me he’d wait for my move.”

“Is that the word he gave you?” Donnie’s tone was cool, not cold, but obviously he meant to drive this hard. Angie admired his skill in cutting deep with words alone; he himself needed a blade to reach that kind of pain. But right now, it was all he could do to keep his mouth shut and not try to soften these blows.

She answered slowly, carefully. “We made the plan together. He told me he’d have my back.”

“He is a man of his word. What he promised, he’ll do. He’ll have your back. You will have his help. But of course he had no need of your help to make his move.”

This time, she wasn’t so deft at hiding her reaction. She sucked in a breath like Donnie had hit her.

Nothing Donnie had said was necessarily bad. He was reinforcing Nick’s promise, and giving her a heads-up about his activities, giving her the chance to change her plans accordingly. These were good things, the considerations of an ally.

But he was also saying that Giada’s plans had no bearing on Nick’s own, that the plan they’d made together was a charity he’d bestowed on her. And by sending Donnie and Angie and not bothering to come himself, with the dismissive explanation that he ‘didn’t have time,’ Nick was saying she wasn’t worthy of that time. Reminding her that she was not, and would never be, his equal.

That was a very strong statement to the woman he’d promised to help make a don.

And Angie had had no heads-up, not from Nick or from Donnie. They’d driven an hour together to this stupid restaurant, and Donnie hadn’t said a word about this turn.

This was his fault. It was all his fault. He hadn’t sent Giada out of his room at the Ritz, he’d been weak and given in to what he wanted, and now Nick was punishing them both, closing him out of loops and pulling back from what had been a nearly paternal intention to mentor her as she took the Sacco Family’s Council seat.

Giada cleared her throat. “Well, thank you for the update. I appreciate the consideration.” She opened her red bag and pulled out a red wallet. Her drink hadn’t even arrived yet.

Donnie waved her off. “It’s on me.”

She ignored him and set a twenty-dollar bill on the table. “Excuse me, please,” she said, and it took Angie a beat to understand she meant him to move.

He stood, and she slid gracefully from the booth. Finally, she really looked at him, and her pale green eyes flared large and hot with hurt. She turned away.

Leaving was the wrong move, the weak move. She needed to stay—if only to look them both dead in the eyes and say something that suggested Nick’s change didn’t hurt her. They’d all know she was lying, but that wasn’t the point. She had to show strength right now. A don would show strength, even when he was weak.

Without thinking, without knowing what he meant to do, Angie reached out and took hold of her arm. “Giada, wait.”

She stopped, but didn’t turn back.

“Angie,” Donnie said, and he heard the warning. He let her go.

He stood beside the table and watched her go outside and head to a red Maserati.

When she was driving away, he flopped back to the booth.

“What the fuck was that?” he asked and glared at his friend.

Donnie shook his head sadly. “The ocean is deep where you swim, my friend. And full of sharks.”
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She shouldn’t have left.

Before she’d pushed through the door, out of the restaurant, Giada had known she was making a mistake, but turning back would have been worse, so she’d kept her back straight and her stride purposeful, and she’d walked away from that fucking meeting.

To her car, out of the parking lot, back onto the interstate, she’d stayed calm and tightly controlled while her mind spun, until finally the spin was too fast, and she flew apart. By the time she made it to the next exit and found a place to pull over, she was shrieking so loud her throat ached.

Tommy hadn’t had her followed since the Marconi wedding, so she didn’t worry that anyone would see her lost her shit.

She parked and let herself have this moment of unrestrained fury and fear. “FUCK!” she screamed over and over, slamming her palms on the steering wheel until they felt bruised. “FUCK FUCK FUCK!”

When the fit ran itself to its end, Giada sat where she was, panting, eye squeezed tight, and waited until she could think a clear thought.

Had Nick just completely fucked her over?

She wasn’t sure. Certainly, he’d made things much harder and more dangerous, but Donnie had said he’d still have her back. So what, then, had the meet been about? Why had he made Trey already and shredded the plan?

The plan she’d brought to him. Was this all because it was her idea?

Or was it because she’d gone to Angie without Nick’s knowing?

Well, that had been a colossal mistake, and not only because Nick liked to play king of the world.

She couldn’t stop thinking about him. More than a week had passed since New York, and Angie was still a presence in her thoughts, her memories. She’d thought maybe he’d been fading a little, finally, until she’d seen him today, in that perfectly fitted, beautiful suit. He’d looked so good. Each time their eyes met, she saw the same turmoil in him that she felt herself.

Sitting at his side, memories of his touch clamoring, Giada had been shaky and distracted, and she’d behaved like a novice. She knew how to drive a deal. She knew how to take a hard shot and send it back. But Angie had made her weak.

It was stupid; he was just a man. He’d been useful to her, that was all.

That should have been all, but it wasn’t. Something had happened between them she couldn’t take back. Nor could she afford to keep it.

Now all her plans were in broken pieces at her feet. Finished before she’d started.

No. No, that couldn’t be right. She couldn’t give this up.

What had Nick done today? He’d told her she needed to prove herself. She had to move on her brother without him; there would be no suggestion of his support for her, or of a mutual agreement between them, until she’d shown she could handle her brother and get control of her family. When—if—he threw his weight her way, he’d do it after she’d gotten Tommy out of the way.

So she’d have to get Tommy out of the way. And she had to do it now—because what Nick had done would pull notice from Sicily soon enough, which would make made men leery, and she needed to be in place before what he’d done was widely known. She had to move now. And that meant she had to go straight at her brother, stand alone before him, and hope to turn the loyalty of his men while they stood at his side.

Could she do it?

What choice did she have?

––––––––
[image: image]


~oOo~

––––––––
[image: image]


Back on the interstate, Giada called her uncle.

“Ciao, piccolina,” he said warmly.

She didn’t bother with a greeting. “I need to move now. Tonight.”

“What? Why?”

“The plan changed. I just had a meeting. I’m on my own until I handle this.”

A long pause while Enzo understood what she wouldn’t say on the phone, and considered the implications. “You mean, he won’t ...”

“No. And he’s made his move already.”

“Minchia!”

Giada laughed, though literally nothing was funny just now. “Yeah. If you’d been at this meeting, you’d understand. It’s now or never, Zio. He’s at the usual place tonight, yes?”

“Giada, you can’t think—”

“What choice do I have?” 

Silenced answered her.

“Exactly. Are there calls you can make now, or am I alone?”

“Not alone, piccolina. Never alone.”

“Ti voglio bene, Zio.”

“E tu, Giada. E tu.”
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Tommy had a weekly poker game in the back room of a bar in the North End, one of his pet properties. He had several clubs, pubs, and eateries where he could hold court. Most of them had been in their father’s portfolio already, but he’d picked up a few since. He’d wanted more, like the property by BU, but when they were too expensive or better used in some other way, Giada got in front of him and changed his mind. He had only what she’d allowed him to have, though he’d deny that truth with his last breath.

This bar was one he’d bought, and one of his favorites: a corner bar with very little unfamiliar traffic. Just about everyone who came into Capo’s—seriously, he’d named it Capo’s—knew that this was Tommy Sacco’s place, and treated him like a rock star. Ego stroking was her brother’s favorite kind of massage.

After a trip home to collect herself and think through her new, and quickly devised, plan, while she waited to be sure the game would be well underway, with all the key players present, Giada drove to Capo’s. She hadn’t changed; she’d walk into that back room dressed as she had that morning, as she’d been dressed when she’d met with Donnie and Angie: as the CEO of Sacco Development. And the true head of her family.

It wasn’t late in the evening yet, not quite eight o’clock. The bar was busy with the regulars—people who lived or worked nearby, and people who wanted to be close to Tommy, in hopes of a boon from the don.

She walked straight through, her Blahniks clicking dully on the wood floor, her Birkin hanging on her forearm, open. Lots of people noticed, but no one stopped her. Why would they? They knew she was Tommy’s sister.

The back room reeked of the cigar smoke that sat in a thick fog against the ceiling. The men looked up as the door closed behind her. Tommy, his underboss, his consigliere, and all his capos: eight men, with all the pull of the family.

“Hey, Giada,” Bruno said, and they shared a look. In that look, Giada understood that Enzo had called him; he was in. She didn’t know if any other man here was ready for what she meant to do, or would support her when she did it, but she was about to find out. The other men greeted her simply, unreadably. Taking Tommy’s lead, none stood.

Tommy was dealing a new hand. He finished before he looked at her, then spared her only a glance before he went back to his cards. “You don’t belong here, Giada. If you got something to say, then say it and get gone.”

Giada had let all her fears and frustrations out at the top of an exit ramp on I-95. She was calm now, resigned to the consequences of her move, whatever they were. “I do have something to say.”

Her brother looked up from his cards. ”Then out with it.”

“Tommy, you’re a terrible don. You’re a terrible human being. You’re running this family into the dirt. Everybody knows it. All the men at this table know that and more. They all know that I’ve been running this family since Pappa died. Cleaning up your messes and straightening out your mistakes.”

He slammed his cards on the felt surface of the table and stood up so quickly the table jumped, splashing booze and scattering cigar ash. “You little zoccola. Where do you get off coming into my place and running your mouth?”

She didn’t flinch. Instead, she looked to the men around him, starting with Bruno. “You know what I say is true.” She could see shock in their eyes, and discomfort, but not yet agreement or support. Even Bruno simply watched her, his expression stoic. Had she misread his support?

Some of these men, Enzo had told her were open to her intention. But if so, none of them was ready yet. She looked again at her brother, still standing at the table, his face reddening. She was surprised he hadn’t charged her yet—maybe fear was holding him back.

She pushed more. “You are weak, Tommaso. Weak and cruel and stupid. Everything you have is because I’ve saved you from your arrogance and idiocy. But I’m done with that now. You are the emperor with no clothes, and I am here to show you your nakedness.”

He snatched his gun from the holster at his back and aimed at her. The men around the table reacted—some jumped up from their seats, others scooted back. Bruno, at Tommy’s side, stood. Fabio, at Tommy’s other side, stood as well.

Fabio drew and aimed at her, too. Bruno drew then. He aimed at Fabio. “Put it down, Fabi.”

Both Tommy and Fabio gaped at Bruno. None put his gun down, and no others drew. Giada decided that was encouraging. If Tommy truly had his men, they’d all be drawn on her—or, at least, on Bruno now.

“What are you doin’, man?” Tommy asked Bruno. “I’ll kill you for this.”

“Tommy, I love you. I’ve loved you since we were five years old. But he’s aiming a gun at your sister. So are you.”

“You heard what she said. I can’t let that stand.”

Giada discovered that she didn’t really care about the guns trained on her. There was no fear. If she were killed, so be it. “I’ve said nothing but the truth. And every man in this room knows it. Even you, Tommy. Deep in your heart, you know it’s true.” She took a step forward, feeling the weight of her bag on her arm. “And Tommy, I’ve kept a souvenir from every scene of yours I’ve cleaned. The women you’ve killed or beaten. The innocent lives you’ve taken or ruined. I have DNA, fingerprints, the piece of broken mirror you used to slice the baby from Emily’s belly. One phone call, and I can put you on death row.”

She didn’t let her eyes shift from his, but she saw the news about Emily resound in the room. With the exception of Fabio and Bruno, the capos hadn’t known of this last, most horrible thing he’d done. Maybe even Bruno hadn’t known about the pregnancy; only Fabio had been there that night. She’d taken a calculated risk, weighing the sin of ratting against the murder of an innocent and the brutal end of a pregnancy. 

“You treasonous troia! You would give up family? You’ve schemed all this time, waiting for your chance? What kind of Sacco are you?”

“A Sacco who was never invited to take a vow, Tommaso. A Sacco who’s nonetheless served her family and made it strong. A Sacco who won’t watch you destroy it. A Sacco who deserves to lead it. ”

Tommy laughed, and let his gun arm fall. He came around the table, striding toward her, and she saw in his eyes the desire to hurt her badly. 

Giada held firm, prepared for a blow. But he didn’t strike her. Instead, he used the most brutal weapon he had.

“You stupid little zoccola. You’re just jealous, aren’t ya? You wish I was still puttin’ it to you, like I used to back in the day?” He lifted his empty hand, put two fingers together, and wiggled them, demonstrating.

Giada’s stomach lurched, but she didn’t let him see her react.

He reached her and shoved her back against the door. “Never found a manwhore could give it as good as me, huh? I didn’t think you liked it, the way you always laid there like a dead fish. But I can give it to you again. Make you appreciate what I let you have.”

Tommy was so intent on causing her hurt, putting her in her place, he seemed to have forgotten they weren’t alone, that he was speaking before an audience. His back was to the table, and he didn’t notice the way his men reacted to what he’d just said. But Giada saw.

He’d just crossed a line. What he’d just said out loud hadn’t even been a rumor in the family, but no man in this room doubted its truth. Because they all knew Tommy. With those few words, sneered without any thought but the hurt he would cause his sister, he’d shaken his house to its foundation. 

And then he burned it all down.

He shoved his gun under her skirt and said, “Or maybe I’ll just do you hard with this and send you out with a real bang.”

“TOMMY!” Bruno shouted and fired his gun. The bullet hit high, above the door. Bruno was an expert shot, so that was no miss. But Tommy dropped instantly to a crouch, throwing his hands over his head.

The next few seconds were chaos. With no good cover close, and unwilling to leave the room, Giada stood where she was and watched, trying to see through the madness. Fabio fired at Bruno and caught his arm, making him spin into a stack of beer cases, which tottered and fell. Steve Abano shot Fabio in the shoulder. He fell on the table, and it flipped, throwing chips, cards, drinks, ashtrays helter-skelter.

Just as suddenly, it was quiet, except for the dripping of beer from broken bottles and Bruno’s grunts as Steve helped him to his feet. Fabio was silent—stunned and fading from consciousness, but breathing.

Still feeling the detached calm of pure resolve, Giada reached into her bag and pulled out her own gun, a Beretta Bobcat. Compared to the 9mms the men carried, it looked like a toy, but when she aimed it at her brother, and said, “Stand up, Tommy,” he stood.

None of the men in the room drew on her. Tommy was on his own now, and he knew it as well as she did. He still held his gun, but it sagged at his side, dangling from his hand.

Giada sneered at him. “You are weak and stupid. And now they all see you’re a depraved coward, too. You’ve been standing on my shoulders, pretending you’re stomping on me, long enough. I want you out, Tommy.”

He managed a nasty chuckle. “You got no say, zoccola. You’re not part of this. You’ve never been part of this. You never will be.”

She saw his gun arm come up. She let it get halfway, so everyone in the room had seen him aiming, and then she shot him. First in the chest, and then in the face.

The bullets were small enough that he only stumbled back a few steps at first. He stared at her in shock. His gun dropped from his hand. When he fell to the floor, he was dead.

She’d killed her brother.

Allowing herself the span of one deep breath to consider his body, Giada looked up and faced his men. “You all know that I’ve been running this family for years. You all know that it’s my skill and strength that’s kept us aloft. And you know how Tommy dirtied up our name. He had no respect at the Council. He had no respect in business. He was stupidly cruel and impulsive. You all know this. I know what I want has never been done before. I know it will cause the earth under us to shake. But I’m asking you to think about the world we live in right now, not decades ago. I’m asking you to think who will make you rich and strong, who will bring respect back to our house.” She added one more thing, hoping that display in Foxborough had been only a test, and hoping she’d passed it here. “And I have Don Pagano’s support.”

“You do?” Carl Trepani said with interest.

“I do. He’s made his half-blood heir. We mean to change our world together, and who is there who’ll stand in Nick’s way?”

“Sicily.” Frank Bello answered.

“Maybe. But if we’re all together, what can they do? The Sicilians are not our kings. Only our grandfathers.”

“You say ‘our,’ but you’re not part of us, Giada. No matter what you do for us, you’re not made,” Frank said. “And you just stood here and threatened to rat out our don. There’s no worse crime than that.”

“As I told Tommy, I’m not bound by omertà, because I’ve never been invited to take a vow. Ask me to swear. I want to take the vow.” Now she played her last card, and let them think the decision was theirs to make. “I leave you to decide. Get Fabi and Bruno some medical attention. I’ll call Marv on the way out.”

She stepped over her brother’s body. As she set her hand on the doorknob, Carl called, “Giada, wait!”

She turned back. “Yes?”

“How do you want Tommy handled?”

With that, she knew she had Carl. No one protested his question, so she knew she had at least some of the others as well. “He was a don. He’ll be buried like one. I’ll tell Marv we need a story as well as a cleanup.”

She left the room. The bar was empty, except for a very frightened bartender.

It wasn’t until she was in her car that it hit her, what she’d done.

Everything she’d done.
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As she drove south, Giada wondered whether she was just reacting to Nick’s disrespect, bouncing like a pinball against the obstacles he’d set up. Less than five hours after she’d left that meeting in Foxborough, of all places, she’d been standing before her brother, calling him out, charging forward on ninety-percent adrenaline and seven percent instinct. Only that last three-percent sliver could have been called a plan, made while she’d paced her living room, waiting.

She’d killed her brother. For years she’d fantasized about it, and dreaded it. Now it was done, and she felt nothing. She’d stepped over his body and walked away.

What would his men do now?

Was she still pinballing, going where she was going? How was this part of the plan?

It wasn’t, of course; what little plan she’d had left had fallen to dust when Tommy dropped at her feet. Now the balls would go where they would.

And she was headed to Quiet Cove.
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She knew where all three key players in the Pagano Brothers lived; as she’d made her plans, she’d done some foundational research on them all—not prying too deeply, but enough to understand how they lived, and with whom, so she could understand what they had at stake in an alliance.

She’d already known all she needed to know about Nick—she’d been to his home a few times, knew his wife a little, had met his children once or twice. He was guarded around the clock and rarely drove his own car, which was a Maserati Quattroporte. 

Now she also knew as much about Donnie Goretti and Angie Corti. 

Donnie: alone most of his life, but recently married to a ballet dancer. Well-known philanthropist throughout Rhode Island. Enjoyed the finer trappings of wealth—a patron of the art museum, the symphony, the opera. The ballet. Had a very nice, sleekly modern house at the water. When he wasn’t being driven by his body man, he drove a Porsche Cayman and was sometimes seen taking the beach roads like a race track.

Angie: habitually single, habitually slutty. No interest in the finer things, but a longtime holder of season tickets to a box at Fenway. Drove a loud, brash, tricked-out, blacked-out Dodge Challenger Hellcat. Angie did his own driving. He didn’t have a guard; he was his own guard.

And he lived alone in a nice, but surprisingly average home in a nice, but surprisingly average neighborhood a short distance from the beach.

Giada closed her car door and looked at the house before her. She was more surprised seeing it in person. Nice, but average. Hardly the home she’d expect a man like him to prefer.

Was she pinballing? Is that why she’d driven straight from Capo’s to Quiet Cove? The fact that she didn’t know what she meant to do when—if—he answered the door suggested that yes, this was reckless reaction, thoughtless reflex.

Pressing the button on her key fob, she locked her Maserati and went up the walk to Angie’s front door. She rang the bell and waited, once again, for him to answer.
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Angie checked the peephole, took one beat to get his head around the reality that Giada Fucking Sacco was standing on the front porch of his fucking house, and tore open the door.

She wore the same outfit she’d had on at the meet that afternoon, but now it seemed a little rumpled. Her eyes were wide; they stared at each other for a second while Angie wrestled with his brain and body, keeping them both focused on what they needed to focus on.

Her goddamn bright red Maserati was parked at the curb in front of his house. 

“What the fuck, Giada?”

Before she answered, he pulled her in and stepped out himself to check the street—and, thank the Blessed Virgin, the street was empty. Not even any cars parked at the curb, other than that fucking stoplight-red Italian sportscar. This was a quiet neighborhood, where everybody was buttoned up snug by nine o’clock—excepting him, generally. He was the problem neighbor, with his loud car and his late hours, but he tried to keep things cool here at home. Not that anybody would ever complain, no matter what he did.

He stepped back into his house. “Why are you here?”

Then, in the better light of his front hall, he saw there was blood on her face, several spattered dots and a smear across her cheekbone. He could see no wound, that blood was obviously from elsewhere and she didn’t seem hurt physically, but she was clearly freaked out, blinking up at him like she was in shock.

His hand was on her cheek before he knew what he was doing. Her skin was so fucking soft. “Jesus, what happened? Are you okay?”

She tipped her head into his touch, let him take its weight, and that simple movement, not even a gesture, sent a lightning bolt from his hand into his chest.

“I don’t know. Yes. Maybe. I don’t know.”

Fuck. What was it about this woman that he couldn’t keep his priorities in line when he was around her? She made him stupid. She made him weak. She made him fucking disloyal.

He needed to make her leave right now. Right now. If that meet in Foxborough this afternoon had done nothing else, it had warned Angie how close he was to the edge of a cliff with Nick. Donnie had said as much, afterward. Telling Nick about his night with Giada first thing the next morning had not been enough. Fucking her at all, knowing Nick didn’t want him to, was a betrayal.

And not even Donnie believed there was nothing more between him and Giada. He’d denied it repeatedly, and each time Donnie had simply looked at him like he didn’t know how to help him.

They’d had one night, and had no contact since. But Nick and Donnie were both waiting for him to make another mistake with her.

And here she fucking was. With blood on her face. And it was all he could do not to kiss her.

She was just a chick. What was wrong with him?

“What happened, Giada?” No—he needed to make her leave, not ask questions that would delay her exit. And he needed to get his hand off her.

“I did it. I killed him.” Her eyes flared, and she sucked in a sharp breath. “I killed my brother.”

Holy shit.

He dropped his hand. “Gimme your keys.”

“What? Why?”

“Because there’s a fucking bright red Maserati parked in front of my house, and I only know one person who drives one. I need to get you in my garage. Your keys. Gimme.”

She frowned. “Are you being watched?”

“No. But this is Quiet Cove, not Boston, and your little race car stands out. Your keys. Please.”

They were still in her hand. She gave them over.

“I’ll be right back. Don’t move.”

Leaving her standing in his front hall, Angie went to the garage, opened the overhead, trotted through and across his lawn, scanning the surroundings like he was on a job. He got into her car—she was several inches shorter than he, and sitting behind the wheel practically put his knees up around his ears—and pulled her into the space beside his Hellcat.

Fuck and damn, he hoped nobody of note had clocked Giada Sacco driving through the Cove tonight. Because anyone of note would have known that car for its owner, and guessed where she was headed.

Back inside, Giada had moved. The woman was not good at following directions. She stood in his living room, examining the family photos arrayed across the old upright piano, as they’d been all his life. He hadn’t taken much from his family home, but he’d taken those photos and that piano. He’d been the only one to stick lessons out for more than a year.

“Do you play?” she asked, brushing her fingers over the closed fallboard.

“Some. My mom played. She taught us kids.”

A smile pushed her cheek—the one with the blood smear—up, and she met his eyes. “Music and dance lessons. Your mother was a romantic.”

“Yeah, she was.” He felt that fucking pull again, an almost irrepressible urge to get closer to her, put his hands on her. His mouth. But he couldn’t. Everything he’d ever wanted in his life, everything he had, hung in the balance.

“Giada, you gotta tell me why you’re here. Are you hurt? In trouble? What?” 

And if so, why was it him she’d come to?

“I ... I need to understand what happened at that meet this afternoon. I have to know Nick’s got my back.”

That was exactly the thing Nick was concerned about—that Giada would use Angie to get intel on him. 

Stunned, Angie stumbled a few steps back, as if clearing her blast area. “Are you fucking nuts? You came to me, to my house, at ten o’clock at night, to ask me to rat out my don? You need to get out. Now.”

He lunged forward again and grabbed for her arm, but she yanked it back. “No! That’s not—” He grabbed for her again, and she spun gracefully and went to the middle of the room. “Angie, stop. That’s not what I’m asking.”

“Yeah, it is. It’s exactly what you’re asking.” Rather than chase her around the room, he stopped and crossed his arms. “And here’s the thing, Giada: I wouldn’t have an answer even if I wanted to give it. This afternoon was as much a surprise to me as it was to you. Do you understand what that means?”

She did, at once. “My God. Nick’s icing you out.”

The words hurt to hear, even from a third party. Angie didn’t respond.

“Because of us? Because we spent one night together?”

“Because he thinks there’s something between us, and he’s worried you’d use me to get to him. And here you fucking are, asking me to explain him to you.”

A kind of shadow went through her eyes, and Angie gleaned new insight in that dark flash. “That was your plan, wasn’t it? You thought I’d be your stooge.” As insight flowered into anger—and hurt, too—he stepped back again, this time toward the front hall, to usher her out. “Yeah, you need to go.”

Still she didn’t move. She’d shaped her features into a guilty look, but he didn’t believe it. Not now. She was just another chick thinking she could trap him with her pussy. Well, he’d been immune to that all his life.

“Angie, no. That’s not what I wanted. It’s not what I want.” 

“No? You’re just straight out trying to ruin my life and get me killed, then?”

“No.”

“Then why are you here?” That sickening twist of anger and hurt flared like a fever, and Angie lunged forward again. This time, he got hold of her, and clamped her arms in his hands. He slammed her to him and snarled down into her face. “Why the fuck are you here?

Crushed to his chest, she glared up at him, answering his anger with her own. “I don’t know! It wasn’t to ask about Nick. I said that because it was top of mind, and I don’t have another answer for why I’m here. But I know exactly what that meet was about. It’s why I moved on Tommy now.”

She wedged her hands between them and shoved at him, but Angie didn’t budge. “I killed my brother tonight! I stood in front of all his capos and called him a coward, and I pushed his buttons until he came for me, and then I killed him. I never killed anyone before. And I feel nothing! He’s dead, I killed him, and I don’t feel it! I killed my brother, I stepped over his body, and I got in my car and I drove here. And I’m here because ... I don’t know! Because I want to feel something.”

Angie kissed her.

When he thought of it during the moments of existential crisis that would pepper his near future, he’d think of her agitation, of the tension in her body, of the sheen in her eyes and the break in her voice, and the way her surge of emotion seemed to piss her off and scare her at the same time. He’d try to tell himself that he meant to comfort her. She was a woman in distress, and he was only comforting her.

But the truth he felt right now, as his mouth covered hers, would never let that lie take root. He was on fire for her, and that was the reason he was doing this crazy thing. His mouth claimed hers, his tongue plunged in, and his body blazed with need and want.

He released Giada’s arms to hold her properly, and she coiled her arms around his neck at once, bending backward into his embrace, forming her body to the shape of his. She sighed, and he caught the sweetness of it on his tongue.

Fuck, what he was laying down for this.

That thought, of everything he had, the life he’d made for himself, the life he loved, the man he’d become, hanging in the balance against his insane, out-of-nowhere desire for this woman—a woman, just a woman—pushed through, made a firebreak, and he pulled back. Not much; all he could manage was to turn his mouth from hers and rest against her cheek. Her scattered breaths brushed over his jawline; her heaving breast swelled and shrank against his hold.

“What are we doing? I can’t fucking do this.” The voice didn’t sound like his own; it was too desperate, too confounded.

“I know. I’m sorry.” Giada’s fingers brushed through his hair, and over the evening stubble of his cheek; the scrape was audible, like a whisper of static between them. He had to shave twice a day to keep his beard down, and he’d been surprised by their trip to Foxborough, so he’d never gotten around to the second shave. 

She didn’t move to get free of his embrace, and he didn’t move to release her.

“Angelo,” she murmured.

She’d called him by his full name again and again that night in New York, and the sound of it at his ear now went straight through his already aching cock.

“I can’t,” he said again. But still couldn’t move.

Her thumb brushed over his bottom lip, and he opened his eyes. She gazed up at him. “I don’t want to hurt you.”

He was good at reading people. He understood when they were outright lying, when they were telling the whole truth, when they were trying to tell enough truths to keep their secrets, when they were lying with the truth. He knew what to look for, all the tells.

He believed her.

At some point, Nick had been where Angie was now, with a woman who changed everything. Donnie, too. A moment that shifted all their ideas of the future, stretched them out to make room for someone else. A moment they hadn’t seen coming, a woman they hadn’t seen coming. They’d made reckless decisions, too, bringing innocent women into their bloody world. Bev Pagano had been horribly hurt because Nick loved her and his enemies had sought to hurt him by hurting her.

Maybe Angie was capable of love after all, but not with an innocent. With a woman who was one of them. An ally, with her own power, who understood what their life was, what the dangers were.

How could that be wrong?

He would never betray Nick. Not ever, for anyone—and he believed Giada wouldn’t ask him to. If he was wrong, and she did, he’d know what to do. Because he’d never betray his don.

And God, he wanted this. What he felt was new, bigger and more dangerous than he understood. If it was love, or if it was the thing love grew from, so be it. He wanted it.

“I won’t ever betray Nick,” he said now, filling the words with the resolve of truth.

“I’ll never ask you to.”

“You already have.”

She shook her head. “I didn’t mean it to be that. It was a mistake.”

“This is a betrayal.” Try as he might, he couldn’t shake that truth, the one that gave the lie to everything else: in Nick’s mind, this was a betrayal.

“Why?”

Still frozen at the brink of another kiss, of far more than a kiss, Angie pondered that question. Why was this a betrayal? When had he ever indicated that he was anything less than entirely and wholeheartedly a Pagano man? Why couldn’t Nick trust him with this, with her?

“I don’t know,” he answered and jumped off the edge. He kissed her again.

Once he’d given in, he couldn’t stop. In New York, she’d wanted to be loved in bed, she’d wanted control, she’d wanted lavish attention. Now, Angie pawed at her clothes, yanking her leather jacket off her shoulders and down her arms, throwing it away, tearing at her silk blouse, the zipper of her wool skirt.

But she was in the same frenzy, fumbling with him to rid herself of all those gorgeous clothes, tugging at his t-shirt, at the waistband of his sweatpants.

All the while, their mouths clashed, their tongues and teeth and breath colliding, their sex sounds filling the room. She was a moaner, and each one ended on a high note like surprise. 

When Giada kicked off her shoes and suddenly dropped several inches in height, the kiss broke, and for a second, they stopped, gasping, and stared at each other. Giada wore only her underwear—a beautiful matched set of silk and lace in a pink so light it was like a blush.

Angie was still as fully dressed as he had been, in t-shirt and sweats, though more stretched and rumpled. He snatched them both off and tossed them away. Now he stood naked before her.

Her gaze slid from his face, down his body, and her hand followed, skimming around his neck, hooking for a moment on the chain of his crucifix, then continuing downward, over his chest, his belly, taking the measure of every scar.

It was like her fingers were on fire. She left a trail of flame behind so hot Angie felt marked. When she wrapped her hand around his shaft, it felt so good it hurt, and he grunted and flinched at the pain and the pleasure.

That frenzy took him over again and he grabbed her, lifted her off her feet, and took them both down to the carpet.

Again, she was with him, matching his intensity with her own, not holding him off or looking for control. He tore her panties down and away, hearing a rip but not caring, hooked her leg around his waist, found her pussy—ah God, so hot and soft, already throbbing.

“Sei tutta bagnata!” he groaned and shoved himself in. She cried out, arching her back like a dancer.

Fuck, fuck, fuck, this was good. This was a woman who was as safe with him as she was anywhere—who was safer with him. The rush of that knowledge was as potent as his desire for the woman herself. Fuck, fuck, fuck.

Angie heard himself chanting that word out loud. He bunched his body over hers and filled his mouth with a lace-covered breast while he chased a rocking rhythm. She cried out again, called his name, called “Angelo!” and curled her fingers in his hair, holding him to her. Her hips slammed with his, countering his thrusts, deepening each surge.

God, it felt so good to fuck her. The pleasure filled his whole body, swelled his chest until it ached. He’d never known anything like this before, and he’d had some wicked wild sex in his life.

She wanted multiple stimulation, and he wasn’t so far gone he couldn’t give her what she wanted, but the way she writhed inside his hold, he had almost all he could handle, and his brain was leaving the station. He had one hand on her ass, trying to hold her enough to maintain his tempo. Shifting that hand, he slid his fingers into the cleft of her ass, found the taut skin of her anus, so slick with her juices, and pushed a finger in.

Her body froze at once. 

Fuck, he’d made a wrong move. She was too classy for ass play; of course she was. Angie removed his finger and released her breast. Lifting his head, he saw her staring at him, but both their emotions were tangled and hazy just now, and he couldn’t read what he saw.

“I’m sorry.”

She shook her head. “I like it—I just didn’t ... I only—” She paused and calmed her breathing. “I really like it.”

“Yeah?” Smiling, relieved and delighted, he pushed his finger in again and watched her pupils, already wide with lust, dilate until her pale eyes were nearly black. “Ti piace cosi?”

She bit sexily down on her bottom lip as she nodded and twisted her hips. His cock kicked inside her, looking for more.

He hooked his finger a little around her rim, gave it a gentle tug. The sound that burst from her pretty mouth then nearly set him off. “Ah fuck, Giada. Sei spettacolare.”

“Fammi venire!”

He’d been with other Italian American women, but none who knew the language of their heritage as well as he. He’d been with women in Italy, who spoke it far better than he, but they’d been professionals, and he didn’t chitchat with hookers. 

Since the passings of his parents, he hardly spoke Italian except for business.

Speaking that language now, in these dirty, frantic whispers, and hearing it back from this woman in the same timbre of lust, added gasoline to the blaze between them. “Lo farò, belladonna. Ti farò venire tutta la notte.”

He bent again to take her breast into his mouth, flexed his finger inside her beautiful tight ass, rocked his cock in her sleek pussy, and fell into the pleasure of making this spectacular woman come as hard as he had ever made a woman come. All night long.
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Angie woke with a start and opened his eyes in a dark room. He was in his bed, and alone.

Fuck.

Sitting up, he grabbed his phone off the nightstand and checked the time. Not yet two—he could only have been asleep half an hour, forty-five minutes at the most.

He switched on the lamp and blinked the glare from his eyes. The first thing he saw was Giada’s pretty pink bra, draped over the swirled-glass pillar on his tall dresser. It was just a knickknack, an art piece he’d picked up at a little glassworker’s studio in town that had gone bust long ago, but he’d bought it for his mom one Christmas, and she’d kept it dear the rest of her life.

He wondered what she’d think of Giada’s bra hanging by its silky strap around her favorite of his gifts, or how it had gotten there, tossed by his hand as he’d finally gotten her to his bed, after they’d fucked their way up the stairs.

He wondered what she’d think of Giada.

Setting that nowhere thought aside, he focused on his relief that she was apparently still in the house. But not in his bathroom, or at least not the master, the open door of which he was looking at right now.

He got up, looked around for his clothes, remembered they were on the living room floor, pulled a fresh pair of sweatpants from a drawer, yanked them on, and went hunting for the woman who was free range in his house.

He found her downstairs, in his kitchen, staring out the window over his sink. She wore his t-shirt, and the sight of that, with her tousled hair and sleek bare legs, hardened his cock yet again. Damn, this woman had not only repaired his equipment issues, she’d upgraded him. He couldn’t remember the last time he’d fucked a woman five times in one night—hell, in like four hours—and he could go again right now.

He was going to be fifty in a few weeks, but middle age could fuck right the hell off. He was young and vigorous, and had boner number six of the night to prove it. He was virile as a goddamn teenager.

“Hey,” he said, and leaned against the wall at the entry to the room.

She spun, surprised, and he saw she had her phone in her hand. “Hi. Hi.”

He caught a hint of guilt and stood straight, wary. “What’s up, G?”

“I had to call my uncle. He was worried.”

“Enzo?” Gabriel Sacco’s younger brother, and his consigliere as long as he’d been don. Tommy had forced the old man to retire when he’d taken his father’s seat. He was Giada’s principal ally in the family. But hopefully not her only one.

“Yeah. I left that scene at the bar and just drove here. He knew what I meant to do, and I didn’t think to call him after. He was frantic.”

They needed to talk about what she’d done. Now that Angie had made a choice, his mind had settled, and he could think things out properly. He went to her. 

There was still blood on her face. He wet his hand at the tap and cleaned it away. When she looked confused, even as she turned into his touch, he smiled and said, “Blood.”

“Fuck. Really?”

“Not much.” He dried her face with a fresh kitchen towel. “Can you tell me what happened tonight? Details?”

“Not details, no. Not yet. What we’re doing, you and me, I think it only works if we keep business apart from us as much as we can, unless we’re sitting together in an official meeting.”

They hadn’t expressly said they were ‘doing’ anything together, they hadn’t talked about this night as a decision they’d made, but Angie knew it as well as Giada clearly did: they’d decided to be involved. To be a couple. For the near future, at least.

She was right. If they could do it at all, they had to keep the business of their two different families separate, except where they were openly allied.

“You’re right. I have to tell Nick about us, first thing in the morning.” That was his shot at keeping the don’s crumbling trust: come clean at once, be as open as he possibly could, explain how he’d keep his loyalty where it belonged. Everything on the table.

But Giada took in a breath like a gasp and then held it a beat too long.

“What?” Angie asked, sensing trouble.

She took a few steps away from him, out of the range of his touch. “I’m not going to try to convince you. I don’t want you to feel like I’m trying to manipulate you, and I know what I’m asking, how hard it would be. But I have to ask it.”

“You want me to keep this a secret.” His stomach went hard and cold. “You want me to lie to Nick.”

“Not lie. Just not offer. And only for a few days, until I know how things fall out in my family. Just the rest of the week.” 

“Giada, this is exactly the problem—you asking me to choose you over Nick.”

“No. It’s not. I’m not. Holding this back for a few days does not hurt Nick in any way.”

She was right. It didn’t make Nick vulnerable. It made Angie vulnerable. The thing at risk in keeping the secret was Angie’s place in Nick’s esteem, and that was already shaky. 

“I will understand if you feel you have to tell him right away.” A bleak, harsh laugh left her throat. “Hell, I could be dead before the next day is over. Then it won’t matter anyway.” She came back to him and put her hand on his cheek. “But Angie, if I have any chance, I need to show strength. They need to know I’ve already got strong allies. If knowing about us pisses Nick off and he pulls from me before I’ve got my family in hand, this is all over. And then they will kill me for killing Tommy.”

That was true as well. She’d killed a don. The only way she survived that was to take his place. 

His honor or her life. Those were the stakes.

So his choice was made.

He put his hand over hers. “Okay.”
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When Nick had first brought him up to his side and made him Chief Operating Officer of Pagano Brothers Shipping, Angie had gone home that night—then it had been an apartment on the beach—and gotten thoroughly and emphatically drunk. He hadn’t said no, because you didn’t say no to Nick Pagano, but he’d been shocked and dismayed.

He’d graduated high school by the skin of his teeth and the shine in his smile. He wasn’t stupid, but he was very easily bored, and when he got bored he found trouble. He was not built for institutional education.

He’d certainly never been to college. While other young men his age were taking Intro to Navel Gazing and Advanced Keg Stands, he was learning the most efficient way to break a leg and where to cut on a man so he’d bleed out as slowly as possible without clotting, or as quickly as possible without making a mess. He was a thug. How the fuck was he supposed to run the operations of Nick’s businesses?

And that was what COO meant, here at Pagano Brothers Shipping: managing the operation of the legitimate work and the underworld work, both. What Donnie called ‘day work’ and ‘night work.’ Nick liked his Pagano men to do the same kind of work in the day as they did the night.

Angie had been in his mid-thirties, made years before, and a damn fine enforcer. One of the best, if not the best. He was good at that, and he wasn’t falsely humble about it. But how Nick had known way back then that Angie would be good as an executive, he still didn’t know. Back then, he’d been fucking terrified that he’d take a huge wet shit right on Nick Pagano’s entire business.

Nick had been right, of course. Angie managed the people and the jobs and knew where to put them and how to get the most out of them. He knew when personal tension or overwork was getting in the way and changed things to address it. He knew who did what best, who worked with whom best, whom to keep apart, how product moved best, how to keep vendors in line and customers satisfied. It turned out that managing a company, in the day or the night, was about understanding people, and Angie was good at that.

A few hours after Giada had left him, sneaking her Maserati out of his garage in the dark just before dawn—

Sneaking. Fuck. What the holy fuck was he doing?

—a few hours later, he sat in his office, flipping pages on his tablet, studying end-of-month reports for the previous month. It wasn’t yet nine. He should have been exhausted; he and Giada had slept a total of about three hours, short naps between bouts of fucking, but he wasn’t tired at all. A little sore, but not tired. His nerves were hopping too hard for that.

The door swung open, and Donnie leaned in. “Hey, you’re here.”

“Yeah. Going over February.”

Donnie stepped in and closed the door. “We got news about the Saccos.”

Angie’s heart skittered. “Yeah? Nick in already?” Since the shooting, the don had been coming in later in the morning than he had before—not until sometime between nine and ten, usually. Sometimes even later.

“No,” Donnie said. “But he called me. He wants us in his office when he gets in, and you and I should work some shit out beforehand.”

Donnie wasn’t showing any sign of suspicion or censure. He was harder to read than most, because half his face was so scarred and immobile, but Angie knew him very well. He’d bet his life Donnie didn’t know what he’d done last night.

In fact, that was exactly what he had already bet.

He closed the app on his tablet as Donnie sat down in an armchair in front of his desk. “What’s up?”

Donnie smiled. “Giada did it.”

“Please?” He needed to get his heart rate down before he started showing guilt.

“She killed Tommy last night. She called Nick first thing this morning.”

“Jesus. That was fast.”

“Nick meant to force her hand. She showed she was holding.”

“Now what? How’d it go down?” This was a legitimate question; Giada had told him virtually nothing. And now he was very, very glad she’d left him in the dark, so he could learn all this where he should. His curiosity was authentic.

“Nick’ll share the details when he gets here, but he told me this—she did it in front of all the capos, and left it to a vote.”

“What?” He tried to get his head around what Donnie meant. “Left what to a vote? The seat? You mean she iced the don and walked away to let his capos decide what to do with her?”

“Yeah.”

“Jesus.” He’d spent a wild six or seven hours with her and had no idea she’d done something so crazy right before. “That’s insane. But ... kinda brilliant. Wicked ballsy.”

Donnie’s left eye drew down in a scientific squint, and Angie felt that examining look as heat. “Yeah, it is. All those things. If they don’t kill her, they’ll make her don. She went all in. Nick’s impressed.”

So was Angie. Now he understood her turmoil last night. He’d thought it was fear, and grief, the shock of her first kill, and that first kill being her brother. Maybe that was all part of it. But he’d missed the exhilaration. She’d made her big move, and whatever else she felt, she’d felt the power of it.

She was one hell of a woman.

Donnie was moving on to the next topic, and Angie forced himself to focus on what he was saying. “With what we did on Saturday with Trey and what Giada did last night, if that vote goes her way, we’re going to get some heat from Sicily, and maybe our Council, too. Nick wants full protection again on family, and he wants a plan to look at when he gets here.”

“If this goes hot, it’ll be a civil war. Nick thinks women and children will be at risk?” That was one of their sacred vows, all across La Cosa Nostra: to keep innocents safe. Women and children were sacrosanct in their world.

“I think he isn’t going to take a chance with our loved ones,” Donnie answered. “Tommy wasn’t the only shithead don in the world, and Sicily’s history is even bloodier than ours.”

“Fair point.” In fact, the origin of La Cosa Nostra had been especially brutal, and the traditions they now cleaved to—or, in some cases, paid lip service to—had risen from blood. Innocents hadn’t always been sacrosanct.

And no war in the history of the world had successfully limited its victims to its combatants.

Nick was right to be extra cautious with their own innocents in the looming shadow of this civil war.

Since they’d lost so many men in the Bondaruk hit last summer, it would take some work to put together a protection plan that covered all Nick’s children, and his wife, and Donnie’s wife. And Angie’s sister and sister-in-law and their children.

Glad to have real work to orient his attention, Angie opened his tablet again. “Bev’s still got her team, and Elisa’s got a detail, too, since she’s been at Stanford”—he broke off and grinned at Donnie. “It still amazes me he let his girl go all the way across the country.”

“She wants to be a doctor, and you know Elisa—she gets anxious. Bev convinced him they needed to let her get some distance from our shit.”

“That’s the thing that amazes me. He hates it, but he gave in.”

Donnie shrugged, “When it’s right, he can see it, even if he doesn’t like it.”

Angie sure as hell hoped that applied to him as well. He got back to work. “With Lia at Brown, we can keep tabs on her easy. Alex was on her last time, and he did pretty good. He’s tough and smart. And Bluto to spell him. He’s been showin’ me something, too. Gotta be young guys on Lia. They don’t cause a stir on campus.”

“That works. We need experience on Carina. That little monster slips her coverage twice a week.”

That was an exaggeration, but she slipped her coverage far too often, it was true. Carina was a handful, and only getting more challenging as she grew—especially irritating since she’d almost been snatched the Christmas before last, and Donnie had taken a bullet to save her. And still, she tried to lose her security every chance she could find. “Jake. And Ricky.” He laughed. “And Tony if she causes trouble.”

Donnie grinned. “Tony will be pissed to be on protection detail again.”

“Exactly. He’ll scare her straight.”

“Okay. How about Ren?”

As he and Donnie planned protection details for their loved ones, Angie’s worries calmed. This was where he belonged, and he would find a way to keep what he had. 
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Angie stood on a snow-covered hill in the middle of a cemetery. A late-winter storm had chased the impostor spring away and dumped three inches of snow from a dead grey sky. Now, tender shoots of trees and shrubs tricked by the warm of the past few days were turning brown and soft in the returned cold.

Today was the first anniversary of his father’s death, and his brother and sister had wanted to commemorate it together. Angie had very much not wanted that, he couldn’t understand what good could come from wallowing in loss, but he’d been a massively shitty brother and son for most of his life, and he was trying to be better, so he was here with them. Their spouses and children were at Matt’s house, preparing a big family dinner.

God, he hoped they didn’t mean to tell stories about their parents all night over old family recipes and wine from Corti Market. In his current emotional state, lost in a thicket of unfamiliar sentiment, that might well kill him. But he was trying to be better, so he’d go to Matt’s house and endure.

When he was a teenager, hanging out with Joey Pagano, fucking beach bunnies, smoking dope, and drinking beer, Angie hadn’t wanted anything in his life but to be a Pagano man. To get free of Corti Market and his family’s deathly boring version of a legacy and be somebody with real respect. Real power. He hadn’t wanted to live his whole life in a bloody apron like his old man, and his old man’s old man.

He hadn’t known what it really meant, to be a Pagano man, beyond that impression of power and respect. They were dangerous men, and they controlled Quiet Cove. Ben Pagano had not been a physically imposing man, but he’d been remarkable nonetheless, and bigger men feared him. But Nick Pagano, nearly twenty years Angie’s senior, tall, dark, and brash, had been the man he’d modeled himself after. 

His best buddy back then, Joey, had been nephew to Ben and was cousin to Nick, and Angie had had occasion to see Ben and Nick, and Lorrie, Nick’s father, up close and personal a few times. He’d had the chance to see them as men in a family as well as Pagano men. Ben had worn those two sides, the kindly uncle and the fearsome don, comfortably. 

Back then, Nick had had only one side: the vicious enforcer. He’d lurked at the edges of family parties, his arms crossed, his brow drawn in a scowl. Not until years later, when he found love and made a family of his own, had he found the gentler man inside him.

And still, Nick had been the man Angie most admired.

When he’d started doing small jobs, one of the kids allowed to hang out with the made men to do their bidding, he’d known what he wanted his life to be. Even when he’d gained enough notice and respect not to be shooed from the room when they put hurt on somebody, he’d been sure. Seeing the violence hadn’t freaked him out at all. He’d felt the fear in the hurt man and the power in the Pagano making the hurt, and he’d been sure.

Not until the first time he’d killed a man had he really understood, however. But as he’d stood over that dead body and faced the man he’d become, he’d seen he had always been a man who could kill and go home and sleep easy.

The first time he’d ever felt doubt, he’d been hanging from a cellar rafter, watching his baby sister beaten to the brink of death by Pagano traitors, beaten so badly she’d lost half her hearing, so badly she’d had to learn to speak and write again. Beaten so badly the girl in their family photos hardly resembled the woman she now was. 

Since then, he’d grappled with his share of doubts. After the death of his mother, and then, years later, his father, when the church and cemetery had filled to bursting with people they’d mattered to, and the walls of the family house shook with laughter as those people told stories at the wakes of Genie and Angelo Corti, Angie had seen how much respect his humble parents had had. How vibrant their legacy had been. They hadn’t had much power, no. But they’d had respect.

And they’d had love. Between them, and around them. Everybody they knew had loved them, and vice versa.

All his life, he’d rebelled against his parents’ small, insignificant life. He hadn’t seen, until it was too late, how big and important it truly had been.

He’d broken their hearts, becoming a Pagano man. His father had never let him forget that disappointment, and had briefly disowned him after Tina had been hurt. But his mother had never pushed him away, even as she’d mourned what he’d become.

Now he stood back and watched Tina and Matt brush snow from their parents’ gravestone, clearing off the oval wedding photo in the center, and their names and dates on each side. The name CORTI was etched in a large arc across the top. Under it was one sentence, their shared epitaph, chosen by their father after their mother’s death: L’amore non può morire. Love cannot die.

Tina set the little whisk broom aside and put fresh flowers in the brass vase. “There,” she said and stepped back with Matt. They were hand in hand, a few steps ahead of Angie.

She’d picked an arrangement like the flowers their mother had grown in the back yard. The flowers they’d made sure she could still see from her sick room, strapped into her wheelchair, locked into a body that had forgotten her.

The cold was going to kill those flowers. A few already showed stress at the tips of their petals.

“Those flowers are gonna die,” he said, and all at once his head was full of tears.

He never cried. All the things he’d seen and done in his life, all the hurt he’d made, he had no room for the weakness of tears. When his mother died, his father, he hadn’t cried. 

But he was going to cry now anyway. He dropped his head, fighting them back.

Tina spun to face him and snapped, “Can you not be like that for one—Angie?”

His head down, his face tucked into his coat, fighting the weakness of tears, he shook his head.

“You okay, bro?” Matt asked.

And then they were both there, their hands on his arms, and he hated that. He was stronger than them both.

“Oh, Angie, it’s okay.” God. There was sympathy in his little sister’s voice. “We miss them, too. Every day.”

He yanked himself out of their hold, stepped out of their reach, and got control of himself. “This is fuckin’ morbid. I’m outta here.”

He turned and stalked away from his family, alive and dead.
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“Giada? Did you hear me?”

Giada turned from the glass wall of her office and faced her assistant. “Sorry, Cait. I’ve got a lot on my mind today.”

Caitlyn frowned. “You always have a lot on your mind. But you’re not often distracted, and you’ve been half gone all day. Are you feeling okay? If you need a sick day, say the word and I will disappear the rest of your appointments today and all of them tomorrow.”

Was she feeling okay? No. And yes. And who the hell knew. She’d left Angie’s house before dawn and driven ninety miles home, showered, dressed, chugged coffee, and come to the office to face a full day of being a real estate developer while she waited to find out what the Sacco Family men intended to do. 

Had she made a mistake, leaving it to the capos to decide? That had been a calculation, not a knee-jerk decision, meaning to show her respect for the vows she hadn’t taken, hoping that giving them the vote would invest them in her leadership. But giving over control of her own fate was something she did very rarely, and never easily. Now she was left to wonder what others had decided about her future.

Tommy’s future—the memory that remained of it—at least, was set. She’d gotten word from Marv in the middle of the night, right after she’d talked to Enzo, that the scene was clean and her brother was staged for the media as a back-alley mugging. So she was also waiting to get word from the Boston police, who would contact her rather than Fallon, she was sure, and to deal with the press fallout.

But it was four o’clock in the afternoon, and she’d had no word from anyone. Every minute that passed, she was more sure she wouldn’t be alive in the morning. No, she was not okay.

And yet, real fear couldn’t get traction in her mind or her heart; Angie Corti was taking up too much space in both places. What a silly woman she was, to have recollections of their hours together playing in 3D in her head, in Sensurround, over and over, while she waited for a death sentence. And yet, there he was, pulling her attention from everything else.

She liked that man very much, and she loved what they did together. For all his brazen confidence, Giada didn’t think even he realized how layered he was. A giving lover, a loyal friend, an honorable man. And, she’d seen in tiny, erratic glimpses of insight, still a boy devoted to a mother he’d lost. In her own family, there was no familial connection like it, except perhaps between her and her uncle.

She’d thought Angie would be a tool to strengthen her position—stooge was the word he’d used, though she’d never thought of it so harshly—but then she’d gotten to know him, and she hadn’t acted in that kind of self-interest since the night of Ilaria Marconi’s wedding reception. She’d been chasing desire rather than ambition with him; she’d wanted the way he made her feel. Those old girlish fantasies hadn’t been so dead after all.

Her office phone rang before Giada could answer Caitlyn’s question. Her assistant answered, “Giada Sacco’s office,” and listened for a few seconds. “One moment, please.”

She pressed the hold button and rested the handset on her shoulder. “It’s the front desk. There are two detectives here to see you.”

Giada took a breath. Now, at least, things would move forward, in whatever direction they took. “Send them up.”
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A couple hours later, as she came out of the elevator into the underground parking garage, she saw the black Durango parked beside her Maserati. She didn’t miss a step, but strode forward.

Bruno Giocali and Carl Trepani climbed out of the Durango and met her behind both vehicles. Their expressions were flat. Bruno’s arm was in a sling.

“Boys.”

“Giada,” Bruno said. “Will you come with us?”

She considered his question—the phrasing of it, the tone in which it was said—and wondered whether that was a good sign. They hadn’t made a demand, hadn’t simply grabbed her and shoved her in the back of their SUV.

“I will,” she said, and went with them. Carl opened the passenger-side back door, and she slid in.

She didn’t ask where they were going; she knew. She sat quietly in the back seat and let them take her to her destiny.
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They brought her to another of Tommy’s pet properties, a billiard hall in the West End that had been a favorite haunt of their father’s as well, and took her in through the back and down into the cellar. The adrenaline coursing through her veins doubled as she saw that the cellar was nothing but concrete walls and floor, used for nothing but storage, and possibly Sacco Family wetwork.

But she stayed steady and silent and walked through the bleak space, following Bruno and with Carl behind her. 

There were three grey steel doors in a row along the far wall. For all Giada knew, they were cells.

She’d thought she knew all of Tommy’s business inside and out, but this cellar and what it might be used for was unknown to her. She could only guess, and none of her guesses was benign.

Bruno led her to the door farthest to the left, which looked, from the orientation of the doors on the wall, like it might lead to the largest room. He knocked three times on the door and opened it without waiting for an answer. It opened out, Giada noticed, rather than in. More secure.

He held the door for her, and her concerns eased slightly as she saw the room and crossed the threshold. It was a meeting room. Not fancy, but vastly more comfortable than she would have expected here, with a large oak table in the center, resting on a elaborate Persian rug, and surrounded by leather-clad captain’s chairs. A well-stocked bar took up the far corner, and the concrete walls were covered in framed posters of classic Italian films.

This was Tommy’s inner sanctum.

All the capos, the same men who’d been witness to Tommy’s death, sat at that oak table. They stood when Giada came into the room.

She’d won.

Bruno, Tommy’s consigliere, stood beside her. But Fabio, Tommy’s underboss and closest friend, stood at the table, at a seat just right of its empty head chair. He, too, had an arm in a sling.

She read the situation and tempered the relief bursting in her chest: Bruno was with her, but Fabio was not. Had the vote not been unanimous? 

There had never been a vote like this in her family, but other families had faced situations in which a don died without an heir apparent, and in those cases, the new don had been elected—by unanimous vote. That was one of the traditions that had become incontrovertible rules in their world. The Conti Family had been in disarray for months because they could not come to a unanimous vote, and violence had begun to break out among them.

Another incontrovertible rule was that women had no place at the table. Perhaps these men, in voting to put a woman at their head, had also flouted the unanimous vote.

What would it mean to take control of a family without its full support?

She was prepared to find out.

At her side, Bruno spoke. He’d always been the spokesperson for Tommy’s men; he was by far the smartest and best educated among them.

“Tommy was my friend from before we were in school. I loved him, and don’t like to speak ill of him. But I saw his faults. We all did. We saw the way our wallets thinned under his leadership. We saw respect for the family take a hit while he led us. His temper was bad, and he had no honor with women. He was a good friend, but he was a bad don. What happened last night, we agree that it was just. You did a thing that needed doing, Giada, and you saved his friends from having to face that ourselves. He was your brother, and we see the sacrifice you made to do what you did.”

Giada’s only reaction was a single, slow nod, but her mind raced. She watched the men arrayed at the table—Carl had moved to take a place there, standing with the others—and tried to see her true allies from those who might begrudge her victory.

Fabio was the only one letting his resistance show.

Bruno continued, “There has never been a woman at the head of any family in all the history of La Cosa Nostra. This has always been a world of men. But maybe history has limits. Maybe we’ll be stronger if we look ahead instead. Already, we work with women who lead other organizations, or politics or business. The world is changing. Maybe our world should, too. We all know what you’ve done for the family to keep us strong since your father’s death. Tommy had no head for business. In that regard, you’ve been in charge for years. Now you say you’ve forged an alliance with Don Pagano, and if that’s true, it’s powerful support when we’re weaker than we should be. But this is something new, without precedent, and we have concerns. Some think we should choose from this table before you to find our leader. But we see your strengths, and respect that you are a true Sacco. So we’ve agreed to these terms: we’ll give you the vows, and you will take the head of the family. But if Nick turns from you, or if you weaken us in any way, we will consider that a treason, and you will get the justice of a traitor. If those terms are acceptable to you, then we will bring you in. If not, we’ll take you home.”

Giada knew that wasn’t true. If she turned from this room without agreeing to their terms, she’d be dead before she left the cellar.

Or maybe not. Maybe her femaleness had that one benefit among these men: they wouldn’t kill her for killing Tommy. They would fold her act into their rubric of justice. As Bruno had said: she’d done something that needed doing.

And she was valuable to them as the most significant earner of their legitimate income and the launderer of the rest.

Maybe she could walk.

But of course she could not. 

The idea that she was on probation, however, was fundamentally offensive, despite Bruno’s lawyerly speech about how they were changing history. Did they think she was going to say, Oh, okay, thank you for giving me an audition for a place in my own family, and I’m totally okay with you deciding my fate on a whim for the indefinite future?

Fuck that. If she agreed to these terms, the capos would be in control, and that was not how a family like theirs worked. They were changing history, sure, but they were not reorganizing this fucking family. Her fucking family.

She stepped forward, walked to the table, stood behind the head seat. “I appreciate Bruno’s speech, and I hear your terms. Here are mine: I gave you the respect of this day to talk amongst yourselves. But the question on the table was whether I would be don of this family, not whether I would be your figurehead. I have proved my worth to this family. I have proved my resolve. I am the only Sacco in this room. And I. Do not. Audition.”

Setting her hands on the back of the chair that had been Tommy’s, and before that her father’s, and maybe her grandfather’s at the beginning, she leaned in. “The question on the table is this: I am don, or I am not. No conditions. No terms. If I am not, then kill me. But understand that Sacco Development is not connected to this world in any way but through me. If I die, this organization loses all of that legitimate earning—and all of that shield.”

She gave them a moment to marinate in that knowledge and then continued, “If I leave this room alive but not don, then I will separate Sacco Development from what is left here. It’s already arranged. With a flick of a pen, I can reject all this and leave you standing in rubble. So the question, truly, is this: Am I don, or are you finished?”

Thunderous silence filled the concrete room. The men stared at her, at each other, at Bruno still standing near the door. Giada stood straight and proud, waiting. Her heart pounded so hard her ribs ached, but she didn’t let it show.

Finally, Bruno stepped up and cleared his throat. “Will you step out and give us a few minutes to talk, Giada?”

“No,” she said. “You’ve had time to talk already. The whole day. Make your choice.”

Another blast of silence, this one only a few seconds long before Bruno asked, “Will you take the vows?”

“Of course I’ll take the vows.”

He turned to the men. “I stand with Donna Sacco.”

“Donna Sacco,” Carl echoed at once.

The other men picked up the refrain, some quickly, others hesitating, until Fabio was the only voice left out. He looked around the table, but never made his way to her. With his eyes on the table itself, he finally muttered, “Donna Sacco.”

She would have trouble with Fabio, that was clear. Tommy’s underboss would not be hers. Not that that had ever been a consideration.
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Enzo was at her place when she finally arrived home. When she opened the door, he rushed to her and folded her into his arms. “Oh, grazie Dio, piccolina! I was so worried!”

“I’m okay, Zio.” She patted his back. “I’m okay.”

He leaned back and examined her as if for injury, but he didn’t notice her hand. “And?”

She lifted her hand, showed the bandage covering the wound from the blood oath. “And I have the seat. I took the vows.”

“Cavalo! Truly?”

“Truly. It’s done.”

Grinning, he crushed her into another hug. “I knew you could do it! Giada, you’ve changed the world! We should celebrate. Champagne!”

Giada had killed her brother the night before, and then she’d spent the rest of the night fucking Angie seven ways from Sunday. She’d spent this day in a snarl of anxious anticipation, and then she’d faced down a roomful of some of the most dangerous men in Massachusetts.

She’d won, but she wasn’t in the mood to celebrate just yet. Fatigue had made her numb.

She pried herself free of her uncle’s enthusiastic embrace and shed her coat and bag, dropping them where she usually did, on a nearby armchair. Then she kicked off her shoes. “Not tonight, Zio. I just need to sleep.” 

He gave his watch a quick check and frowned. It wasn’t yet nine o’clock. But when he met her eyes again, he was smiling. “Of course, piccolina. You’ve moved mountains today. Of course you’re tired.” He kissed her cheek. “I’ll go.”

“Thank you, Zio. We’ll talk tomorrow, yeah? Lunch?”

“That’s perfect. Call me.”

Giada gave him a warm hug and opened the front door.

Angie stood right there.

Dressed as if for work, in a custom suit and top coat, looking straight off the pages of GQ, he was poised to knock on her door. Her building had a doorman, but obviously that hadn’t stopped him.

Her body responded to his presence at once, but it didn’t make sense that he was here. Giada wondered if he’d brought trouble.

He saw Enzo and gave the older man a respectful nod as he offered his hand. “Enzo. Good to see you.”

Enzo shook his hand, his gaze swinging back and forth between Giada and Angie. “Angie. Buonasera.” To Giada he muttered, “I should stay?”

“No, Zio. I’ll see you tomorrow.”

Frowning, her uncle left. Angie was still outside the door. They waited until Enzo was in the elevator and heading down, and then Giada asked, “What are you doing here?”

“I got word you were taken, and I was worried.”

She tried to make that sentence make sense. “You got word I—you’re following me?”

“Just today, since you called Nick. He wanted first sight on how your situation went down.”

That was a sensible move, but it still pissed her off. “And he sent you to do it?” If Nick hated the thought of them together, why would he have sent Angie? Was it a test?

“No—can I come in, G?”

She stepped back and let him in. As soon as the door was closed he came to her, set his hand on her hip, and bent to kiss her. They had to talk, but right now, his presence was exactly what she needed to counteract the thrumming numbness and exhaustion. She opened her mouth to meet his, and they made out at her door until they were both breathless and woozy.

He pulled back a little and smiled. “Buonasera, belladonna.”

She plucked at the lapel of his cashmere coat. “Are you calling me beautiful woman or deadly nightshade?”

His smile became a sly grin. “I think they both work.”

“What are you doing here, Angie?”

“Funny to hear you asking that question for a change.”

She cocked her head and regarded him steadily, waiting for an answer.

“I told you. We had eyes on you today, and I got word from my guys you were taken. I—was worried.”

“So you drove to Boston? To do what?”

“I didn’t think it through that far. I was already in a mood, and needed to get away from home, but—I guess tonight it’s my turn to do something stupid and not know why.” He brushed his fingers through her hair. “They’re not on you now—I sent them back to the Cove when they checked in you were home. What happened? Not details, but—are you safe?”

She’d been home ten minutes, tops. Angie had already been in Boston while his men were watching her. “Your men know you’re here?”

“No. I laid low until they were gone. I’m not an amateur, G. Now—what the fuck happened?”

“I’m safe. I won.” She showed him, too, her bandaged hand.

He caught it gently and brushed his fingers over the white tape. “No shit? You’re in?”

“I am.”

“Well goddamn.” He grinned. “You are something else, you know that? A woman at the head of a family. Holy shit, G—you are gonna remake the whole damn world.”

She’d been the architect of her own success. She’d celebrated taking her vow with the men she would lead. Her uncle had nearly cracked her ribs with his enthusiasm for what she’d accomplished. But it wasn’t until right now, standing at her door in Angie’s arms, that Giada began to feel it.

She smiled. “I did it.” 

“Yeah, you did.”

Remembering why he was here, she focused there again. “Does Nick know you’re here?”

His smile faded. “No. I need to tell him now, about us. Now you’re safe.”

She’d asked him to wait until she had the seat. He had, and she did. But Fabio’s glare, his belligerent acquiescence, was only a few hours old. She wasn’t safe yet. Even with her cards on the table, knowing what they’d give up to deny her, Fabio could choose to cut off his nose rather than follow a woman. Tommy would have.

She had to ask, even knowing that it might cross a line between them. “Not everybody is happy with me at the head. There are a couple men I need to watch for, who might still come for me. I’m not safe until I deal with them. I need to be as strong as I can be, and that means I need everything else to be as stable as possible. Can you wait, for rest of the week, like we talked about?”

She hoped Nick would trust Angie, and her, and accept their relationship—maybe even see the benefits of the connection. But Angie was clearly concerned that he wouldn’t, and if Nick pulled his support from her right now, everything around her could fall.

Angie dropped his arms from her and walked away, all the way to her front windows, where he studied the view of the harbor and the Charles. He was still in his coat. “Goddammit, Giada.”

“I know. I’m sorry. I’ll understand if you can’t wait.”

“This is killing me, you know?”

She’d been following after him, but she stopped now, seeing his reflection, and the bleak look in that diffuse image. “I’m sorry,” she said again.

“I never wanted this. I was happy as I was. No complications.”

“I didn’t want this, either.” Not for a very long time. Not since she was a girl dreaming of rescue.

Rescue hadn’t come, so she’d taken over the castle.

Now, with just a little more time, she could have everything she’d ever wanted.

Giada finished the journey to the window and stood behind him, setting her hands on his broad back. The cashmere was warm from his body. “I don’t want this to stop between us.”

He chuckled grimly, watching her reflection. “Bella e impossibile.”

“Not impossible. We can make it work, if you want it, too. I just need a few more days.” She tugged on his sleeve, and he turned to face her. The brash, he-man enforcer was gone. Now he was raw, torn apart. 

“It shouldn’t be a betrayal to fall in love,” she murmured.

He studied her eyes, diving deep, before he asked, “Is that what’s happening? Love?”

“Isn’t it?”

A heavy sigh lifted his shoulders and dropped them. “I wish I’d never gone to that fucking wedding.”

Giada’s feelings weren’t hurt by his harsh, despondent assertion; she understood where it came from. But she didn’t share the sentiment. She cupped her hands around his cheeks—they were smooth; he must have had a second shave—and said, “And I’m very glad you did.”

A groan full of bitter pain left him as he lowered his head to hers and kissed her. Giada tried to salve him with her body, pulling him close, showing him all she felt, how glad she was to have this chance with him. If he couldn’t survive the turmoil, if he had to tell Nick now, she’d understand. No matter what happened, she’d understand. But if he could give her a little more time, she was sure she could make everything right for them both. Nick was a good man. He was a wise man. He’d understand. Eventually, if not right away.

When they both needed a breath and the kiss eased to an end, Angie rested his forehead on hers.

“Can you stay?” she asked.

He shook his head, rocking against hers. “I can’t. It was stupid to come.”

“I’m glad you did.”

Pressing another kiss, this one light and gentle, on her lips, Angie stood straight and set her back. “I hope we both survive this.”

“Together, we will.”

Another bleak chuckle. “We’ll see.”
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La Cosa Nostra, what outsiders called the Mafia, had its origins in the mid-nineteenth century, when Italy annexed Sicily. The feudal system of the old way was abolished, and land redistributed from the few to the many. With property spread more widely, with more possessions and wealth to amass and protect, clans rose up to claim territory and warred with each other to keep it.

In the new way, as in the old, those who held the most land, and the fullest coffers, wielded the most power. But now, there was no caste to hold it in place. There was only the will to fight and die, to take and to keep.

The most powerful clans became the new lords. As lords do, they formed alliances, making friends with enemies to ally against others, concentrating their resources again. As their power grew it broke the boundaries of the sunbaked island of Sicily. First it moved north, into mainland Italy, where, as such things do, it splintered and spawned competitors from its own roots. Then, immigrants brought it over to the great, gleaming wonder of America. Over the ages, as the world progressed and technology made borders porous and distances insignificant, what evolved from those humble, post-feudal origins stretched all the way around the globe.

But in all those decades, all those friendships and alliances, enemies and wars, all the miles from Palermo and back again, only one descendent ever matched the power of its ancestor: the Americans.

New York and New Jersey got all the glory, thanks to Hollywood; everyone’s first association to the word ‘Mafia’—a word actual members rarely used—was either Corleone or Soprano. The true New York Council of Five Families had bought into that hype—and, thus, they’d almost been destroyed. When omertà broke in the 1980s and 1990s, and made man after made man turned rat to saved himself, New York fell to its knees. They’d never been as strong since. Countless other groups, from all corners of the world, surged into the void. African American, Haitian, Irish, Dominican, Russian, Ukrainian, Albanian, Chinese, Korean, Colombian, Salvadoran: if there was a neighborhood in the boroughs, an enclave where folks of shared heritage—and the crews were all connected by heritage, because blood doesn’t lie—built their lives together, there was a crew looking for a piece of the pie the Italians had always before kept on their own sill.

New England watched what happened to New York, and learned. They let the spotlight settle on their flashier brothers and kept their own businesses quiet. They invested in building relationships with powerful people in law and politics—outsiders would call it payoffs—and, as a Council, they agreed to chase the steady dollar before the quick one. When the so-called ‘War on Drugs’ sent the profits of drug trafficking into the stratosphere, and other organizations were diving into the trade with both feet, the New England Families held back. And watched the drug trade light the fuse that blew up in the middle of the New York Council.

Since then, New England had become the real power players in the ‘American Mafia,’ and Nick Pagano was the real power in New England.

For years, the New England Families had held fast to that agreement to stay out of the filthy business of drugs. They recognized that the fall of one family meant the likely fall of the others, and they agreed on caution and longevity. But eventually, the money became too good for some to pass up. First the Abbatontuonos, and then the Saccos, gave in to the allure. So far, they’d kept their involvement lowkey, working through contractors, putting several layers of distance between them and the traffic, but Tommy Sacco had been making brasher moves lately.

It was one of the main reasons Donnie had agreed to bring Giada’s request for help to Nick. Tommy was becoming a danger to the Council, and there was no one better suited to take his place than the woman who had so far been keeping her brother’s damage under control.

The other reason Donnie had promoted her plan was, of course, Nick’s own intentions for rocking their world: Trey. With a woman on the Council, a half-blood heir wouldn’t be such a blasphemy.

But Nick was a true ally because he respected Giada herself and thought she would be a good don. His tests of her had been, Angie knew, more to make sure she believed it as well. They were about to make history together, and he couldn’t have a partner beset with self-doubt.

All families of La Cosa Nostra, wherever they called home, considered themselves related, deriving from the same ancestor. They were largely independent, subject to their own ways and the bonds of their alliances. But they shared the foundation of their origins, and with that came a set of traditions considered sacrosanct throughout their world. That tradition gave Sicily authority over them all.

Sicily, was, in other words, not unlike God—not involved in the daily workings, but paying attention from above.

And Sicily had noticed the big moves happening in New England. 

Giada had wisely allowed Tommy to have the honor of a don’s burial, with a three-day vigil and visitation before the funeral Mass and burial. The story she’d crafted, that Tommy had gone out on his own and had been mugged and shot in the alley behind a nightclub, was entirely plausible to those who knew him and also allowed his memory to retain some respect. Moreover, it cast no blame on any player, thus incited no beefs with other crews. But everyone who needed to know the truth knew it.

During the vigil, dignitaries from all over the underworld, New York to Florida to California, north and south of the border and across the oceans as well, came to the funeral home to pay their respects to his grieving family, and Giada had, by dint of taking on the roles and responsibilities thereof, presented herself as the new head of the Sacco Family.

The first day was for family only. When the Paganos arrived on the second day of the vigil, Nick had helped her in the way he’d promised. By his proximity and the kind of respect he paid her, he showed that he considered her to have equal standing with him. She was a colleague, another don on the Council. The crowded vigil hummed with the news, but no voice had challenged it, not loud enough to be heard. And other dons and crew leaders followed suit.

Giada had the support of the most powerful among them. At least for this moment, no one questioned the rightness of her claim.

Angie had kept his distance since that night he’d recklessly, stupidly shown up at her place, the night she’d asked him once again to keep a secret from his don, and he’d once again agreed. They’d had no contact in more than a week, but still she dominated his thoughts, which kept his guilty turmoil churning. Every day he kept the secret was another hit to his chance to be right with Nick when he did come clean. 

He’d told her this was killing him, and he hadn’t been exaggerating. He couldn’t sleep, couldn’t eat. It took all his will to focus on his work. Not even sparring at the gym could clear his head.

But he stood with Nick and Donnie in this elegant visitation room, where Tommy’s body was displayed in a pearl-grey casket, and watched Giada accept condolences like a don, not a mere sister. He heard the name Donna Sacco whispered around him, and he knew he’d been right to wait. Whatever hit he took for the secret, she’d be okay.

And then, on the afternoon of the third day of the vigil, which was almost entirely underworld visitors, the Sicilians walked in.

What could only be called a delegation—six men—strolled in together. The oldest of them, a short, round man with a few wisps of combed-over white hair and small black eyes under bushy white brows, led the group, walking with a pronounced limp Angie knew was from an old gunshot wound.

Ettore Cuccia, called Il Padrino. The Godfather. The real one.

At Angie’s side, Donnie made a soft sound, the one he made in place of a whistle. His mouth wouldn’t make the shape to whistle. But the connotation was clear: he was as shocked as Angie. Cuccia never left Sicily. That he was here meant something big.

The old man limped to Tommy’s wife first and paid his respects. Giada was elsewhere in the room, talking with Mick Donnelly, the head of the Boston’s influential Irish organization. She noticed Cuccia, like everyone else had, but she didn’t go to him.

It was a savvy choice, but also risky. Aside from the widow, nobody in this room deserved more respect than Cuccia, not even Nick. Setting aside the controversial matter of her position as don, one could still argue that, as the deceased’s sister, Giada was also due elevated respect, and that argument gave her room to wait and watch for a minute. 

The worst possible outcome, while she was just asserting her seat at the head of her family, was for her to go to Cuccia and be openly rebuffed; standing back protected her from that.

Cuccia paid her just enough attention to be seen to have seen her. Then he turned and went to Nick.

That was not good.

But Nick’s reaction was flawless. “Padrino.” He held out his hand. As Cuccia gripped it with his gnarled paw, Nick tipped his head maybe an inch. Not a bow, only a nod, but a clear sign of respect. 

“Nicolo.” He spoke an Italian thick with Sicilian dust. “It is good to see you, son, but the circumstances are unfortunate. I don’t speak of young Sacco’s death, may he have peace, but of this mess you’re making.”

“All change makes a mess, Godfather. Even when necessary.”

Nick’s Italian wasn’t as good as Angie’s, and Angie stood ready to translate if he had to, but Nick managed. He answered slowly, but correctly enough to be understood. His accent was the more generic shape of an American second-language speaker. 

Angie had learned Italian and English at the same time, from his bilingual Sicilian grandparents and parents. He didn’t know what his own accent was like, but he imagined it was some kind of cross between Rhody and Sicily.

Cuccia shook his head. “Our ways have reason, Nicolo. Change makes holes. It is weakness.”

From the corner of his eye, Angie saw Giada coming to them. She was taking the chance that Cuccia would treat her differently while she stood with Nick.

And Nick honored his promise again. He saw her, smiled softly, and held out his arm, ushering her close. “Do you know Donna Giada Sacco, Godfather? She is Tommy’s sister and has taken over her family. She is a dear friend to me. Giada, this is Ettore Cuccia, The Godfather.”

Giada spoke in Italian as well, and she was fluent. She’d learned from her Sicilian family, no doubt, and there was a little Boston—not so different from Rhody—in her Sicily. “Hello, Godfather. I have heard much of you, and I’m glad to meet you. I am deeply touched that you would come all this way for my brother.”

She hadn’t offered her hand, and neither had Cuccia. He squinted at her, and his beetle eyes disappeared under the snowy thicket of his brows. 

“I come all this way for more than that, little lady. There is business I must set straight as well.”

Angie was watching closely, and saw the spasm of tension in her spine, at the disrespect in the word signorina, but she smiled—a tight little smile crafted to be both respectful and rhetorical. She was wicked good at interactions like this. “Then I wish you good dealings, Godfather. Please excuse me. There are others arriving to pay their respects.” With a quick nod, she strode off.

Angie couldn’t help but watch her go. Goddamn, she’d just shut down the actual fucking Godfather. He honestly didn’t know whether she’d made a huge ridiculous mistake or a beautiful bold power play, but either way, he was impressed.

There hadn’t been anyone of note coming in; Giada was talking with her uncle. Another rhetorical move. She meant Cuccia to understand that she would not be cowed.

She was going to get her way. Angie could see it. Everything she wanted, she would take it. Not wait for it to be given, not ask for permission. Just fucking take it. Grab the world by the collar and spin it in her direction.

Goddamn, that was hot.

He turned to Nick, to judge his reaction to Giada’s aplomb.

Nick was staring at him, frowning.
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That hopefully final tantrum of winter had passed, and spring came in on a late-March breeze. The day of Tommy’s funeral Mass and burial was still chilly enough for coats, but the sky was clear and the air held a whisper of warmth, encouraging the mourners to linger a bit on the steps after the service, pay respects again to the dead don’s family, and gossip in groups about the presence of Ettore Cuccia and his Sicilian associates.

Cuccia had spoken at length with Nick, alone, at the vigil the evening before. Afterward, Nick had shared with Donnie and Angie that Cuccia wanted to sit at table with the New England Council before he left.

The Council hadn’t met yet regarding Trey’s making or Giada taking the Sacco seat. Cuccia was here now, and not staying long. What he wanted meant that the Five Families would contend with the changes among them with Sicily sitting there to witness what would no doubt be a messy and combative reckoning.

Il Padrino was a wily old bastard. He meant to sway the Council against these new moves.

Today, before and during the funeral, Nick, Donnie, and Angie had studied the other made men around them.

There was dotty old Gianni Abbatontuono, still don of his family, but his stooped body leaned heavily on his nephew’s arm, and he stared blankly at the sidewalk between his shoes.

The nephew, Leonardo, was devoted to Gianni but weak. He had no mind for business or heart for violence. In his keener days, Gianni had understood Leo’s limits, but as he’d aged into senility, he’d given over most of his thinking to him. After some unfortunate events, Gianni no longer had an underboss. Leo was nominally in charge, but he had little idea what he was doing—and, Angie suspected, would never be capable of handling as much power as he’d fumbled into. Basically, a couple capos were running that family.

Literally, nobody was running the Conti Family. Vito had died without an anointed heir, or even a clear preference, and they couldn’t get their shit together enough to choose among them. Months, they’d been treading water, the capos doing their jobs, and cuts getting doled out, but nobody making big decisions. Two men were jockeying for position, and there were signs that it would never be resolved until there was only one left standing. They were a fucking mess.

The Marconis were strong. Like his father, who’d had a near lifelong friendship with Ben Pagano, Vio had been tight with Nick since they were kids. The alliance between the Marconis and Paganos had been strong right along with those friendships. Even as Nick had risen in power among the dons, Vio had been there supporting him, and was stronger for coasting in Nick’s wake.

The Saccos had been struggling under Tommy’s lead. He’d been too hotheaded and too easily distracted, chasing the rush of power rather than steering a business. They’d lost financial ground because he made deals that didn’t hold water and promises he couldn’t keep, and his sister had had to smooth all those rough spots over. That got expensive. 

Now Tommy was dead, and his sister had his seat. Not everyone in her family was pleased with that change, but they’d voted to make her and elevate her, both of which required unanimous decisions. Still, Angie had been paying attention during these long days of performative mourning, and he’d noticed a few Sacco faces showing something less than respect for the woman they’d voted to lead them.

Nick’s visible support would quiet those concerns, likely. If she could coast in Nick’s wake, too, she should be okay. 

Which was why Angie held on to this secret, though it sat in his gut like acid, burning through him every minute. So Nick would have no cause to turn his back on her.

Now, while he stood with Nick and Donnie outside St. Leonard’s, Angie watched Giada thanking the attendees of her brother’s Mass. Fallon, Tommy’s widow, and their teenage daughters stood with her, as did Vincenzo, her uncle.

Angie had met Fallon a few times. She was, in his estimation, exactly the kind of nothing woman a man like Tommy Sacco would marry and then bore of at once—spineless and not very bright, but good-looking enough to catch his eye in the first place. The kind of woman who didn’t know she deserved to be treated better, who would take what he dealt out and still be there to take it again. The kind of woman who thought being trapped in a nice house was being taken care of.

As a widow at her husband’s funeral, Fallon was useless, wearing a black lace funeral veil, sobbing loudly at long and erratic intervals, and barely managing to shake the hands offered her. Her daughters slumped beside her, looking tortured and bleak. 

Giada took on all the responsibilities, thanking people for their condolences, shaking hands, kissing cheeks. Angie wondered what she was thinking, standing there as the bereaved sister of the man she’d killed. He wondered, in fact, how much she was bereaved at all.

Because he’d been watching her, Angie saw Fabio Busto, who had been Tommy’s second, coming up from the side of the church, headed toward the front door, where Giada and the rest of Tommy’s family stood. For the first couple seconds, he thought nothing of it; the church was crawling with Italians, particularly of the Sacco Family variety. But Fabio was a pallbearer and had just carried the casket to the hearse. Seemed strange for him to be coming around from behind the church now. 

Then, as he continued across the front, his posture pinged an alarm in Angie’s head.

Fabio was bringing a pistol, a 9mm, forward, into a two-handed firing grip, raising it to aim as he walked. Pointing it at Giada.

“GUN!” Angie yelled and went for his Beretta, holstered under his arm.

It was too late. Fabio fired twice, and Giada and her uncle both fell. Like dominoes, Tommy’s whole family toppled to the ground.

“GIADA!” All the blood in Angie’s body seem to surge into his heart at once. 

Pandemonium erupted—screaming, shouting, scattering—but Angie ignored it. Fabio had turned and was running back the way he came. Angie ran after him. The second he had a shot he took it, and Fabio fell. The angle of Angie’s aim hadn’t been good, though, and they’d both been moving. The bullet caught Fabio in the shoulder. He’d been trying to jump the iron fence, and his body draped over it, one arm hooked over a spike.

Angie reached him, and Fabio flopped over to face him. “Second goddamn time I been shot in that shoulder, and it was her fuckin’ fault both times,” he gasped, grinning maniacally. He was still holding the gun, but he tossed it away. “Got no beef with you, Ange. But I couldn’t let that cunt ruin us all. I did it for all of us.”

Angie emptied the rest of his mag into Fabio Busto’s traitorous face.

He left what remained hanging where it was and ran back for Giada.
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Giada was trapped and scrambled to free herself; not until she’d made it to her knees, feeling the grind of concrete into her skin, did she understand that she’d been trapped under Enzo’s body. He moaned and rolled limply to his back. He was conscious, staring up at the sky as if perplexed to see it was still there.

“Zio!” she cried and grabbed his arm. His suitcoat and topcoat spread open and showed two blooms of red like peonies unfolding on his shirt, his chest. Her mind made an echo, and she remembered she’d heard two shots. They’d both hit her uncle.

Because he’d leapt in front of her the second Angie had shouted.

Her uncle was going to die from bullets meant for her, and she hadn’t seen who’d fired. “Zio, no!” She pulled him into her arms, lifted his shoulders onto her lap, cradled his head. He lolled bonelessly. “Zio! Please!”

Another shot rang out, but it was far enough away that Giada gave it only a piece of her mind.

“Stai bene?” her uncle wheezed, his eyelids fluttering weakly.

“I’m okay, Zio. You will be, too. Stay with me.”

“Fallon? Bambine?” he asked. He wanted to know about Tommy’s family. Without leaving his side, she twisted to see over her shoulder. Fallon was sprawled against the church, her old-fashioned veil askew, and her daughters were with her, each holding a hand.

“Are you hurt?” she asked, knowing they were not.

Vienna, the oldest, shook her head. “We’re okay. Are you? There’s blood on your face.”

When Enzo had fallen, he’d taken Giada and the others down in a heap; she’d hit the pavement face first. “I’m fine.” Enzo moaned more harshly and more weakly, and Giada called out, “Call 911! Now!”

“Already called. We have to get you to cover, Giada. All of you, now.” Bruno crouched before her, and Giada looked up. They were in shadow and closed in, and she realized they’d been surrounded by Sacco men, facing out, forming a shield.

“Yes. Into the vestibule.”

A barrage of gunfire exploded, several quick shots, still at some distance, and the men moved even more quickly to get them inside.

As Bruno and Carl lifted Enzo, and Stefano helped Fallon and the girls, Giada paused and looked around at the other men. “Who was it?”

Before anyone answered, Angie’s voice rang out. “GIADA!”

There was a scuffle, and she saw him trying to get to her. “Let him through.”

They did, and he rushed to her and grabbed her, cupping her face, brushing his thumb over the scrape across her cheek. “You’re bleeding! Are you hit?”

It was far too much public display of what was between them, and Giada had too much to think about and to do. Her elderly uncle had taken two bullets to the chest for her. And she didn’t know who’d shot him.

She pushed Angie off, more harshly than she’d intended; the stress of this moment had filled her with fire. He took a step back. Hurt shimmered in his eyes and disappeared. 

“I’m fine. Enzo was shot. I need to get to him.” She turned on her heel and hurried into the church.

Enzo lay supine on the floor of the vestibule. He was pale, and his aged skin gleamed with perspiration. His chest barely moved, but when he managed a breath, it was noisy, and a mist of blood plumed up from his mouth. He was dying.

Giada dropped to her knees and leaned over him, coming close, framing his wonderful old face with her hands. “Zio, stay with me. Please stay.”

She could hear sirens now—if he could hold on just a little more, there’d be help for him. 

His eyes opened. “Piccolina. Mia piccolina. Non ti lascerò mai. Now I will be with you in your heart, not at your side.”

Tears filled Giada’s eyes. “No, Zio. Per favore. Ho bisogno di te.”

His hand came up and hooked over her wrist. “Sei forte, Giada. Sempre. Mi rendi sempre orgoglioso. Hai la forza. E il potere. Sarai magnifica.” His eyes fluttered shut, and his hand sagged from her arm. “Sono stanco,” he muttered softly, and went still.

“Zio?” She pushed her fingers into his collar, against his throat. She couldn’t find a pulse. “Zio, no.” But he was gone.

She set her head on his blood-soaked chest for a moment and said a silent, private goodbye to the man who’d always loved her, always known her. Her lifelong lifeline.

Her farewell made, Giada felt a cold creep into her chest and flow out into her limbs. It froze her tears. She became numb. When she stood again, she felt nothing.

The paramedics ran in. “You’re too late,” she said and stepped over her uncle’s body. “Bruno.”

“I’m here.”

“Who was it?”

He cut a glance to the paramedics. Giada saw cops outside the church. She began to make a list in her mind of the people she’d need to contact and make arrangements with to ensure the story of this scene did no damage to her business and family.

“It was Fabio,” Bruno muttered, keeping his voice just between the two of them.

Of course. Well, he’d be dead before sunset. Giada had a thought she might do it herself. “He did it alone?”

“As far as I know now, yes.”

“That’s not a good enough answer. Where is he?”

Bruno glanced again at all the people around them, but there was too much commotion to be heard by anyone but each other. “Dead.”

She cocked her head, waiting for more information.

“It looks like Angie killed him,” Bruno continued. “Unloaded a whole mag in his face.”

Angie had no right to that kill. It was Sacco business. But for now, at least, the matter was handled, and Fabio couldn’t do more damage—as long as he’d been alone. Giada focused on more pressing matters.

“Send somebody to his house to check on Mia and the kids. They didn’t come today.”

Bruno nodded. “I’ll go myself.”

“No. Delegate it. I want you making sure Fabi doesn’t have allies still breathing. If he does, I want to know.”

“Okay. We need to get you home and buttoned up for now. Until things settle down.”

She was not a woman to be coddled. She was the don. And she had shit to do.

“No, Bruno. I still have to bury my brother.” She considered the corner of the vestibule, where Fallon and her daughters huddled together. “If they want to go home, get them there. I’m going to find the detective in charge, and then I’m getting the hearse to the cemetery.”

“You need a body man, Giada. You need one full-time, but especially right now.”

Bruno was right, and it wasn’t the first time since she’d taken over that he’d brought it up, but she was still thinking of the Saccos as Tommy’s men, and was reluctant to trust any among the available pool. So far, she completely trusted only Bruno, but he was an attorney, not a bodyguard. Carl had stood up for her quickly, but he ran the shylocks. He’d probably be great at intimidation, but a bodyguard predicted danger as well as fought it off. Besides, a capo shouldn’t be a bodyguard.

The only other man alive she completely trusted wasn’t a Sacco man. But she went to the door anyway, and scanned the commotion still roiling on the church grounds.

She didn’t see Angie anywhere.

“Giada,” Bruno said, standing right behind her. “You can’t stand in the middle of the door like that.” He took her arm and pulled her gently to the side. The paramedics had lifted Enzo’s body onto their stretcher and covered him completely. They were belting him down and packing up. Fallon, Vienna, and Stella were gone; they must have decided to go home rather than to the cemetery.

“I’m going to call Shorty over,” Bruno said. “He’ll cover you today.”

Giada watched her uncle’s body rolling away from her. The pain she’d felt tangling her veins and stopping her blood as he’d died in her arms had died with him, apparently. Now she felt nothing. “You trust him?”

“I wouldn’t tap him if I didn’t. He’s a good kid. Young, but smart, and tough as hell.”

“Okay. Shorty it is.”

“Scusi,” said an unfamiliar voice, in a strong Sicilian accent. 

Giada and Bruno both turned. One of Ettore Cuccia’s men stood in the doorway. 

“Yes?” Giada said.

“Il Padrino, he call a meeting,” the man said. His accent was thick and his English slow, as if he were picking out each word from a vocabulary list.

Giada answered in Italian. “And you are?”

He was clearly relieved to be able to give up the English. And when he did, his demeanor changed, became more aggressive. “Gian-Paolo Ermacora. The Godfather is calling all the New England family heads together. He doesn’t recognize you as don, but he wants you there, since you’ve brought this trouble to the Council.”

Bruno stepped up in defense of her, but Giada stepped around him and gave this Sicilian asshole a tight smile. She replied again in Italian. “It’s not for Signore Cuccia to decide our business in New England. He’s a guest here. Nothing more.”

“You’re a bold little woman. We’d heard that about you. But you’re still a little woman. You have your place, and men have theirs. The dons will be there. It doesn’t matter if you’re there or not, I suppose. Either way, by the time it’s over you’ll be put in your place.”

With a nod to Bruno, Ermacora turned and left the vestibule.

“Fuck,” Bruno muttered. “What are we going to do?”

“Not we. Me. I’ll be there—more than that, I want to host the fucking thing. This is Boston. This our turf. So we run the meeting. And I’ll make the Sicilians eat their traditions. But right now, I’m going to bury my brother.” 
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Zia Sophia’s was a little trattoria on the North Side, one of the Sacco Family’s first acquisitions. For the most part, it was a straight-arrow business, one of the best-known and best-loved Italian restaurants in Boston, frequently noted in local and regional media. One of the cable foodie shows had even done an episode on Boston pizza and featured Zia’s prominently.

The second floor, reached through a humble door tucked in the back near the restrooms, however, was something else entirely. That was what the Saccos called the Council Room, because its most common usage was for Sacco-hosted Council meetings. It had been lavishly decorated by Giada’s father and still retained that mid-century impression of luxury. Tommy had always insisted he’d redecorate, but he’d been distracted by more entertaining uses of his time and money.

Giada was glad. She loved this room. It smelled of cigars and spirits, of old wood and rich polish, of garlic and oregano. The blood-red carpet was thick as clouds, and the leather chairs creaked softly. Crystal glinted and silver gleamed under pendant lights with stained-glass shades.

Before, she’d seen the room only infrequently, when she’d worked at the restaurant as a teenager, and helped the staff set up for meetings. Now, it was hers.

The meal she was able to put together on such notice wasn’t as elaborate as one she’d have planned at leisure, but the steaks were excellent, the risotto creamy, and the bread fresh. They drank Montepulciano with the meal and Frangelico and espresso with the tiramisu. 

Nick, as head of the Council, sat at the head of the table. Giada sat to his right, with Donnie between them. Angie wasn’t there. Giada found that more than curious; Angie was Nick’s left hand. To make mention of it would have been inappropriate in any event—a don invited those advisors he wished, so long as they were made—and, in this event, it would have called attention to her interest in Angie. She didn’t know what Nick knew. But Angie’s absence suggested he’d lost favor.

She hadn’t seen him at all since she’d pushed him away at the church. In more than a week she’d seen him only at Tommy’s vigil and Mass. They hadn’t spoken more than a few words or been remotely alone together.

For now, Giada set aside wonderings about Angie and focused on the matter at hand. She sat at the table, watching Ettore Cuccia at the far end, and seethed. But the rage she felt was icy. It didn’t fire her blood, didn’t make her restless, didn’t flush her cheeks or quicken her breath. She sat there and ate and drank with all these men judging her, she conversed with them as if this were a social event and she hadn’t lost her uncle that morning or buried her brother or been shot at. This rage turned her blood to slush, and it chugged a dull pulse at her temples and at the base of her spine.

When the servers cleared the dessert plates, poured coffee, and left, closing the door discreetly behind them, Cuccia clapped his hand. “Now, business.”

He spoke in English; most of the dons and their close men were at least functionally fluent in Italian, but some were not, and more would struggle to have a lengthy, complex discussion in that language.

“Due respect, Signore Cuccia,” Giada said, before he could continue. Several men at the table stirred slightly—small, almost imperceptible twitches of discomfort.

Bruno had ‘corrected’ her earlier, when she’d referred to Cuccia as Signore rather than Padrino, or even Don, but she hadn’t made a mistake. This was a battle of wills between them—and possibly between her and most of the men at this table, and she had decided that she would show the respect she was shown.

She was not asking these men for permission. She was claiming a seat at the table and demanding they make way.

“Due respect, Signore Cuccia, but this is the Sacco table. I am tonight’s host, and Don Pagano is the head of this Council. We will call the meeting.”

Cuccia gave her a smile packed with as much condescension as his fat mug and beady little eyes could muster. “No, signorina. No woman hosts such a meeting. You are here as witness, though you’ve also made a lovely hostess. The meal was good.”

“Padrino,” Nick said. “Rispetto, but this is the table of the New England Council of Five Families. You have no vote here. The Council decides. You are here as witness.”

Cuccia stared hard at Nick, who stared back. No one else spoke or moved.

“You think you are so powerful to do what you want, but you are not a god, Nicolo.” Cuccia finally said.

“Neither are you, Padrino. But I am the head of this Council of Five Families, and I repeat that you have no vote. You are invited here out of respect, and you have the respect of all of us. But we will decide our business.”

“We? What we is there? What Five Families?” Cuccia flipped a contemptuous hand toward the two men vying for control of the Conti seat. “This family has no don.” Another dismissive wave to Gianni Abbatontuono, who had a smear of risotto on his tie and had been staring at the tablecloth for at least ten minutes. “This family has a don who deserves his rest.” Then he held out both hands toward Giada, “And this family bent over to a woman.” He sat back. “There are no Five Families in New England. There are two. For now.”

Vio Marconi sat forward. “I say this with all respect, Padrino, but you are wrong. It is true that the Conti Family has internal problems it”—he shifted his eyes to Willie Ganza and Joe Furlani, the key contenders for the seat—“needs to fuckin’ work out.” He turned back to Cuccia. “It’s true that the Don Abbatontuono grows weary. But these are long-standing, strong families, and they will sort their affairs. The Marconis and the Paganos are stronger than ever, and the Sacco Family will only get stronger under Donna Sacco’s open leadership. We all know she’s made every good move the Saccos have made for the past five years, and fixed every bad move of her brother’s—rest his soul—she could catch. I say it’s better to have a good donna at the table than a bad don. Not to speak ill of the dead.”

Vio sat back, and Giada let out a long, discreet breath. She’d hoped Vio was on her side, but until now had not been certain.

“You make a half-blood heir. You make and seat a woman. These are not things that can be done. You cannot change almost two hundred years of tradition simply by snapping your fingers and making it so,” Cuccia insisted. “This is not our way. Tradition is our strength and our bond.” 

Giada knew then that Cuccia would back down, at least for now. His arguments had become those of someone who’d lost the ground.

It galled her, sitting here silently while these men decided her fate, but it was important that they speak for her and show their support. She didn’t need to plead her case. She had already shown her worth. They needed to be fully invested in her themselves.

“Tradition binds us in good ways and in bad, Padrino,” Nick replied. In his tone, Giada heard that he, too, knew Cuccia would retreat. “If the binding is too tight, it cuts off circulation, and we begin to die off in pieces,” He sipped his coffee and added, “I am a traditional man, but I understand the value of progress. My family is as strong as it is—the strongest of any here, including yours, Padrino—because we grow and change with the world we work in. Here is what I know: Giada has been doing the good work of a don for years. Her family voted to give her the vows and put her at their head. A family three generations old has chosen a woman to lead them, and they chose well. If the only objection to her is her gender, then that is an objection with no merit but tradition, and it would cut off circulation and lose us a limb. I stand with Donna Sacco.”

“And I,” added Vio.

Willie and Joe considered each other for a minute, and Giada wondered how deep their competition ran. The Conti Family got the same single vote as anyone. They had to vote together, or cancel out their voice. 

Willie nodded, and Joe said, “The Conti Family stands with Donna Sacco.

What they were all voting on, officially, was the Sacco seat. If the vote was No, her family would lose the whole seat. She might still be don, but of a family without Council support. And of course, she’d be pushed out at once, and possibly killed, so the family could regain that seat.

It had to be unanimous. The last vote was Gianni Abbatontuono. His nephew, Leo, sat with him. He’d tended his uncle like a caregiver, helping him with his meal, wiping his chin. Now Leo opened his mouth to speak for the don.

But Gianni set his hand on his nephew’s arm and stared across the table at Giada. He spoke slowly, his voice rasping with age, but he was clear. “Be better than the don you follow, Donna Sacco.”

Maybe he wasn’t as far gone as everyone thought.

“I will be, Don Gianni,” she said, relieved to use her voice again. She turned to Cuccia. “So you see, Padrino”—she now used that name as the others had, to show she was one of them—“I have a seat at this table.”

Cuccia sat quietly for several seconds, glaring in turn at every man who’d spoken. Then he tossed his linen napkin on the table and stood. His associates stood as well. “Siete tutti stupidi!” he spat and strode out. The other Sicilians followed.

“I don’t think Sicily’s on board,” Vio mused, with an ironic twist of a smile at the closed door.

“Fuck ‘em,” Nick snarled. “We knew it would come to a fight.”
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Long, dreadful hours since Giada had left that morning for a funeral, Shorty pulled up behind her building. She’d been sitting quietly in the back seat, leaning against the headrest with her eyes closed. Not sleeping—she wondered if she’d ever sleep well again—but thinking. Playing the day through.

On this day, she had buried the brother she’d killed, been shot at, watched her uncle die in her arms, had a long negotiation with a BPD detective, been summoned by Ettore Cuccia, and faced down the Council. She’d also learned more horrible facts than she could yet process.

Before Fabio had come to the church to be a pallbearer for Giada’s brother, he’d killed his wife and children. In their beds, a single shot to each innocent head. He’d killed his own family. Among all the seismic shifts and sea changes this single day had held, that one intimate atrocity shook her hardest. 

Fabio had been a bad husband, and an only slightly better father. But this? Why?

Even as she puzzled over that horror, she couldn’t seem to feel it. Or anything else. Not even Enzo. Her heart had shut down, and she’d operated all day, from the moment she’d said goodbye to her uncle, on pure intellect. Everything she’d accomplished today, everything she’d faced, none of it had made her feel more than the cold rage that thumped dully at the base of her spine.

The SUV stopped, and she heard gears shift. “Donna?” Shorty said. 

“Yes?” She didn’t open her eyes; she’d wait until he opened her door.

“We may have a problem. There’s—were you expecting company?”

She opened her eyes and leaned forward. Shorty had stopped well away from the garage, and he’d put the truck in Reverse. The headlights washed over the lot and the entrance to the garage. A blacked-out Hellcat was parked there, and Angie had clearly just climbed out. He closed the door and leaned back on it.

A warm calm settled over her numb turmoil at once. 

Shorty frowned at her in the rearview mirror. “That’s Angie Corti, right? The Paganos are friends, right?”

She smiled and put her hand on the door handle. “Yes, they are. I’m getting out here, Shorty. You’re excused for the night.”

“I need to stay on you, ma’am.”

“No, you don’t. I’m covered.”

“By a Pagano?” He turned and looked at her. “Ma’am. Please.”

“All right. Do your job. But give me some room. And I am getting out here.”

She did just that and went to Angie. He met her halfway. She’d been ready to say hello with a kiss, but his expression held her back. Exhausted and bleak.

He hadn’t been at the Council meeting.

“What happened? You weren’t there tonight.”

His grin was a pale imitation of his usual amused smirk. “No, I wasn’t. I was told to go home.”

“Oh, God. Angie, are you out? Are you safe?”

“I don’t know. I think, whatever happens, the outlook is not so good, as my old Magic Eight Ball used to say. Maybe he’ll just kick me down, out of the circle, and give me a chance to redeem myself. Or maybe I’m a dead man walking. I’ll find out soon enough. Tomorrow morning.”

“Because of me.”

“Because of me. I didn’t do anything that wasn’t my choice. He hasn’t said anything yet. He just sent me home without another word. But there’s nothing else it could be. And I put on a show, I guess, when Fabio shot at you. So yeah, it’s because I kept a secret from him—and that’s on me.”

“You kept it because I asked you to.” And Nick had supported her anyway, even as he’d turned his back on one of his closest friends. She’d put Angie in this position needlessly.

“You asked, but it was my choice.” He reached out and brushed her arm. “I’m sorry about Enzo.”

Her uncle’s death had felt strangely far away since this morning. “Thank you. I’m so sorry about this, Angie. I’m so sorry.”

“I know. Me too. Was it worth it? Or did I fuck everything up for you, too, this morning?”

“Nick stood with me. They all did.”

Something like a real smile lightened his expression for a moment. “That’s great, G. That’s excellent. And Il Padrino?”

“He left in a rage. Nick thinks it means war.”

“Yeah, sounds like it. Well, I don’t think that would have gone any other way. Cuccia’s a stubborn old bastard.”

All his answers had a blunt edge at the end, like he was trying to be okay and not quite managing it. Angie had risked everything for her, and he might have lost it all even as she’d won.

Giada closed the scant distance between them and set her hand on his cheek, rough with dark stubble. “Nick sent you home?”

Angie mirrored her touch, and brushed his thumb lightly under the scrape on her cheek. He nodded.

“But you didn’t go home.”

He shook his head. His eyes were dark with torment and said more than words could have.

She didn’t want to be alone, either. She wanted to be with him.

She took his hand. “Let’s go up.”
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Giada unlocked the door of her apartment and was finally home. Angie followed her in, locking the locks behind him. She took off her coat and dropped it in the usual chair, then kicked off her shoes and flexed her aching feet.

“What’s your code?” Angie asked, standing at the control panel for her alarm system.

Giada didn’t answer. Instead, she took her phone from her bag and reset the alarm with the app. Then she went to the kitchen and took a bottle of Barbera from a reds shelf of her wine cooler. “You want a glass?”

“Sure.” He shed his topcoat and laid it over hers on the chair. His suitcoat followed, and then his tie. A leather shoulder harness crossed the crisp cotton of his dress shirt; he took that off as well and laid it on the pile he was making. The butt of a Beretta 9mm showed in the holster.

After he unbuttoned the top two buttons of his shirt, he rocked his head back and forth, stretching his neck. The heavy chain he wore glinted against his olive skin.

Giada opened the bottle and poured two glasses full. When Angie came close, she handed one to him. Slumping back against the counter, she drank her wine down like water. Angie turned and contemplated the space before him.

The main living space of her penthouse apartment had an open floor plan, with her large kitchen transitioning to a wide space that was dining room and living room, ending at a wall of windows and a balcony beyond. In the corner of the window wall was a double-sided ethanol fireplace that presented to the living room and the balcony both. 

The rest of the apartment was arranged in a more traditional fashion, with a large master suite, and two smaller bedrooms and bathrooms. Sacco Development had bought and rehabbed this building several years ago, and she’d had this apartment designed to her own preferences. And then she’d had it professionally decorated to her preferences as well. It was perfect.

“Your place isn’t what I expected,” he said after a long drink from his glass.

“No?” She poured herself another. “Why not?”

He turned and came into the kitchen. “I don’t know. It’s ... pinker. You wear so much red, it’s like your signature color. I figured it’d be all over your house, but everything I see is pink or white or grey.”

Red was indeed her ‘signature color.’ At least, she did wear it every day. But she liked her private space to be calm and quiet, and red was not a calm, quiet color. Red was assertion. Aggression. Passion. She wore red for its power. In her home, she wanted to set that aside and be calm. She needed a place she could feel weak and still be safe.

Angie’s house had surprised her, too. Since he was always dressed in designer clothes, often custom-made, and he drove that ridiculous penis of a car, she’d imagined a wealthy, overgrown adolescent’s playground. Instead, his house was as ‘normal’ on the inside as on the outside, neither aggressively bachelor nor demonstrably wealthy. Just a nice home, with comfortable furniture, and a cozy decorating sense that suggested he liked comfort and didn’t care much about style. 

A home where that old upright piano had fit naturally, though its style was like nothing else.

Angelo Corti. Brutal enforcer. Brashly masculine. And able to dance and play the piano.

“Does the pink bother you?” she asked.

“No, it’s beautiful. Just not what I expected.”

It dawned on Giada that the turn of their conversation didn’t at all suit the weight of the day. “Are we going to talk home décor tonight? Is that our topic?”

He finished his wine and set the empty glass down. “Do you really want to talk about all the shit around us right now?”

She did, actually. There were things she needed to say. “I’m so sorry,” she said again, to start. “The words can’t do it justice. When I made the plan to be seen together, I didn’t see it going like this, or this far. I just wanted to get on the radar as allied with the Paganos, in a way the others wouldn’t discount.”

Angie had been about to refill his glass. He froze just before the pour and frowned at her. “You made the plan? I thought it was Nick’s.”

“No. I brought it to him. He didn’t like it at first, but I got him to see how getting that kind of notice could help him, too. All I wanted was the notice, and the alliance, Angie. I didn’t mean for this to pull you into trouble.”

He set the bottle down, unpoured, and backed off. “But when you came to my room that night. That’s when we went off script, and that was your idea, too.”

Giada saw Angie’s understanding of these weeks’ events shift, and she saw his trust in her shake. He’d lost everything, and he’d thought—what? How was it different if Nick came up with the plan and not her? A recollection rose up, of the night of the wedding, when she’d first inferred that Angie believed the plan was Nick’s. At the time she’d wondered what Nick was up to.

Now, that didn’t matter. Now, Angie was obviously reeling, and she needed to understand why. Why did it matter to him whether it was her plan or Nick’s?

Because it shifted the direction in which he felt manipulated. While he’d thought the plan was Nick’s, he could see Giada and himself as both pawns in Nick’s plans. 

If the plan was hers, she was no longer a pawn. But he still was—hers as well as Nick’s.

That night she’d gone to his house, he’d almost understood then; he’d worried he’d been her ‘stooge,’ but she’d convinced him otherwise. Because it wasn’t true—he’d never been her stooge or her pawn. Yes, early on, she’d wanted this relationship whether she cared about him or not, she’d wanted the strength of a ‘royal marriage,’ but she’d expected him to be in on the scheme. She’d never meant to manipulate him.

She’d never meant to fall in love with him, either.

“Fuck,” he gasped. “Fuck me.” He backed out of the kitchen and almost ran to the chair where his coats were, and his gun.

Giada ran after him “Angie! No! Wait!”

She grabbed his arm, and he spun around so fast he was a blur. Grabbing her arms in hands like steel clamps, he charged forward and slammed her against the nearest wall. A framed painting beside her went askew on its wire.

“You fucking BITCH! What did you do to me?”

He was hurting her, dominating her, but she didn’t care. She didn’t need control now. Now she was desperate. Now, she was not a woman fighting for a place in a man’s world. Now, she was a woman who’d fallen in love for the first time, and was about to lose it before she could embrace it. 

“No! Angie, please! Please! I never meant to manipulate you.”

“But you meant to use me.”

“With your consent. Good for both of us. For all of us.”

“No, not all of us. Now you’re a don, and Nick made his fucking half-blood mini-me, and I’m all alone up to my neck in SHIT!” He shouted the last word and released one of her arms to punch the wall a few inches from her head. The painting dropped and crashed to the floor.

She didn’t flinch. Instead, she used the chance of her freed arm to clutch his shirt and hold on. “I’m so sorry. Angie, I love you. Sono innamorata di te!”

She’d never said those words before in her life.

An acidic laugh crackled in his mouth, but his eyes shone wetly. “Fuck you, Donna Sacco. Fuck you.” With a shove, he let her go, and she lost hold of him.

When the door slammed shut, Giada stood alone in her empty apartment. The one place in her world where she didn’t have to be strong, but now it felt hollow and dead.

The alarm was chiming its warming. She staggered to the keypad and silenced it.

Then the numb freeze of her emotions shattered, and her knees buckled. She dropped to the floor and wept.
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Back in Quiet Cove, in his house, Angie put Van Halen on loud enough to make the glasses shake on the shelves behind his little living room bar and broke the seal on a bottle of thirty-year scotch he’d been saving for an occasion special enough to merit killing an eight-hundred-dollar bottle of booze.

He’d very likely run out of time to wait, so why the hell not.

At first, he poured into a glass and added ice, the way he preferred it. Then, he wondered why he was bothering and just drank from the bottle, wandering around his house in his suit trousers and sock feet, his eardrums thumping to music so loud it was hardly more than static, wondering how to get his affairs in order, or if it mattered if he did.

He’d lost everything. Tomorrow, he’d go into the office, and he’d probably never walk out. He knew Nick. He knew Nick better than almost anyone alive. There was no way he’d simply demote him.

All the years he’d been the man to do Nick’s dirty work, and tomorrow he’d be the target himself. Would Nick fold back his own cuffs? Or would he deal him one more blow of contempt, like turning him away from the meet today, and delegate the deed?

Would it be Donnie, then? Donnie, who’d been his true partner all this time, making what Nick wanted happen?

Either way, somebody he loved was going to kill him tomorrow.

Jesus Christ. He put the bottle to his mouth, tipped his head back and let the scotch flow into his gut.

He’d lost everything. And for what? For pussy? After all these years on his own, after all he’d accomplished by focusing on what was important, all of a sudden he’d been acting like some nobody sfigato, chasing after a good fuck?

That was all she was. Just a good fuck. He’d thought he loved her, that all these crazy intense, unfamiliar feelings meant love, but no. These feelings should have been a warning. The stupid choices he’d made since New York—he should have seen how she was working him, how she was pulling him off his path, twisting him around, turning him inside out.

She’d said she was in love with him, but that was more bullshit, her Hail Mary pass to keep him in line.

It was too late to undo it all, but at least he’d die with his head on straight.

When he left this house in the morning, the smart money said he’d never be back. Angie set the half-full bottle on his kitchen table and tried to think.

The next people in this house would probably be Tina and Matt. Like when their father died. He’d had a heart attack at the market and never gone home again. All three siblings had met up, and they’d gone into their family home, a house their father had expected to return to, and it was like his life had been simply paused. Breakfast dishes in the sink. The morning paper—he still took an actual physical paper—on the island. His TV glasses lying over the remote by his recliner in the living room. His pajamas laid neatly over the end of his made bed. A book on the nightstand with a receipt from the pharmacy marking his place.

Cleaning up the life he’d left behind had exacerbated their pain. Even throwing out the trash—the filter full of grounds from his last pot of coffee, the eggshells from his last breakfast—had hurt.

Angie didn’t want his brother and baby sister to deal with all that. Not again.

So he spent the rest of the night making sure they wouldn’t.

He made sure everything was clean and neat. He took out all the trash and emptied the refrigerator and pantry of anything that could go off in the next few days. Then he laid out a clean white towel on the dining room table he never used and began collecting anything of their parents’ from his house. The glass art piece he’d given their mother as a gift. The carved onyx cufflinks that matched the ring their father had always worn, and that Angie had been wearing for the last year. Various bits and pieces of their history. Anything of family value they might not readily come to on their own, he laid out for them to find.

Then he wrote them a letter. He wasn’t a sentimental type, and he didn’t try to leave any powerful last words. On a single page, he simply told them how to get to his money and whom to contact about executing his will. He left a copy of the will itself on the table, too, in a sealed manila envelope.

He ended the letter I’m sorry. Love, A, and that was as emotional as he could get.

When that was all done, he took another turn through the house to make sure he hadn’t forgotten anything. In the living room, he stopped and considered the old upright piano and all the family photos arrayed across its top.

The piano had had a prominent place in the living room of the big red house. Their mother played, and she’d wanted all the kids to play as well. Maybe because he was oldest, and had their mom to himself for a while, Angie had taken to the piano far more than his siblings. He could still conjure the feeling of the warm press of her body as she sat beside him on the bench, hooking her arm around him to help him get the right fingering and arm position. As he learned pieces, she’d start to sing, and that had felt like a gold star; he’d known he was getting better when the notes flowed enough she could sing along. 

He’d actually gotten pretty good, before he turned into a shithead teenager.

The photos across the top chronicled a long family history. His parents at a party, young and dressed for a night on the town, leaning close at a dinner table. His mom holding him in his baptism gown, his father smiling down on them both. Tina almost taking her first steps, gripping their father’s index fingers in her chubby fists. Their dad teaching Matt to ride a bike. Angie and his mother at this piano. The three kids lined up in matching pajamas, in front of a glowing Christmas tree.

Why had he fought his family so hard? He’d had a good family, a loving family. He’d always known that. But something had shifted in him in adolescence, and he’d never felt in step with them again.

He’d never felt good enough for them again. Not Matt, the good son who wanted nothing but what their father wanted for him. Not Tina, the tiny princess with the great big brain and even bigger heart. Just Angie. Nothing special.

He opened the piano bench. Inside was a jumble of his old songbooks and sheet music. He pulled out the tattered Elton John Greatest Hits Songbook, flipped up the fallboard, and sat down.

But when his hands were on the keys, he didn’t have the heart to strike a note.

Instead, he finished off the scotch and closed the fallboard. He took the old songbook to the dining room table and scrawled across the cover: Please don’t sell the piano. Somebody take it home.

He was as ready as he could be. The bottle was empty, though he’d never managed to get drunk, and the sky was brightening. Morning had come.

He went out to put the empty bottle in the trash bin and headed upstairs to shower and dress to meet his don.
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Nick’s door was ajar. That had always meant ‘knock and lean in,’ but this time, Angie hesitated after his knock.

“Come,” Nick said from within, and Angie pushed the door open.

Nick was alone, sitting at his desk. He looked tired this morning. Angie wondered if he, too, had had a sleepless night.

“You wanted to talk this morning,” Angie said as he stepped in.

“Close the door, Ange.”

Angie closed the door. Nick didn’t leave his desk. For friendly chats, he usually moved to the sitting area, but this would not be a friendly chat. Angie sat in the chair facing the desk, the one he’d come to think of as his.

Sitting very still, Nick didn’t speak right away. He regarded Angie with blade-sharp eyes. Otherwise, his expression was impassive, almost placid. But a muscle twitched at the corner of his jaw—Nick’s only real tell for rage.

Angie tried to take a breath and discovered his lungs had turned to iron.

“Tell me,” Nick finally said.

He didn’t hesitate. “It’s what you think. I’ve been with Giada.”

“For how long?”

“Since the night she did Tommy.”

“That’s two weeks.”

“Just about, yes.”

“Two weeks during which I saw you almost every day. Two weeks during which we discussed important business repeatedly.”

“I never said a word to her about us. I would never betray you, Nick.”

“You did betray me, Angelo. Every time you looked me in the eye and didn’t tell me you were fucking the head of another family was a betrayal.” He spoke hotly, emotion shaking scattered syllables, and he cut off and sat back, composing himself.

Nick never lost control, but Angie had pushed him to the edge of it.

Angie didn’t answer the accusation, because he had no answer. Nick was absolutely right.

“I love you, Angie. You’ve been a dear friend to me for years.”

“I feel the same, Nick. Everything I ever wanted, I have here at your side.”

“Not everything.”

“I never wanted this. I never wanted it.”

“But now you have it. You love her?”

“It’s over.”

One corner of Nick’s mouth twitched. “That’s an answer to a different question. I asked if you love her.”

Angie’s tongue seemed to swell. The last thing he could do now was lie. If there was even the flimsiest sliver of a chance he’d survive this and be allowed to make amends, he had to be honest now—completely, baldly honest.

But what was the true answer? What he’d felt for her before, when he’d thought they were in this together? Or what he’d told himself last night, when he’d known her for a cold-blooded bitch?

He knew the truth and hated it with a volcanic fire. Her love might not have been real, but his was.

“Yeah. I love her.”

His eyes fixed on Angie, Nick took a long, measured breath. Then he stood. Angie stood, too, trying to understand where this talk was headed. Was it time now to take a one-way boat ride?

Nick came to the corner of the desk, and they stood facing each other. “It’s good to love, Angie. It makes us weak, and sometimes stupid, but it gives us strength, too. It’s good to see a future beyond ourselves. It makes us better men.” He took another step and pulled Angie into a rough hug.

Angie clasped his don equally hard and held on. His heart was like a rabbit’s, skittering wildly in his chest. He felt dizzy and didn’t understand. Was Nick forgiving him? So easily?

“I just wish you’d found someone else,” Nick said at his ear and then stepped back, firmly pushing Angie away before he dropped his arms. “You’re out. I want you out of the building in ten minutes. I want you out of the Cove by the end of the month. And Angelo, if I ever have the faintest suspicion that Giada Sacco knows anything about me or my business I haven’t told her myself, I will be the one to put a bullet in your head. Don’t make me regret not ending you now.”

Don Pagano went to the door of his office, opened it, and stood waiting.

Angie couldn’t move. “Nick—”

“You have reached the limit of my mercy. Ten minutes, or you don’t walk out.”

Unsure which option was better, but sure he didn’t want to watch his don point a gun at his head, he left.

He paused at the threshold and faced Nick one more time. “Mi dispiace molto, don.”

Cold green eyes stared silently. Angie went out the door.

Donnie stood in the hall. Grief slackened his face. 

They faced each other for a moment, neither capable of speech, until Nick said, “Donnie. Come.”

Donnie hesitated one more beat and then walked past Angie into Nick’s office. 

The door closed, and Angie stood alone.

He was alone. Everything gone. For nothing.

Jake, an enforcer Angie had recruited and trained long ago, came into the corridor from the reception area and went to stand before Angie’s closed office door. A guard to make sure he didn’t take anything he shouldn’t from his office.

Minutes ago, Angie had been Jake’s capo. Now he looked at him like shit on his shoe.

There was nothing in his office worth this pain. 

So he walked past Jake, into the reception area, and straight out of Pagano Brothers Shipping, not turning to see his shame reflected in any other onlooker’s eyes.

His life was over. Nick had let him live, but he’d ended his life just the same.
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When Angie got home, moving through space in a vacant haze, he went down to the cellar, where he still had most of the boxes, flattened and stacked, from when he’d moved into this place. He’d never gotten around to borrowing somebody’s truck to haul them off anywhere, and eventually he’d forgotten about them. Convenient. Now he could use them again, because he’d just been kicked out of his hometown.

He came up with the first stack, and his eyes landed on the table, where he’d arranged all his dumb keepsakes from his folks. Laid them out because he’d expected to be killed today.

Now he wished he had been.

The fucking stupid letter to Tina and Matt, propped in an envelope with their names scrawled across the back.

Fuck, he was tired. It took all he had just to keep filling his lungs. He needed to close his eyes for a second before he could face what came next.

He dropped the stack of flat boxes and staggered to the living room. Still wearing his full suit, his tie still snug around his collar, still harnessed in his shoulder rig, Angie dropped to his sofa and was asleep before he landed.
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When he woke, the sun beamed from the other side of his north-facing front windows, with the tarnished-gold hue of late afternoon. He’d slept through the day. For that first bleary moment of waking, until he’d struggled to a seated position and had wiped his hands over his face, he was only groggy and empty-headed. 

Then he wondered why he hadn’t even taken his damn tie off. When he remembered, it all dropped onto his shoulders like coils of iron chains.

What he needed was to be very drunk.

All his clothes felt like they were made of fiberglass, abrading him everywhere. Standing, he shed his tie and rumpled suitcoat, wrestled out of his rig, and kicked off his shoes, leaving it all wherever it fell. He went to his bar. The really good stuff was gone, but he had plenty of booze. He opened a Glenlivet, unbuttoning his shirt as he did. 

He heard the high-end sports engine as he swallowed the first swig straight from the bottle, and wondered if Nick had changed his mind and sent Donnie in his Porsche to end him after all.

He didn’t bother to get his gun before he went to the door and whipped it open.

But it wasn’t Donnie.

Giada had parked her Maserati on his driveway and was coming up his walk. She wore one of her usual man-eater executive getups, this one a curve-adoring beige dress with a deep V neckline and a hem that cut at her knees, with red stilettos and handbag. And her customary dripping of gold statement jewelry.

“Coming back to the scene of the crime?”

She stopped halfway to his door and pushed her sunglasses up. Why did she have to be so goddamn gorgeous? “Angie, thank God. You’re okay?”

He laughed, and it burned his throat. “I wouldn’t say that, no.”

“What happened?”

“Fuck off, Giada. Go run your family and leave me the fuck alone.” He’d left the scotch on the bar and really needed it right now, so he walked away from the door and headed back to his living room.

He didn’t know why he failed to close—and fucking lock—the door, but he walked away from it standing wide open, and of course she followed him in. And then closed the door.

At the entry to his living room she stopped. “Angie. Please talk to me.”

“There’s nothing to say.” He had his bottle in his hand again, and he took the drink he needed.

“Yes, there is. There’s a lot to say. A lot to hear.”

He glared at her and took another swig.

She set her bag down like she meant to stay, and came closer, stood in the middle of the room. The late sun slanted over her body and made the gold and diamonds on her wrists shine and sparkle. “You’re alive. I thought—that’s good.”

“Is it?”

“Very good. But are you out? Angie, what did Nick do?”

“I’m out. Out of the family, out of the Cove.”

“He’s making you leave town?”

Angie had just said exactly that, so he didn’t say it again.

She took two steps closer and stopped again. “What are you going to do?”

He laughed. “No fucking idea. Go to Florida, take up marlin fishing. Be a goatherder in Nepal. Put my gun in my mouth. Who knows? The world of opportunity is wide open.”

“I’m so s—”

“—If you say you’re sorry again, I’ll break this bottle and cut my fucking throat. Even if I believed you—and I fucking don’t—what the hell good is it?”

“I don’t know.”

“Then why the fuck are you here?” It was a question he’d asked her again and again, every time she’d pushed herself on him, and each time, she’d changed the course of his life.

Running him straight into shark-infested waters. Just as Donnie had warned him.

Now, she finished her trek through the room and stood at the bar, facing him across it. “I’m here because I was going mad with worry. I’m here because I love you.”

“You don’t have to bullshit me now, Donna Sacco. You got what you wanted, and my damage is done. Game over.”

She stared up at him, green eyes gleaming. “I know. And I’m still standing here telling you I’m in love with you, Angelo.”

“I don’t believe you,” he insisted, but the words were losing their power. As much as he hated it, he wanted to believe her. God, he had nothing. He’d even lost his home. He wanted—needed—to feel like there was still something to hold onto. If he was completely alone, he’d just drop into a void and disappear.

Giada came around behind the bar and stood right before him. She set her hands—gorgeous, perfectly manicured red nails, just long enough to scratch—on his chest, under his open shirt, over his silk beater. “What can I do to prove myself to you? Because if you can believe me, if you can forgive me, if you think you could love me after all this, then here I am.” 

Her hands slid up, over his crucifix, around his neck. “You’re not alone, Angie. I’m here. I love you. And I’m so very sorry.”

Angie broke.

He’d spent his life finding the weak spots in men, carving pieces away until they reached the limit of their endurance and crossed it. Every man, no matter how strong his will or his spirit, had at least one breaking point in body or soul.

This was his.

He felt tears leave his eyes and wet his cheeks, and then it was a flood. He never cried, but now he couldn’t stop; he was sobbing, so hard he couldn’t see, couldn’t breathe.

Giada pulled his head to her shoulder and held him there, and he wept even harder, wrapping his arms around her waist and holding on with all he had left.
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He woke alone in his bedroom, lying on the covers of the bed he’d made this morning, when he was leaving the house for his brother and sister. The nightstand lamp on the other side was on, and that was the only light. Night had fallen.

His eyes ached and his throat burned. His chest felt stiff. He had no memory of coming to bed. Or when Giada had left, or how they’d left things.

All he remembered was crying in her arms like a lost little boy. He stared at the ceiling.

It was good she was gone. He didn’t want her here. He couldn’t, shouldn’t believe her, or forgive her. It didn’t matter that he loved her.

But he felt hollow. Dead, but for the pesky breathing.

“You’re awake,” she said, and he lifted his head, suddenly woozy with relief.

She stood in the doorway, with one of his bath towels draped over her arm, and holding a cardboard tray with two soft drinks and a white paper sack. He recognized the red and green logo on the cups and sack: Santini’s, a local pizza-and-sandwich place. 

He loved that place, a favorite haunt since he was a kid. His heart kicked unhappily.

“I thought you might need comfort food when you woke up,” she said as she came in. “I was going to make you something, but there’s not much food in your fridge, so I used an app and ordered from a place that looked good.” 

He’d emptied out his fridge so the food wouldn’t rot if it took some time before Tina and Matt were notified of his death.

“Santini’s is good. You’re still here.”

She set the soft drinks and bag on his nightstand and stood with her hands on her hips. “Yes. I told you, I’m here.”

“Don’t you have don things to do in Boston?” He hadn’t overtly tried to sound sarcastic, but it happened anyway.

A spasm of hurt crossed her mouth, and she sighed. “I’ll have to be in Boston in the morning, yeah. I have businesses to run, and another funeral to arrange, because I lost my uncle in all this, too.”

He’d actually forgotten about Vincenzo, which was, admittedly, pretty shitty, even considering his own problems.

“I’m sorry.”

“I didn’t know what you like, so I got Cokes and meatball grinders, classic style.”

Santini’s meatball grinders were things of local legend. Angie hadn’t eaten since ... breakfast yesterday? His stomach now made a sound like a starved bear. It was so simultaneously spot-on to this moment and wildly out of tune with life in general that they both laughed out loud.

“Meatball grinder is perfect. Coke is good, too. Thank you.”

She dug into the bag and handed him a heavy, foil-wrapped oblong of heartwarming heat and mouthwatering scent. She took one for herself as well. Angie couldn’t help but note with pleasure that she meant to dig into the same behemoth sandwich. And that she climbed onto his bed and crossed her legs like a girl, still wearing that sleek, chic dress, the skirt hitched up carelessly high.

With the bath towel spread over his bed, she’d made a little picnic. For a few minutes, Angie was so wrapped in sating his suddenly ravenous hunger with one of his favorite meals that he almost wasn’t miserable.

Then Giada, after a sip of her soda, set the remaining half of her sandwich down and said, “What’s going on downstairs? All the stuff spread out on the dining room table.”

With his mouth full of meat, bread, and cheese, Angie stopped chewing and stared at her. He wasn’t sure he could swallow.

She answered her own question. “You didn’t think you’d be home again.”

Forcing the wad of food down his throat, he shook his head. “I thought it was highly likely I wouldn’t be, yeah. Now, I wish I’d been right.”

“Why?”

“Why do you think, G? Because I have nothing.” He put his sandwich down and washed his mouth with Coke. “All I ever was to be proud of is a Pagano man. I’m not a good man. I’m not a good brother. I wasn’t a good son. I’m an asshole to most people. Fuck, I hardly care about people at all. All I had, the only thing that ever mattered—I had honor. I was loyal. I was a good Pagano man. Now that’s gone, and I have nothing.”

“That’s not true.”

“It is.”

She pushed her sandwich aside and scooted closer to set her hand on his leg. “Angie, you are one of the most honorable men I’ve ever known. What you did for me, what you sacrificed? That took immense honor. And you’ve been loyal to Nick even while you protected me. All you did was keep a secret that did him no harm. After years and years of proving yourself, he should have trusted you. If he can’t see that, if he would deny you love because he can’t trust someone as loyal as you? Well, then, he’s not the man I thought he was.”

“Shut up.”

She laughed softly. “Listen to you. You’re still loyal to him. Even now.”

“Why wouldn’t I be?”

“My God, Angelo. How can you say you’ve lost your honor? Nick has forsaken you, and you still hold with him.” She squeezed his leg. “Trust should run both ways. He should be worthy of your loyalty. You should have been able to trust him to honor your proven worth, the love and friendship you’ve shown, and to trust you to keep faith with him wherever you are. If he would trust you under torture, why won’t he trust you in love?”

“It’s different,” he said, though his conviction quivered a bit.

“Why?”

“Because torture hurts only me. Love brings somebody else into the equation.”

She rolled her eyes. “But you already have other people in the equation. You have your sister—wasn’t she hurt in Pagano trouble? Or what happened to Lara Pagano? Or when the Ukrainians tried to take Carina? Or what happened to Bev? Obviously, if Nick is worried about his secrets getting told to protect loved ones, he should have stayed single and demanded that everyone in his family cut all ties with anyone important to them, because loved ones are at risk, and you can’t tell me Nick wouldn’t do anything to save them from trouble. That makes them risks themselves, as well as at risk.”

She was wrong. In every one of those cases, Nick had responded with vehement violence, but he had never given an enemy what they sought in harming those he loved. He’d always found a way to beat their game. 

In fact, many innocents had been hurt. Some, like poor Brenda, had been hurt specifically because Nick had refused to change his behavior under threat. As his security chief, Angie had argued against that last fucking dinner at Dominic’s. They’d been in the middle of a war and had just sent Yuri Bondaruk’s son’s parts back to him in a cooler, packed in dry ice. Despite their tripled security, they should never have been sitting in a restaurant well-known for his patronage only a few days later. But Nick Pagano didn’t cower. Not even to save the innocents who might have the misfortune of dining on the same night. Or at the same table. Fuck, he’d had his own wife at that table. As protective as he was of Bev, his need to show strength had been the greater impulse.

Rather than argue that point, Angie chose one more directly cogent to the woman before him. “This is different. You are different, Giada. You’re a don. He’s worried my loyalty will be divided.”

“We’re allies. For a long time. We’re friends.” 

“Un amico oggi può essere un nemico domani.”

“You got that backwards. The saying is un nemico ieri può essere un amico oggi.”

“Works both ways. Friends and enemies are slippery in our world. One this day, the other the next. What if we’re together and Paganos and Saccos fall out? Where would that leave me?”

Giada made an unconvinced face, tucking in a corner of her mouth. “Has your loyalty to Nick ever slipped?”

“Yes. This. The secret I kept. Being with you knowing he didn’t want it. I chose you over him every time we were together, every day I kept the secret. I chose you.” His voice broke, and he coughed. Another crying jag was not something he could handle. “This conversation is breaking my fucking heart, Giada. Nick was right. I was wrong. I’m lucky, I guess, to still be breathing. Period. It’s over, and so am I.”

He didn’t want the rest of his sandwich. Wadding the foil over it, he shoved it back in the sack. “Goddamn, I’m tired.” He must have slept for hours by now, through the day and into the night, but he felt like he could do another full shift.

“Angie,” Giada said softly. He turned back to her. “You’re not over.” She clasped his hand. “Come to Boston. Be with me. I need people I trust around me, and I don’t have Enzo anymore. Bruno’s the only one in the family I really trust right now, and I’m not strong enough with only one man at my side. Be my consigliere.”

His mind froze. “Please?”

“Nick broke your vow to him. You’re not bound. If it’s over, then move on. Take our vows. You helped me take the seat. Now help me keep it. Help me make the Sacco Family what it once was.”

“I don’t—what?” The thought of being in another family made him queasy. He was a Pagano man. He’d always been a Pagano man. He’d always be—

No, he wouldn’t. He wasn’t. He was nothing.

Unless he might be a Sacco man.

“Your men would accept that? Me coming in at the top, like the queen’s consort? Or would they see me as Nick’s mole?”

She laughed. “Wouldn’t that be ironic, if they thought you were a spy in the other direction? They might think so at first, and I’m sure they won’t like it at first, but if I’m strong enough, they’ll accept it. And then we’ll show them how right it is. I’ll make Bruno underboss to settle their nerves.”

“Jesus. I never ... I don’t know. I don’t think I can flip a switch and be a Sacco man just like that.” He snapped his fingers. “It’s not just a job I lost.”

“I know. Take some time and think about it.” She wrapped up the rest of her sandwich and scooted off the bed. When she’d tossed it in the sack, she crossed to the other side of the room, near his tall dresser, and bent to gather her shoes.

“What are you doing?” he asked, knowing the answer. The weight returned to his chest.

“You’re tired, and I’m stressing you out. I want to give you some space to think.”

“Don’t go.” Suddenly that was the most important thing—whatever else happened, whatever choices he still had, right now, he needed her to stay. He didn’t want to be alone, and he didn’t want to be without her. “Please don’t go.”

She dropped her shoes and came back to the bed.
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After their sandwiches and painful talk, Giada convinced Angie to take a hot shower and wash the day off his skin, and while he was in the bathroom she’d cleaned up their meal, taking their sandwiches to the fridge so he’d have leftovers later.

The hot shower had calmed him and made him dozy, so she’d tucked him under the covers, and he’d fallen quickly to sleep. For the last two hours, she’d lain beside him and watched the calm lift and fall of his broad chest. And she’d turned her mind loose to think.

That table downstairs, strewn with keepsakes, broke her heart. Nothing of tremendous monetary value, but all of it priceless. And that faded, tattered old songbook, with the note Please don’t sell the piano. Somebody take it home.

She’d only wanted a strong ally. She’d only wanted notice for it, and sex, romance, was the only thing the men in their world would look at her twice for. She was about to change that, but first she’d had to exploit it.

But Angie had almost died for her ambition.

It wasn’t her fault alone, however. Nick bore his share of the burden, too. For one thing, why hadn’t he told his men the plan was hers? In what way did that matter to him? For another, what she’d told Angie earlier she absolutely believed: he deserved much more faith than his don had given him. He had proved himself over the course of years and had earned some slack.

Nick was getting old. He’d been badly wounded. Though he was as powerful as ever, maybe he was beginning to lose something. Or maybe he’d finally gathered so much power to himself he’d begun to believe he was a god.

Lost in her thoughts, Giada shook her head. The last thing the American Families needed was their own Ettore Cuccia.

With a gasp and a groan, Angie flinched in his sleep, dreaming. Giada scooted closer and kissed his rough cheek—in just a day, he’d grown the kind of stubbly beard some men cultivated, and his face and neck were covered in prickly black and grey hairs.

He was due for a wax, too, and she could see the natural pattern of his body hair. He hadn’t exaggerated; he was a bear. But she liked it, at least now, when it was only a hint and not a pelt. The man had gone in for thirds of testosterone.

She brushed her hand over his chest, soothing his fretful sleep, and sighed at the tingling pleasure of the short hairs on her palm.

Angie had sacrificed everything for her, but that wasn’t why she loved him. She loved him for who he was—for his honor, and his humor, for his surprising sweetness and for the way he didn’t see that in himself. She loved him for his turmoil and vulnerability, and for his brazen masculinity. She loved him for who he was.

In the world she’d grown up in, to love would have made her weak, so she never had allowed that emotion to flower.

But she’d changed that world. She’d shaped it to her will.

Now she could love. Maybe Angie would say love had made him weak, but she’d show him otherwise.

He hadn’t returned the words she’d said, but she knew he felt the same. Everything he’d risked, everything he’d lost, told her. With far more force than words ever could.

She leaned over him and kissed his chest. His breathing changed when she did, and she looked up and found his eyes open.

“Hi,” she said.

He brought his arm around her, slid his hand into her hair. “What time is it?”

“I don’t know. Still dark, though. Do you feel any better?”

“I don’t know.”

Pushing up, she pressed her lips to his, but backed off before it could become more than just that quick touch. “I want to make you feel better.”

Angie said nothing, but his eyes studied her. They were a brown like tiger’s eye, picking up light and heat and emotion, and shifting color in a range from amber to umber. Now they were warm and dark, like chocolate.

Keeping her eyes on his, she kissed his chin, then scooted down, putting her lips on his throat, letting her tongue swirl at the notch at its base, sucking his gold chain between her teeth. He groaned softly, and she looked up again. He was watching her, his heavy brow drawn lightly with interest.

As Giada worked her way down his body, favoring each inch in turn, she felt ease slip under his skin. Almost everywhere, he softened, settled. Except for one place, long and thick as a tree branch and just as hard. It dug into her hip, and then her belly—she’d stripped her dress off before she’d gotten under the covers with him, and now wore only her underwear set—and then her breasts as she made her loving way toward her destination.

As she traced the line of an abdominal muscle with her tongue, his belly quivered, and his hips flexed, driving his cock between her breasts. She lifted her mouth from his belly and let him fuck her cleavage for a moment, holding her breasts while he thrust against her skin and the lace of her bra.

“Fuck,” he muttered on a groan. “Giada ...”

“Ti piace cosi?” she asked.

“Fuck, yes.”

“I’m gonna make you feel so good, bello.”

She wrapped her hands around him, let her fingers brush his smooth, hot balls, and took him into her mouth.

His hand clenched in her hair, and he groaned like he was dying in pain, but he pushed on her head, and his hips came off the bed, forcing his cock deeper into her mouth.

She tightened her grip and backed him off a little, keeping control. When he gave over, she began to show him the benefits when she was in charge.

She took her time, tasted every inch of him, moved tongue and lips, hands and fingers in as many ways as she could imagine, found what he liked, what drove him crazy, what brought him back down. She suckled his tip until his head thrashed. She dipped her head and filled her mouth with his sleek balls.

“Mi piace così tanto!” he gasped, his hips arched high. “Giada! Sto per venire!”

He was closer than she’d realized this time. She could back him off again, but decided to end his torment. Taking him into her mouth again as his hips dropped, she clasped her hands firmly around what she couldn’t take, twisted her grip around his shaft and sucked him off.

“Giada!” he shouted. His hips shot up again, and he filled her mouth. She backed off enough to swallow but stayed on his tip, bringing him down gently, until his whole body was limp and his cock began to soften as well.

Scooting up and settling over him, Giada kissed him. His hand was still in her hair, and he held her head to him, plunged his tongue into her mouth, and tasted himself fully. When his body pressed on hers as he began to roll them over, she didn’t resist him, and he put her on her back.

Looming over her, he brushed hair from her face. “Ti amo, belladonna.”

She hadn’t thought she needed the words, but in his voice they were music. This man had given up so much to love her. 

She smiled and wiped the beads of perspiration from his upper lip. “Deadly nightshade.”

“And beautiful woman.”

“Be with me, Angelo. You make me stronger. Let me make you stronger, too. Come home with me.”

His eyes searched hers. She tried to show him what he was looking for.

Then he nodded.

And kissed her again.
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Giada sat at a table in the West End billiard hall her brother had favored. She meant to create a space of her own for meetings, one of her own taste and without the looming specter of her brother or her father, but for now she used a space the men were familiar with.

The building in which she’d claimed and taken the head of her family. Now, she would assert her leadership.

She’d called all the made men together. The room in the cellar was too small to accommodate the capos and soldiers comfortably, so she’d closed the billiard hall for the night, and they were meeting in the main room. Bruno had ordered associates to arrange the cheap four-tops together down the throughway between the game tables, and the effect was a long conference table, with Giada at the head and Bruno at her side. Men had served themselves beer on tap, but Giada hadn’t provided food yet. Though it was custom to break bread together before business, in this case, there were good reasons to wait until after.

After Bruno called the meeting quiet, Giada contemplated the men ringing the table before her. Some of them were older, of her father’s era or close to it. They still had about them the shadow of the old ways, but they were tired and past their prime. Some were about her age, made in her father’s time but brought up with her brother. They were rougher around the edges. Some were still professional, but others were more like Tommy, and Fabio, confusing cruelty with strength. These, she thought, were the real problem—the men who’d called Tommy their friend. And some were young, in their twenties or early thirties. They’d had no influence but Tommy, no education in the right way to be in their world, but they might be young enough to learn.

Giada had to figure out a way to lead these men, to bring them under her control and have their respect. She’d been voted in, and she’d taken the vow, but her work was only beginning. 

What she did tonight would set the board, and she’d have only this chance to declare the don she’d be.

“I called you here tonight because there is business to discuss that affects the whole family. Before we begin, however, I want our table to be closed and complete.” She turned to Bruno, who nodded and then turned to face the whole table.

He didn’t say a word, but a sudden commotion burst up at two points on the table—swift movement, heavy thuds, male screams of agony, all in tight harmony as if it had been rehearsed, and then another burst of general shock around the table as the others saw what had been done.

Two enforcers, Steve Abano and Mike Rossi, had, on Bruno’s cue, at Giada’s direction, slammed knives through the hands of two other men at the table: Danny Ferrari and Tonio Manelli. Ferrari and Manelli’s screams still resounded through the cavernous room, overwhelming the shocked cries of the men around them.

“What the fuck, man?!” Manelli shrieked when Rossi grabbed his loose hand back as he tried to free himself from the blade. “What the fuck?!”

Rossi didn’t answer. No one did. Giada sat quietly, watching, until the fuss abated, and the room was quiet except for the groans of the pinned men. 

Danny Ferrari and Tonio Manelli were both in their early forties, made by her father but brought up in her brother’s shadow. Men who’d called Tommy friend.

When all eyes were on her, she said, “Danny, Tonio. You were working with Fabio. You helped him plan the hit on me. You helped him open fire at me, on church grounds, out in the open, while I was standing with my sister-in-law, my nieces, and my uncle. My uncle took the bullets meant for me. You helped Fabio kill Vincenzo Sacco.”

“That wasn’t supposed to happen. You weren’t supposed to hide behind an old man like a stupid cow. What was supposed to happen was justice. You killed your own brother. Our don,” Ferrari snarled defiantly. “So get off, bitch.” He scanned the men around the table, turning his sweaty, pale face to and fro. “C’mon, stand with us! Do you really want to follow this chick? She killed Tommy! Did you all give up your balls?”

The other men at the table remained silent. Giada said nothing, but she shifted her eyes to Steve, standing at Ferrari’s side, making sure he didn’t free himself. When Steve met her eyes, he stepped behind Ferrari, and dropped a coil of wire from one hand.

On her orders, while the whole of the Sacco Family looked on, Danny Ferrari was garroted to death.

He fought, struggling mightily against the bladed twist of the wire. But Steve was big and powerful, and he kept Ferrari in his seat, though it rocked and bucked. 

It went on forever, the span of a lifetime. Ferrari’s face swelled and purpled, his eyes bugged, his tongue popped out like a meaty bubble. He fought so hard he managed to pull his pinned hand from the table. Blood streaked his neck, gushed over his scrabbling hands, soaked his shirt. Finally, it was over, and the silence in the room was so complete it seemed unnatural.

When Steve made to pull the body from the table, Giada raised a hand and stopped him. Then, with the misshapen face of a traitor on the table, she turned to Tonio Manelli. “Contrition gets you a bullet instead.”

Still pinned, Manelli stared across the makeshift conference table at his dead friend. Then his gaze traveled around the room, to the other men. He circled back and forth without meeting Giada’s eyes.

Then he did. He stared with wide eyes. Giada saw resistance become despair, and then resignation.

“Perdonami, donna. Ti prego, perdonami.”

She nodded, and Mike Rossi yanked his blade from Manelli’s hand, dragged the man from the table, threw him facedown on the floor, and put a bullet in his head.

Then she let her enforcers remove the bodies, and she faced the rest of the men. “I am a Sacco, but I am not my brother. I am not needlessly cruel. I’m not impulsive. I’m not stupid. And I do not sneak. When I seek justice or retribution, you’ll see me do it. You’ll know why. But I will seek it. This is my family. You are my family. I will keep us strong and whole, and I will not tolerate anyone who might try to weaken us. Tonight, during this meeting, the floor is open if you want to question what I’ve just done, or what I will do. But when this meeting is over, after that I will not be challenged by any but those I’ve tapped as advisors. Capite?”

After a beat of quiet, a muted chorus of various assents wrapped the table.

“Do you have questions now?”

No one spoke up.

“Bene. Then we’ll move on. I’m naming my circle. Bruno will be underboss. All capos will report to him. Soldiers will report to capos, as always. I’m making no changes at this time to that leadership. But I will remind you that I’m not my brother, and we’ll all be held to a standard of conduct that’s been lacking for some time.”

Before she said the next thing, Giada needed a breath. She took it as discreetly as she could, not wanting to seem nervous to say what she was, in fact, nervous to say. “I’m naming Angelo Corti as my consigliere.”

As she suspected, though she’d intimidated the hell out of the men by dealing with the traitors as she had, that news got their tongues moving. First, it was a general flare of shock, nearly as acute as when two of their own had been pinned to the table.

She waited it out. Then men started to ask her questions and make challenges, all at once, in a cacophony. She waited that out, too, and let Bruno get the men under control.

“Sit, simmer down,” he said. “One at a time, and remember who you’re talking to.”

A hand went up, and Giada nodded. “Connie?”

“I gotta ask the obvious question—he’s a Pagano man. How’s he sitting next to you?”

“Because he’s with me. Angie and Don Pagano have parted ways.”

“He broke his vow?”

Giada didn’t see who asked that, but she turned in the direction the question had come from. “No. The don did.” She leaned forward. “Look, I understand that you might have questions about a man from another family moving into ours at such a high level. There’s a limit to how much of my personal life I’ll give you, even now, while I’m entertaining your questions. But know this—we are together, he is at my side, and he will be advising me. I’m not making him a capo, not giving him any responsibility or profit from our business at this time, not until he’s proven himself as a Sacco man. But I want him to take our vows, and to be bound by them.”

“He killed Fabi. That was family business. Not for him to handle.”

Giada recognized that voice and found Frank Bello at the table.

“Yes. Of all the guards and armed men at that church, Angie Corti was the one who saw Fabio coming for me. No one in this room saw. Angie and my uncle are the reason I’m alive, and I am the reason Don Pagano turned him away. So I’m bringing him in. The question for you is whether he’ll be bound by honor and blood to us. As is our way, that is subject to a unanimous vote.

“And you trust him?” Frank asked.

She trusted him more than anyone in this room. “I do. Completely. If you trust me, then you’ll make him a Sacco man.”
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On a bright spring morning, with birds twittering in the trees, Giada sat beside her uncle’s new grave. The fresh earth smelled rich and warm, like the promise of a newly planted garden, but what was planted here was long past its flowering. The strong floral scent wafting around them came from the hundreds of cut flowers in the lavish arrangements clustered where his headstone would be.

His gleaming walnut casket, draped with an American flag, rested on the scaffold that would lower it into the ground soon. 

Enzo had served in the Marines and been to war, and he’d been prouder of that service than anything else in his life, so Giada had arranged for his burial in the Massachusetts National Cemetery, and for his funeral cortege to travel the sixty or so miles from St. Leonard’s. His headstone would be a simple cross rather than the elaborate monument of the family plot, but that was the best way to honor him. Enzo had been the best of them.

He had served the Sacco Family all his life, and been influential during her father’s long years as don. Though he’d been pushed from the family, and most of his compatriots had passed before him, his funeral Mass packed St. Leonard’s solid, and most of those stayed to follow the hearse to the cemetery. A sea of black surrounded Giada. And there was real grief for this loss, unlike for Tommy. The difference was palpable.

And security was super-sized. In addition to the extra security Giada had ordered, every major player had doubled their own guards.

Giada sat and stared at the casket, studied the weave and stitching of the flag. Angie sat beside her, his arm protective around her shoulders, and she felt his presence like a talisman. But inside the cocoon of his warm care, Giada was numb.

Enzo was a man she’d loved every day of her life, and she missed him desperately, but she sat at the graveside with dry eyes. She was weary and sad, but tears were nowhere near. Since the night of Tommy’s funeral and Enzo’s death, when Angie had stormed away from her, she hadn’t cried at all. 

She couldn’t afford the weakness of tears.

There was too much going on, too much she needed to be strong for. Taking control of the family. Winning over the Council and facing down Sicily. Dealing with the fallout of Fabio’s treachery, ferreting out the other traitors in their midst.

And bringing Angie to her side. He was now a Sacco man, sworn in blood. The men had voted him in unanimously, if not enthusiastically.

She’d meant what she’d told her family—she wouldn’t make Angie a capo yet, or give him any real role in the day-to-day operations of that business. He would have to build rapport and trust with the men first. For now, he was a true consigliere—her close advisor. And she was considering options for bringing him into Sacco Development. He’d been COO of Pagano Brothers Shipping for years; he had skill and experience that would be useful in her company. Her own COO had been with her for years, however, and she wasn’t prepared to push him out. 

For now, there was enough going on to keep Angie busy simply as her consigliere. Every day brought a new challenge. Tommy’s reign had been messier than she’d even known. And that mess had made dangerous holes she now had to locate and repair.

So no, she couldn’t afford the weakness of tears.

The priest finished the service, and the Marines in their dress uniforms and bright white gloves lifted the flag from the casket and folded it, moving in the practiced choreography of ritual. When it was a snug triangle, one of the Marines came and knelt before her, presenting the flag to her.

She nodded her thanks and took it. It was heavier than she’d expected, the fabric richer. She hugged it to her chest and let her head fall.

Angie’s arm tightened around her, and she wanted desperately to turn into his embrace. Instead she lifted her head and set the flag on her lap.

She couldn’t afford the weakness of grief.
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Giada held Enzo’s wake in his own house, the brownstone in Back Bay he’d lived in most of his life. He’d been a fastidious man with impeccable taste and a style with an Old World flavor. It seemed fitting that for the last stage of his farewell, his mourners should be surrounded by the man he was—or, at least, as much of that man as he’d ever felt safe to be.

For the rest of that whirl of a day, Giada held court, accepting condolences, understanding that there was more than sympathy to most such encounters. Though the shock and scandal of her rise still frothed through the social and business circles of their world, she had been accepted as don of the family. She’d heard whisperings and knew there were more than a few who expected her reign to be brief. It didn’t bother her. Those men would learn otherwise.

In the meantime, they paid her the respect of her station, at least to hedge their bets. Dons and other bosses from important organizations, as well as dignitaries of the Boston mainstream, took their turn to kiss her cheek and offer their sympathy—and to note that they’d like to talk business when the time was right.

Angie stayed nearby but didn’t hover. He seemed to know when to be close and when to give her space. Rumors flew, too, about his move from Pagano to Sacco, and his obvious closeness with Giada, and throughout the day she saw plenty of eyes watching their interactions. 

She was the center of a lot of gossip these days; she’d shaken their world like a tornado. The scheme she’d cooked up months ago to get the underworld’s attention had certainly paid off, though the costs had been far steeper than she’d been prepared to pay. 

Nick had attended Enzo’s Mass and burial, of course, and was at the wake, too. So was Donnie Goretti. To Giada, Nick was warm and cordial as ever. He didn’t acknowledge Angie at all, and she saw how badly the snub hurt.

Donnie, however, did greet his friend, and even pulled Angie aside for a few minutes of private talk during which Angie’s head had hung low. But they’d ended with a long hug.

Nick noticed that conversation and didn’t seem to take exception to it. When it was over, he showed no coolness with Donnie, but no more warmth to Angie. Still, if Nick would allow Angie at least some of his friendships, Giada thought that might be an encouraging sign. Angie had taken the Sacco vows and could never be a Pagano man again, and she was glad to have him at her side. But if Nick might someday be made to see he’d been cruel without cause, maybe the friendship could be repaired.

She would do what she could to make that happen.
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Finally, the last hand had been shaken, the last hug accepted. The caterers had cleaned up, packed up, and headed out, and the only people left besides Giada and Angie were Bruno, who’d sent his family home earlier, and Shorty, who had become her main body man. Two other guards stood watch outside, at the front and rear exits.

She stood at the long table in Enzo’s Queen Anne living room and flexed her shoulders and neck. God, she was tired.

Angie came up behind her and set his hands on her shoulders, squeezing gently, pulling her back to rest against him. He bent close and put his lips at her temple.

“You were amazing today.”

“Hmm,” was the only response she could muster.

Bruno came into the room. “I had some interesting conversations this afternoon we should talk about.”

“Not tonight,” Angie said.

Bruno’s eyes flicked to Angie and back to Giada. He’d readily accepted her call to move him to underboss and keep Angie close. The only challenge he’d made was to suggest she think carefully about how to tell the family about the situation—and he’d been right.

But he’d also made it subtly clear that he wasn’t entirely thrilled to have a man who’d been so close to Nick Pagano suddenly poised to know all the Sacco business. He treated Angie not with overt suspicion, but with a sense of alertness.

As far as Giada was concerned, it was matter of simple trust. She trusted Angie. As Nick should have.

“Yes, not tonight,” she agreed. “Enzo deserves at least this one whole day, Bruno.”

He nodded. “Capisco. Do you need anything else, donna?”

“No. Go home to your wife and kids. We’ll talk tomorrow. And send Shorty home, too.”

“Giada, a don needs real security. You can’t just send your guard away because it’s a little inconvenient.”

She stood up straight. “Can’t I?”

Bruno stared but didn’t answer. Giada stared back.

“I got her, Bruno,” Angie said. “She’s guarded. Keep the guys on her apartment building.”

Bruno’s eyes stayed on Giada. When she inclined her head, he sighed and nodded. “Okay. I’ll talk to you tomorrow. Buonanotte, donna.”

“Good night. Thank you, Bruno,” she said, giving him a smile.

When he was gone, and they were finally alone in Enzo’s big, dark museum of a house, Angie kissed her shoulder and said, “He’s not wrong, you know. Security isn’t just about keeping you safe, not when you’re don. A family gets thrown into a tailspin when its don is lost—or worse, taken.”

“I know.” She turned and faced him. “But I can’t imagine being safer with Shorty lurking in the shadows when I’ve got you right here at my side.”

He grinned, though the expression had lost some of its devil-may-care sparkle since his exile. “That’s true. I’ll keep you safe.”

They were alone. Exhausted, Giada allowed herself the luxury of sagging forward against Angie, letting his arms encircle and support her.

He held her close and kissed the top of her head. Such a simple gesture, but it brought with it memories of her childhood, of being in Enzo’s arms, feeling his kiss in the same place. Enzo had never known the things Tommy had done to her, because she never had said those things aloud to anyone, and never would. She’d pushed Tommy until he’d outed himself in front of his capos, so now that secret was known, in vagueness, among them, but she had not spoken it herself, and the men who knew had not mentioned it in her hearing. 

She would never utter those words.

Her uncle had known nothing, yet he’d known enough to understand she needed to feel pure love, protective love, so he’d swaddled her in his own lonely version of it and given her a place to feel safe.

He’d always been there for her. A mentor, a cheerleader, a sage, a warm fatherly presence, while her true father had been aloof and rigid. A protector, though he didn’t know what he shielded her from. If not for Enzo’s love, she might have become a woman like Fallon or Mia, who didn’t know they deserved more than the pain the men in their lives dealt them.

He’d always been there for her, and now he was dead. Shot down in the act of protecting her yet again.

His last act had been for her. He’d sacrificed his very life to keep her safe. He’d used his last breaths to tell her how proud he was of her, how strong he thought she was.

Weariness had so overtaken her that she didn’t know she was crying until she felt the wool of Angie’s suitcoat soaking under her cheek. This man who’d also sacrificed everything for her now held her snugly, pulling her into the shelter of his body, and she finally felt every agony of this great loss. 

Her knees buckled, but Angie held her up, took her weight. He said nothing, no soft, empty words meant to quiet her, no attempt to stem her grief. He held her and let her feel it at last.

She was safe with him. With him, she could take a moment to be weak, and he would hold her up.
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Settling his sweatpants at his hips, Angie left the bedroom and went looking for his woman.

As he headed to the main part of the apartment, he smelled coffee and heard doings in the kitchen, and he flexed his shoulders against the twitch through his spine. A month after his life had come crashing down and he’d found himself living in Boston with Giada, he was still not used to her full-time housekeeper, a gay man named Jonathan.

It wasn’t his gayness that bugged him, but his guyness. In fact, the gayness helped a little with the guyness, because the dude was fit and good looking, and if he’d been straight, Angie would have a whole different kind of trouble with him all up in Giada’s personal space.

It just struck him wrong to have a male housekeeper. Giada was surrounded by men who did her bidding.

Including, now, him.

He came into the big, bright expanse that was Giada’s main living space, an all-in-one kitchen, dining room, living room practically the size of a ballroom. Jonathan, in his white chinos and white polo that was, apparently, his uniform, smiled and poured him a cup of coffee.

“Good morning, Mr. Corti.” He set the cup at the end of the counter and pushed the sugar bowl close.

“Morning. Thanks.” He scooped a spoon of sugar and stirred it in. The sun streamed in from the wall of windows, and Angie saw Giada on the balcony, seated at the table, bathed in a sunbeam. Her dark hair shone and wisped like a shampoo ad, and the white silk of her robe fluttered in a whisper of breeze.

She was on the phone. Working already.

“Would you like some breakfast? Eggs, maybe?” Jonathan asked, and Angie pulled his attention back into the room.

There was a braided loaf of golden bread in a cloth-lined basket, and he could smell the warm sweetness. “Is that Italian sweet bread?” 

“It is.”

The guy made a lot of Italian foods. “You’re not Italian, are you?” He was blond and fair, but that didn’t necessarily mean he wasn’t. 

Jonathan laughed. “Nope. Just your garden-variety Euro-mutt. Healthy dollop of German. But I’ve been working for Giada a while, and she prefers Italian cuisine.”

“So do I. A couple slabs of that bread and some butter will do for me.”

“Coming right up.”

As Jonathan put a plate together for him, Angie leaned against the counter and considered the room before him.

Though Giada’s style of dress was sleek and assertive, in reds and blacks primarily, with lots of gold jewelry and perfect hair and makeup, her home was the polar opposite. Every single room, from this big, bright space to the bedrooms, bathrooms, office, and home gym was the same style and color scheme: pale pink and pearl grey on white. Even the wood floor throughout was a pearl-grey, wide-plank oak. The upholstery was pale pink leather or white wool. The area rugs were either patterned wool or deep sheepskin, in pink and grey or white. The walls were white—until you realized they were either the palest blush of pink or the slightest cloud of grey. The marble in the bathrooms? White with a pale grey vein. The wood furniture pieces? Distressed white. The metal finishes? Brushed chrome. Even the fucking lightbulbs had a pink cast.

And Giada herself? She was pinker and softer, too, at home. She tended to wear slouchy sweaters and soft leggings in faint pastels. Nothing sloppy—every moment of the day or night she was dressed, she was elegant—but much, much softer and more forgiving than the clothes she wore in the world.

It was all gorgeous, absolutely gorgeous, and living with her here he’d understood why her home was so different from the way she went out in the world. That bold red and severe black was her armor. This was her sanctuary.

But he was like a grizzly bear barreling through a spun-glass forest.

It was more than the male housekeeper he was having trouble getting used to. Everything about this world he’d fallen into fit him wrong. 

Jonathan handed him a pale pink plate with two thick slabs of sweet bread, the butter already melting delectably, and Angie picked up his pale pink coffee mug and went out to the balcony.

The clamor of a major city beginning its day overwhelmed him at once. Giada’s building was in the Financial District, right in the middle of the commotion, and Angie didn’t think he’d ever get used to the noise. He’d lived in Quiet Cove all his life—a little seaside town whose main industry was tourism. The loudest the place ever got was a summer Saturday on the boardwalk. When he’d gone out to sit on his patio in the morning, what he’d heard was seagulls and waves crashing, even away from the beach. Now what he heard was trucks backfiring. Cars honking. The T. The howl of the ships in Boston Harbor, much louder than the traffic in the Cove’s small harbor. Even from her penthouse atop this midsize building, the racket jarred his ears.

Giada’s call was over, and she looked up as he came out. “Good morning, bello.” She lifted her face and pursed her lips, and Angie bent to kiss her. “Mmm,” she purred as he sat down.

He wished he’d pulled a t-shirt on, too. The May morning, with the breeze coming off the harbor, had a chill.

“That was a pretty early call. There some kind of trouble?”

“It was Nick.”

Angie set his bread back on the plate and sat back. He hadn’t spoken to anyone in the Pagano Brothers since Enzo’s funeral, when Donnie had laid out the terms of his exile: he could return to Quiet Cove to handle personal business and see his blood family. He was to have no personal contact with any member of the organization. Any attempt to do so would result in his death. But as Giada’s consigliere, he could serve as her emissary for business purposes. Nick, however, would not meet with him one-on-one, under any circumstances.

Giada hadn’t, as far as Angie knew, had any contact with Nick herself, since the funeral. She’d been occupied straightening out the Sacco Family business and running Sacco Development as well.

Angie had been, more or less, twiddling his thumbs. Aside from trying to get to know and build a rapport with the Sacco men, who were deeply suspicious of him, and understanding the way this family ran, he’d had little to do. There was no place for him at Sacco Development. Unlike the Paganos, the light and dark sides of the Sacco Family operated almost entirely independently of each other. Currently, she was the only member of the family who also worked at the company.

Giada controlling both would give them a stronger nexus, but her C-suite offices were filled by legit business people. She couldn’t just fire her COO to make room for Angie. Her COO was a Wharton MBA who’d been with the company for almost twenty years.

Angie had a high school diploma and a talent for torturing people.

He was also good at managing them and their work, and had long years of experience, but Boston was not Quiet Cove. Giada did not own her town the way Nick owned his. She had to play well with others, and kicking a Wharton MBA to make way for a known thug would get her the wrong kind of notice and hurt her company.

So there was no place in management for Angie at Sacco Development.

Angie pushed those thoughts aside and focused on the matter at hand. “What did he want?”

“Gianni Abbatontuono fell out of bed. He broke his arm and his hip, and hit his head. He’s unconscious, and it’s pretty serious.”

What an ignominious way for a don like that, once feared across the country, to finish his life. 

“Fuck. If he goes, that’s two families in total chaos.” The Conti Family trouble had finally broken out into open civil war: Furlani and Ganza, the two capos who’d been vying for control, were both dead, and several other men besides. If they kept killing each other, there wouldn’t be a Conti Family left. The same fate loomed over the Abbatontuono Family—two capos who’d been carrying the weight of an ailing don, and the weak nephew who might or might not feel he should be heir. That all blew up the minute old Gianni got planted.

“It is. Nick wants to meet.”

Angie’s stomach lurched, and his few bites of sweet bread churned uncomfortably. He didn’t think he was ready to be in the same room with Nick again. “Council meeting?”

“No. Pagano, Sacco, and Marconi only. The three strong families.”

“Did he say anything more?”

“No. Just gave me the news and invited us to a meeting in Quiet Cove.”

In the room above West Egg, no doubt. The last time Angie had been in that room, Trey had been made.

He looked at his hand, at the newly healed red line across his palm. The Sacco ritual required a long cut to the palm rather than a slice along the trigger finger. There had been a few such differences, but at its heart, the initiation rituals of both families hit all the same notes.

Except that the first time, he’d been nearly overcome with pride. The second time had been the last step of his fall.

“Are you ready for that?” Giada asked, and when Angie looked up, he saw her gaze where his had just been, on that new scar. “To be a Sacco man at a table with Nick?”

“You want me there?”

She leaned close and took his hand, covering his palm. “Of course I do, bello. You are my consigliere. I need you there.”

“Then I’m there.”
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He’d expected it to be difficult. But when he topped the stairs leading to that room above West Egg, led by Donnie, who’d greeted them downstairs, Angie almost missed the last step. To be a visitor in a sacred space in which he’d once belonged was a pain greater than he’d been able to imagine.

Though Giada, Angie, and Bruno had arrived a few minutes early, the Marconi men were already ensconced: Vio Marconi and his underboss and consigliere, Ed Alberici and Jerry Lovatelli.

Nick had only Donnie with him. Though Angie was certain somebody had replaced him as head of security, at the very least, it appeared Nick had tightened his already small circle of trusted advisors down to one man. Donnie was smart, and wise, and steady, and he was both able and willing to speak truth to the don. But only one set of ears to hear Nick’s plans as they developed or share with him the discussion of a Council meeting? Only one voice to challenge Nick’s thinking? That was very nearly an echo chamber, and dangerous as fuck.

However, Angie wasn’t overly surprised. He knew no one who trusted more reluctantly than Nick, and a betrayal only made him warier.

The men at the table stood as Giada, Angie, and Bruno came into the loft. Nick went to Giada at once. “Thank you for coming, Giada.” He added a warm handshake and a kiss to the cheek.

“Of course,” Giada said. “There’s a lot going on.”

“Yeah, there is.”

As Vio greeted Giada, Nick turned to Angie. His expression, typically, gave nothing away, but there was a slight pinch at the outside corners of his eyes that was either anger or hurt. Normally, Angie would judge his inscrutable ex-don’s mood in the context of the situation, but in this case either anger or grief were appropriate. Or both.

“Angelo.” Nick offered his hand.

Angie shook it. “Nick.”

And that was that. Nick moved to Bruno, and, chest aching, Angie greeted Vio.
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Though this meeting wasn’t a full Council meeting, there was still a meal. It was a tradition in their world for meeting families to break bread together, and remember that they were family, before they conducted business. Billy Jones, the owner of West Egg, and Nick’s nominal ‘landlord,’ had a excellent chef and kitchen and wait staff, and Nick had arranged a simple but savory summer meal of Crab fra Diavolo, served with warm garlic bread and an excellent Lambrusco. 

Angie enjoyed the meal well enough but didn’t participate in the amiable chitchat that accompanied it. Normally, he would have, especially when there was talk of baseball, but today, he had no spirit for friendly talk. When he was addressed directly, he responded. Otherwise, he simply listened.

After a strawberry semifreddo for dessert, once the table had been cleared of all but coffee and the servers had returned to the kitchen, Nick got down to business.

“I wanted our three families to meet because right now, we’re the only viable families on the Council, and that’s a concern we need to address.”

Giada set her coffee cup on its saucer. “Has anyone had another update on Gianni? The last we heard was half an hour ago.”

“That’s fresher than my intel, maybe,” Vio said. “What is it?”

Giada turned to Angie. “Ange?”

He was the one who’d tracked down the intel, so it was appropriate for him to share it with the table now, but it felt like she was throwing him a bone. Still, he picked it up and answered, “He took another turn. There was bleeding on his brain, and it didn’t go so well when they went in to relieve it. They’ve got him on life support.”

“Fuck,” Donnie said. “He’s, what ninety-three? Why do that to him?”

“No DNR,” Angie answered. “Anyway, we want him still breathing, don’t we?”

“We do,” Nick agreed without looking Angie’s way. “It’s macabre, maybe, but as long as he’s alive, he’s don. The only don the Abbatontuonos have ever had. His family will hold onto a thread of order until he’s gone.”

“But when he’s gone ...” Vio made an ‘explosion’ gesture with his hands and whistled.

“Exactly,” Nick said. “And that’s a big problem, particularly with the Contis imploding at the same time, and Sicily breathing down our necks.

“Any more word on the Conti situation?” Bruno asked.

Nick turned to Donnie, who answered, “Furlani and Ganza dead. Three more capos: Breda, DeLuca, and Scarpa. Plus two lawyers, and four made men, all executed by other Contis.”

“Breda, DeLuca, and Scarpa, too?” Angie mused. “That’s their numbers guy and the two guys covering the northern export. Jesus. That’s the bulk of their work.”

“It’s also all their capos,” Nick added. “There’s nothing left of them but soldiers, and nobody to pay off law. The Feds will feed on that family down to the bone.”

“So will every other crew in Maine. It’ll be a fucking feeding frenzy,” Ed Alberici grumbled.

People thought of New England, and maybe especially Maine, as a place where the residents wore plaid and lived in quaint little seaside towns where they fished and smoked pipes and told seafarin’ yarns. All of that was true enough; Quiet Cove was just such a quaint little seaside town that earned its keep on the cozy stereotype.

But it was also on the coast of the Atlantic Ocean and nose to nose with Canada. Borders were where the dark shit got done best. The underworld thrived under that salt-kissed, wind-blown veneer. And Maine had a unique position because it was so rural and easily dismissed. Lots of territory no one was paying attention to.

With a wry laugh, Vio shook his head. “I’d just like to point out, here among friends, that the Marconis are the only family on the whole fucking Council who are just doing our work. I mean, I love you Nick, and I’m at your six, per sempre. And Giada, I’m fucking impressed. I’m not sure how I’d feel if we throw open our doors to women, but you, I got your back, too. I’m not wholly clear on how Angie’s sitting beside Giada now, but I’m smart enough to sketch it out, and I hope to hell that’s more stable than it looks. Because we three need to be stable. You all picked the worst possible moment to throw shit at our fan.”

“Or we happened upon an opportunity,” Giada said, and the whole table went quiet.

“Tell us,” Nick said.

“Sì. La prego di spiegare,” Lovatelli added.

Giada explained. “The Conti Family is dying. It’s killing itself. When Gianni goes, the Abbatontuonos will probably do the same. Between them, that territory covers Maine, Vermont, and New Hampshire. I’m curious what happens if we move on it, take it over amongst the three of us.”

Jerry Lovatelli, the oldest man at the table, goggled at her. “You’re sayin’ we turn on two families of this Council?”

He was obviously appalled, and condemnation dripped from his tone, but Giada didn’t flinch. “I’m saying we act before the ruin of forty percent of this Council takes down the other sixty percent.”

“There’s no honor in it.” Lovatelli turned and spat to make his point.

“Easy, Jer,” Vio said, patting his consigliere on the shoulder.

“Giada’s right,” Angie said and turned to Nick. “You just said it yourself. The Feds will feast on the Contis. With only soldiers left, can we count on omertà to hold? There’s nothing left for them to be loyal to. And we’ve all got business ties with them. They could take us all down, and it’ll be New York all over again.”

Nick gave him a brief, irritated squint, but didn’t answer.

Vio, however, did. “Same with the Abbatontuonos. When Gianni goes, if Leo makes trouble ...” he said.

“We’re facing a fight with Sicily over the right to make our families as we see fit,” Nick said, willing to respond to Vio if not to Angie. “Can we fight them and each other at the same time?”

“New York will pitch a fit if we three get stronger,” Bruno said. “We need New York on our side if Sicily sends in the troops. Those motherland bastardi are hardcore.”

“I find I need a straight answer,” Vio said. He waved his hand, from Nick to Angie and back again. “What’s goin’ on with you? I see Nick can’t hardly look at Angie, and Ange, you’re throwing daggers. I’m worried.” He turned to Nick. “If you tell me whatever this is won’t blow shit up, too, I’ll believe it, but I need to hear you say the words to me.”

“It’s stable. It’s done.” Finally, Nick looked at Angie straight on. “Yes?”

“Yeah,” Angie agreed, keeping his look level while his heart twisted into a bloody knot. “Done.”

“Okay,” Vio said, with a last unsatisfied squint at them both. “If you say so. Then let’s get back to business and figure this other shit out.”

Nick leaned back and crossed his arms. He picked up the thread of conversation like it had never been dropped. “We can’t lose two families right now. Until this disagreement with Sicily is settled, we can’t afford to take damage from within, or lose allies. We need to do what we did for Giada. With the Abbatontuonos, we need to throw in with the man we want to lead, all of us together. Pick a leader, get him seated, get him beholden. The Contis—we let that go too long. That’s a lost cause.”

At Angie’s side, Giada tensed subtly at the word ‘beholden.’

“It’s Maine, though,” Angie said before she reacted more. “We can’t just throw up our hands.”

Nick glanced his way but didn’t answer. Another blink-brief tensing of his eyes showed he didn’t like Angie pushing him. Angie felt a little petulant pleasure at that.

“Angie’s right,” Donnie said. “We gotta do something about Maine, and fast.”

“We each send a team up there,” Giada suggested. “Enough to take the lead on the business and manage the men left. Repair the connections, get things running right, end the bloodshed. Any profit, we split equally three ways. Any disagreements get settled at the table. When the dust settles with Sicily, we see where we are and make more permanent arrangements.”

“I like it,” Vio said after a moment.

Nick took longer to answer. “I don’t like making such a big move so quickly.”

Angie almost smiled. Nick was almost pathologically patient in matters such as these. He virtually never reacted in heat. He wanted the board in his favor at all times, and he took the time to see that it was.

But in this case, that time was not available.

The table waited to see if he had more to say.

“Bene,” he finally said. “Let’s put it together. I’ll call down for more refreshments.”
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Since they were in the Cove already, after the meeting—which lasted two more hours—Angie sent Giada back to Boston with Bruno and went to his house to pack up some things. The process had been slow, because he hated coming back to the Cove now, and stirring up so many painful feelings, and because he didn’t know what to keep and what to do something else with. There was no room in Giada’s perfectly decorated penthouse for his unremarkable shit. All he’d managed to move was his clothes and shoes. 

It had been a month, and he didn’t know what to do with his crap. He should just sell it all, or give it away, or fucking burn it. None of it was especially valuable. Giada had everything.

But that was all her shit, and this was all his shit. His life had been completely sucked into hers, and here he stood, in the midst of the home that he’d made for himself. The home that had been his. The home he’d lost. He couldn’t pack it, or get rid of it, or destroy it. If he did, he was afraid he’d go up in flames himself.

Which was a fucking ridiculous thing to think, and yet here he was, an empty box dangling from his hand.

His front door opened, and his sister’s voice called out, “Angie? Knock knock.”

“In here, shrimp.”

A shrill squeal alerted him that Tina wasn’t alone. And then a tiny tornado whirled into his living room and barreled at him.

“Unca Angie!”

“Hey, Crispy!” He dropped the box and swept his youngest niece, Chrissy, into his arms. She was almost five, but small for her age, apparently taking after her mother in that way. But she talked a blue streak and threw attitude like a teenager.

“What’s the box?” she asked, fiddling with his crucifix, as was her habit.

“It’s a box.”

She rolled her eyes. “But what’s it for?”

“To pack up smarty-pants little girls, that’s what.” He bent down and set her in it. She squealed gleefully as he folded the flaps over. “Now, where’s that tape?”

“Mail me to Argentina!”

“Argentina?” He looked at Tina, who rolled her eyes and shrugged. “Why Argentina?”

“That’s where Aunt Bina is from!”

“Well, okay. Better get my address book.” He stood straight and smiled at his sister. “What’s up, Teenie?”

“We were driving back from ballet class, and I saw your car. I didn’t know you were home.” She came close and hugged him. Usually, Angie was only good for a couple seconds of family hugging, but this time, he held on.

“I’m just here for a minute, trying to figure out what to do with my shit.”

“SHIT’S A BAD WORD, UNCA ANGIE!” Chrissy shouted from the box. “LIKE FUCK AND ASS.”

Tina and Angie burst out laughing together, and it felt good. “Sorry, Miss Manners,” he said.

“I’m Miss PAGANO, silly.”

Pagano. His sister had married into the don’s family. Yeah, his little niece was closer to Nick now than he was.

“Right, right. Sorry again.”

“Well,” Tina said. “I’m glad you’re here, because I needed to talk to you, and I’m glad to do it in person.”

That didn’t sound like good news. “Yeah? What’s up?”

“We got some offers after the open house. There was a little bidding war. Best offer is fifteen thousand over asking.”

Angie blew out the breath that blow had knocked loose. “That’s good.”

“Yeah? You’re okay with it?”

Their family home had been empty for months now, and on the market for a couple weeks. He’d come to terms. Mostly. But right now, the truth landed hard. Soon, it wouldn’t be their family home anymore. All those years of life would be painted over, remodeled, redecorated. Forgotten.

“Yeah, of course,” he said. “Just point me to the dotted line.”

She smiled and hugged him again. This time, he pushed her off more quickly.

He looked around the room. “I guess I’d better get in gear and get this one on the market, too, before the season’s over, so I need to start filling boxes.”

“Do you want help?” Tina asked.

“Nah. I gotta do it myself. I just ... I don’t know. None of this ... stuff ... fits at Giada’s, and none of it should matter that much, but I can’t let it go.”

That was more than he meant to say to his sister. Sharing wasn’t his game.

Tina looked up at him with her huge dark eyes. “Ange, I—I don’t understand what happened, and I know you can’t tell me. And I like Giada. But this is ... it’s all so fast. It seems like you’re ... giving everything up.”

Having it taken away from him, rather. “I don’t have a choice, Teenie. And I’m glad to be with Giada. That’s good. It’s good with us. I love her, and she loves me, and that’s all I’ve got right now.”

“No, it’s not. You have us.”

Tina would never be able to understand, and it wasn’t her fault. He was the defective one, who’d been unable to fit right with his wonderful family. He loved her and Matt, and their kids, and he knew they loved him. But he would never be more than a bystander in their lives. A guest.

Which was what he felt like at Giada’s, too. A welcome guest, but a guest nonetheless.

“Could you take the piano?” he asked, because he needed to move away from that topic. “Maybe one of your kids could learn.”

“You can’t give that up, Ange. It’s yours. It should be yours.”

He went to the worn old hunk. The original dark walnut finish showed decades of wear—the wear of loving use, and of benign neglect. A complex Venn diagram of moisture rings from many sweating glasses perched on the corner over the years. The chipped corners from Angie and Matt crashing into it as they chased each other around the house. The smooth, pale spots where hands had lifted and lowered the fallboard thousands of times. 

“It doesn’t fit in Giada’s place at all. Even if I could find a space for it, the whole apartment is professionally decorated with the same colors, and this ain’t it.”

He brushed his hand across the fallboard, his fingertips swirling over one of those worn spots. It wasn’t like he ever played the thing. He hadn’t played it since the day he’d had it moved into this spot, and before that it had been decades since he had. Why did it hurt so much to imagine losing it?

Tina came to his side and set her hand on his. “Angie. You have to fit where you live. If you don’t, and you can’t make room for yourself there, you shouldn’t live there.”

Turned out, they hadn’t moved on from the topic of his guest-ness at all.

“HEY!” Chrissy yelled from behind them, exploding the somber mood to dust. They turned and saw her standing in the box, pudgy fists on her hips, her wild curls bouncing. She wore a denim skirt and a tiny black t-shirt emblazoned with a glittery tiara and the words Self-Rescuing Princess. “YOU FORGOT ME!”

Angie went to her and picked her up. “We didn’t forget you. We were conferring about you.”

“What’s conferring?”

“It means talking. We decided we can’t mail you to Argentina, Crispy. You’d cost a fortune in postage.”

“That’s because I’m precious,” she asserted with the perfect confidence of a perfectly loved child.

“Yes you are,” her mother said and kissed her hand. “Besides, if you went away, we wouldn’t have you, and what would we do without you?” She looked at Angie as she asked. “Family keeps together.”

Chrissy thought about that for a minute, wrinkling her face in concentration, then bobbed her head. “Yes. What would you do without me?”

Tina smiled at her little girl and gave Angie a look he didn’t want to read.
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Giada woke to the alluring sensation of Angie’s big hand brushing long circles over her hip and thigh.

Before he’d moved in, she could count on one hand the number of times she’d woken in her bed with a man, and that had been by design. Her past with Tommy had made her very touchy about being touched in her sleep, waking to a man with sex on his mind. The fact that her brother’s ‘attentions’ had stopped more than thirty years ago had not dulled those memories.

Now, she woke every morning in company, beside a man who always had sex on his mind. Usually, she woke earlier than he did, because she worked out before her day started. But sometimes, on weekends, for instance, or after a particularly late night, he woke first.

Thankfully, Angie was unusually intuitive, and much more considerate than he gave himself credit for. He also had a surprising regard for personal boundaries—surprising because it was his job, and his skill, to push through people’s walls and dig until he found secrets and buried truths. But he let Giada have hers.

When she’d mentioned her pleasant surprise, and why she’d expected otherwise, he’d had a ready answer. It was a boundary of his own, between his work and his personal life. As an enforcer and interrogator, he was cold and cruel. There was nothing he wouldn’t do to a mark to get what he needed. He pushed until he knew the answers, or until there was no one left to give him answers. If he were like that outside his work, he’d told her, his soul would have burned to cinders long ago. So he left the people in his life their secrets unless he had no choice.

Giada had only one secret from him, and if he’d pried, it might have ended them. It was a secret she’d kept as a child out of fear, and one she’d kept since so that it might someday finally fade into the ether, lost the way so many childhood memories are finally lost. To speak them would be to revive them. To relive them.

And at last they were, after so many years, beginning to fade. Now that Tommy was gone, and his presence could no longer breathe fresh life into them, and now that she was in daily, intimate contact with a man she could trust, a man she loved, the memories were losing their power. As long as they could be ignored, she had hope they might let go entirely someday.

So she was adjusting to being in her first relationship and sharing her life with a man. She’d picked a good one to share with. 

She told Angie what she liked or didn’t like, and he accepted those limits without asking why. Occasionally, he’d give her a wry little smirk and call her a control freak, but, seeing as she absolutely was a control freak, she didn’t mind his teasing.

He respected her boundaries, and she was trying to bring them down for him. He didn’t mind her taking charge, but he preferred to be dominant in bed, and Giada had discovered that, with the right man, her own top-ness was less fixed than she’d thought.

It helped to know he wouldn’t push—he’d prod a little, test the firmness of the limit, but not try to cross it unless she brought it down herself. She could trust him, and so she could give up control to him.

It also helped that Angie’s brand of dominance wasn’t focused on his pleasure but on hers. He got off on getting her off.

Thus, she had learned that it was extremely enjoyable to wake with a broad, warm body at her back, wrapping her close, and a large, strong hand caressing her skin. He knew not to get too intimate until she was awake, and Giada had discovered the bliss of being caressed to consciousness.

Now, she sighed and squirmed closer to him, pressing her ass against the hard length of his wonderful cock.

A sultry chuckle stuttered over her bare shoulder. “There she is. Morning, beautiful.”

“Ciao, bello,” she moaned as his hand skimmed over her ass, into her cleft, and slipped between her legs.

“Mmm,” he purred when his fingers found her pussy and she quivered in his hold. “Wet and ready.”

As he fingered her he shifted, sliding his other arm under her and closing it around her, taking a breast in his hand.

“Fuck, Angie,” she gasped when his fingers closed on a nipple. “You know what I like.”

“Yes, I do,” he murmured, and his fingers, slick with her wet, slipped from her pussy to play at her anus. “I know everything you like.” With that, he pushed a finger in, just a little, and pressed at her rim. “It’s Saturday, belladonna. Wanna play a while?”

Oh, yes, she really did. But she’d just woken up.

“Let me go to the bathroom.”

Another chuckle as his lips caressed the skin behind her ear. “Okay.”

He backed off, and, reluctantly, she slipped from the bed and crossed the room, her legs unsteady and tracers of his touch still flaring all her nerves.

When she came back, he’d tidied up the bed and gotten the lube out—and one of her favorite vibrators as well. The covers on her side were folded neatly back, her pillows set aside, and he sat on his side, propped against the padded headboard and looking ridiculously hot, with his broad, beautiful chest bare and all his rich olive skin standing starkly out against her white linens and blush pink headboard.

Her whole apartment was so girly. She’d never thought of it—or herself—as girly until Angie’s big, virile, swarthy self had become a steady presence in her heart, home, and life.

She wasn’t truly sharing a life with him, not yet. She’d simply made room for him in the life she already had. He’d given up everything for her. She’d have to make some changes, go as all in as he had, make sure he understood that they were in this together. Completely.

His whole life had turned upside down. Not only was that at least significantly if not entirely her fault, but all of her attempts to help him had been too much like rescue. This was a man as assertive and dominant as she was, who’d lived a life alone like she had. He didn’t want rescue any more than she did.

She’d brought him into her life, but he didn’t have his own. They needed to make a new life together. Something that was of them both.

Angie cocked his head. “Okay, G?”

Giada realized she was still standing in the bathroom doorway, her thoughts detouring from the delights he clearly had in store for her.

She wanted to explain what she was thinking, but the thoughts weren’t fully formed yet. So she smiled at this surprising, enticing man. “Everything is great.”

He slapped the bed beside him, “Then get back over here.”

She hurried back to bed. Knowing what he intended, she slid in with her back to him, and he was on her at once, pushing her onto her belly, kicking her legs wide to settle between them.

Giada sighed and closed her eyes, tucking her face against her arm, hooking her hands over the top of the mattress, as Angie’s heavy heat encompassed her.

He began with just the weight of his body and the wet of his mouth, covering her shoulders, her neck, her back, with slow, sultry kisses, moving down to her waist and back up, tucking his face at her ear to whisper dirty things in two languages, then tracing another path downward.

Even his legs caressed her, flexing with his gyrations, brushing against her thighs and calves. His hard cock teased her, grazing her legs, her ass, making promises.

Then he pushed a pillow under her hips, and she felt him reach for the things he’d set out in readiness. Giada shifted her legs, bringing her knees up to offer her ass. 

“Ah, è bellissima,” he murmured, and his lubed fingers slipped into her cleft, swirled around her anus, dipped in. He pushed a second finger in, spread her open, then slipped away.

Giada moaned and squirmed.

“You want me there?” he asked on a growl. She could hear his hand on his cock, making himself slick.

“Yes, yes. Please,” she moaned.

“Well, you asked so nicely ...”

He lifted her hips a bit more, and Giada took in and let out a deep breath as his cock pushed at that tighter entry. Always, when they did this, he took his time, eased in slowly, let her accommodate him, moving in and out by increasing degrees until he was buried deep.

When he was, her whole body contracted around him, pulling him deeper, never wanting to let him go. The sensation of him filling her this way was intensely intimate, and utterly overpowering. It was also liberating. This was undiluted pleasure, without any stigma of the past. Angie wasn’t the first man who’d taken her up the ass, but he was the first she hadn’t paid to do it.

The first man she’d trusted solely for his care of her.

Her brother had never done this. This was entirely hers. And, now, Angie’s.

“Jesus, G!” he muttered when she flexed and writhed under him, drawing him deeper, holding him there. “You feel so fucking good.”

The only answer she could muster was a moan.

Before he began to build a rhythm, he slipped the Rabbit into her pussy and switched it on.

Giada cried out, slamming her hands onto her head as her nerves caught fire.

“Fuck, that’s ... fuck!” Angie gritted above her. “The way that feels ...” Then he began to thrust, slipping easily in and out while he held the Rabbit humming inside her and on her clit.

Like the first time they’d done this, her climax was on her within a minute of this magnificent multiple stimulation, and she started to rock with him, getting hold of that release and forcing it as high as it would go. When she was screaming, Angie hooked his one free arm across her chest and dragged her to her knees. She was lost in maddening ecstasy, and he kept going, thrusting into her, working the vibrator, and now he had her breast, too, and his mouth was on her shoulder, biting down at the join with her neck.

She came twice in quick succession, orgasms like shotgun blasts, bursting white hot pleasure so intense her muscles turned to steel.

With one final, violent thrust, Angie shouted and went just as rigid as she.

They came back to earth together, and he brought them to the bed, easing the vibrator out before slipping slowly, tenderly from her himself. For a long time, they lay together in a jumble, panting and dazed.

All her life she’d denied herself the connection of love, because in her family, if she’d had this, she couldn’t have had anything else. Though she had wanted love, the sacrifice demanded of her had been too great. She hadn’t wanted to give up who she was as a person to be sublimated into the single role of wife and mother. Now, when she’d made herself powerful enough to tear down such silly traditions, she could realize—admit—that she hadn’t been everything she could be as a person until she’d also had this. Because she had also wanted this.

“I love you, Angelo Corti,” Giada said when she could.

“Ti amo, Giada Sacco,” he replied.
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“What do you think?”

Angie walked through his roomy new office—still a bit bare, but nicely furnished with the basics, and with a beautiful view.

Finally, he stood at the glass wall overlooking the city. “It’s beautiful. Keeps me conveniently close to my sugar mama. I can be on call for nooners.”

Stung, Giada gave the door a hard kick, and it slammed closed. She stalked to the window and grabbed his arm. He turned.

“Stop that,” she said, daring him with her eyes to make another nasty crack.

“Sorry. I just ... you invented a position for me, G. A C-level position. That’s gonna look like exactly what it is. Me fucking my way to the top.”

He was struggling, she knew, feeling lost and insecure, so he must not have been able to hear what he was saying about her, too, when he made ugly comments like that. 

“I did not ‘invent’ a position for you. Chief Security Officer is a legitimate position, and it fills a gap in our suite. Look, you need straight work to account for your earnings. This is the work you did before—at least part of it—and you did that beautifully. You were C-level for years with Nick. You are more than qualified for the position, and adding the title to the roster means I didn’t have to displace anyone else. I just shifted a few responsibilities around. No one’s complaining but you.”

She’d been relieved—thrilled, in fact—when she’d worked out this solution to the puzzle of finding Angie a straight position. She already had a Chief Operating Officer, a Chief Personnel Officer, and a Chief Information Officer—which covered pretty much everything Angie described as his work as COO at Pagano Brothers Shipping. Dismissing or realigning any of those executives would have caught notice, and not the good kind, in the Boston business world. And a C-level severance package that might have quieted talk would have been expensive as hell. 

Security and intelligence work had been covered by her CPO and CIO, among the ranges of their responsibilities. When she’d read an article referring to another company’s CSO, a lightbulb had gone off. Adding the title to their roster had been a matter of convening the board, all of whom were a little intimidated by her and generally ready to give her what she wanted, so long as she kept profits strong. Which she did, so they had.

She’d moved security personnel and digital security, as well as research and intelligence gathering, into his portfolio. He was in charge of protection and enforcement again—work he was supremely qualified for.

And it stung like a lash to hear him call her a sugar mama. 

“I’m not complaining,” he countered. “And I’m grateful. I’m just trying to get my head around ... everything. It’s not so easy needing so much help. I’ve been handling my own shit for more than thirty years, and now ...”

She reached up to cup his face in her hands. “I don’t want you to be grateful, bello. This isn’t rescue. It’s not charity. You don’t need either. This is mutual benefit. I need you. In my business and in my life. I’m not saving you, Angelo. I’m loving you.”

He smiled, seemingly convinced. “Okay. I’m an asshole.”

“You’re not. But don’t dirty up how we feel about each other with shitty cracks like ‘sugar mama.’ That hurt.”

“Perdonami,” he murmured and bent to kiss her.

“Sei perdonato,” she answered and made the kiss more.
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A few nights later, after dinner, and with Jonathan gone for the day, Angie and Giada sprawled in comfortable companionship on the media room sofa, having a quiet night in. The Sox game was on the television, and Giada, not a sports fan, had her legs in Angie’s lap, getting an absentminded foot massage as she perused real estate reports on her tablet. The thoughts that had sprouted the week before had begun to sink roots, and she set her work aside and instead browsed a few sites on her tablet until the idea fully flowered.

She set the tablet on her belly. There was a commercial on the television, and Angie had picked up his phone. “Hey. We should move.”

He answered without looking up from his phone. “Where d’you want to go?”

“No, I don’t mean get moving, go do something. I mean I should sell this place, and we should move.”

Now she had his attention. He set his phone aside and muted the television, though the game was coming back on. “Please?”

“I know you’re not comfortable here, Angie.”

His eyes were steady. “It’s a beautiful place, G.”

“And it’s pink in every corner. Everything here is mine. I saw your house, bello. I know this isn’t your style.”

“I don’t know what my style is. I just bought shit I thought looked comfortable.”

“So that’s your style. Which isn’t this. And this—I love it, but it’s my style because I wanted a place that was soft and soothing, where I would feel safe and comforted. I didn’t have anyone in my life to make me feel that way. Now I do.” She sat up, leaned close. “If we’re making a life together, I think we need to make it fresh together. Not what you had before or what I had before. Something that’s ours.”

For several seconds, he considered her without speaking, his eyes moving back and forth over her face. “That’s what you want? To make a whole life together?”

Her heart fluttered uncomfortably. “Don’t you?”

He patted her feet and eased them off his lap. “Hold on.” Then he got up and left the room.

Insecure was the feeling Giada hated above all others. She sat here now while that feeling filled her to the top. She’d known he was struggling to find his place in Boston. She’d known his sense of himself had been stripped to the tender meat since Nick had pushed him out. A man like Angie, maybe he simply couldn’t cope with a woman strong enough to stand beside him, or above him.

Maybe he wasn’t so surprising after all.

He was back within a minute or two, but by then Giada was on her feet, pacing, organizing her thoughts, preparing for a fight. Girding herself for the blow.

She spun on him at once, but he was smiling. And holding a small square box. Giada froze. “Angie?”

“You know last week, when I took my dad’s ring in to get the setting repaired?”

Giada nodded stiffly, her eyes fixed on the box in his hand. She’d sent him to the estate jeweler who took care of her grandmother’s ruby ring, which she wore daily.

“I had to wait a minute, and I was looking around. I saw this, and I thought it was almost beautiful enough to deserve being on your finger. I’ve been thinking about us, and where we’re headed, for a while—shit, maybe since we were headed anywhere. I had some things I needed to work out in my head before I asked, though, because, honest to God, G, it’s hard to figure out how to start life all over again at fifty fucking years old.”

He stepped closer. “I bought it because I didn’t think I’d ever find another ring worthy of you. I held onto it because I wasn’t sure I wouldn’t turn into an asshole if I couldn’t get my head straight, and I needed to square up with that first. The asshole in me was already starting to bleed out a little.”

He was right about that—nothing too harsh, but a few cracks like that sugar mama thing. Giada had read them not as signs he was an asshole, but that he was hurting.

“I’ve been feeling like a guest in your life,” he said, in concert with her thoughts. “I know you want me here, I feel that, too, but I’m in your house, with your things. I’m in your work, too, and your family, and it’s hard to see how to turn so I’ll fit. With Nick was the only place I’ve ever felt like I fit, and since I lost that ...” 

He paused, studied the box in his hand for a second, cleared his throat. “I lost that. But now I have you. I’ve been trying to get over myself, figure out how to fit here, because yeah, I want a life with you. Loving you—sometimes I think I was missing out all this time, not feeling this, and then I think I’m glad I never felt it with anybody else. But this new-start thing, it ain’t easy. What you just said—I think that’s what I needed. For you to see it. If we make something new together, it’ll fit us both. So I agree. We should move.” He grinned suddenly. “And you should marry me.”

He opened the box. Giada’s mouth dropped open. The ring inside was an emerald-cut diamond set in platinum and surrounded by a ring of small round diamonds. The center stone had to be at least five carats, maybe as many as seven. Even by her standards, that ring had cost a fortune. It was also exactly her style and positively spectacular.

“Oh, bello! It’s gorgeous. But it’s too much!”

“If you mean it’s too expensive, no, it’s not. First, as you pointed out, I don’t need a sugar mama. I’m fuckin’ loaded. And second, the sale of my folks’ house paid out. I like the idea of using some of my share for this. It’s kinda poetic: the life I was born in paying to start the life I’m reborn in. Also, third, I need an answer, G.”

“Is it too soon, Angie? Are we rushing into a life together?”

The wedding that had started their twisty ride together had happened in February. It was now the beginning of June. Barely more than three months. In that time, both their lives had changed dramatically. Their coming together had changed a whole world, and they were still experiencing the fallout. Wouldn’t it be prudent to let the dust settle before they made another big move?

As if she’d answered his question rather than asked another, he smiled and took the ring from the box. Tossing the box aside, he lifted her hand and slid the beautiful piece of art on her finger. “I’m fifty years old, Giada. You’re almost forty-six. How much longer do you think we should wait?”

She lifted her hand and watched the ring glitter and glint in the light. It was about a half-size too big, but otherwise, oh, it was perfect.

Giada had lived her whole life without love. It had been a choice, a sacrifice.

Or maybe she’d only been waiting—for the right man, one who would support her, and love her for her strength. A man with whom she could have everything.

Maybe she’d been waiting for her soulmate.

Maybe she’d been waiting for Angelo Corti. 

She looked up and smiled at this surprising man. “Not a second longer.”
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Matt came up from the cellar, carrying a dusty box. “Okay. That’s everything but the pool table and that ugly old bar.”

With a new life before him, one he felt an equal member of, Angie had finally found the motivation to pack up this house and get it on the market. It was June, so he hadn’t quite missed the peak season. On this Saturday, while Giada and his sister were doing wedding planning in Boston, Angie and his brother were working on his house in Quiet Cove. This evening, Tina would bring Giada to the Cove for a family cookout.

Wanting a fresh, new start, he was taking a few things to Boston, but not many. The piano, of course. The pool table that had been his first decadent purchase. The mementoes of his parents. Those things would be in storage for a while, until he and Giada found a house they both loved.

Otherwise, he had a whole lot to donate to the Catholic thrift shop, a fair amount to trash, and a few things to keep in the house for ‘staging’ purposes while it was on the market, and then go to the thrift shop.

Angie put down a last strip of tape to seal the box he’d packed. “When the movers come for the piano, they’ll get the pool table, too. The bar was here when I bought the place, and it’ll be here when I sell it.” He considered the box in his brother’s arms. “What the fuck is that?”

Matt grinned. “It’s marked ‘Hot Traxx.’ Two Xs. Found it at the back of the cabinet under the stairs. Is it what I think it is?”

Angie laughed. “Oh shit. I forgot about that. I’ve been movin’ it around with me?” When he was a kid, he’d wanted to be a deejay. It was the first job he could remember ever wanting—and he was pretty sure the next one was ‘Pagano man.’ That box was full of tapes he’d made with his old man’s old reel-to-reel recorder, and then his own cassette recorder, doing make-believe radio sets, playing music, doing deejay schtick, and even commercials.

He’d thought he was really something.

“I figured that got thrown out from the cellar at the house,” he said. “I don’t remember when I took it, or how long I’ve been lugging it around.” It was silly kid stuff, crucially important when he was ten, but ridiculous now.

“You want to keep it?” his brother asked.

Angie considered that old, battered box. He felt a nostalgic tug, but it was part of a life that had died long ago. “Nah. Silly kid stuff. Trash pile.”

Matt frowned. “You sure?”

He had another think. He and Giada were building something new, something fresh, and, anyway, he didn’t need to keep dragging a box around that he’d sealed up decades ago. “I’m sure.”

“Okay. The truck’s about full. You ready for a run to the thrift shop? Maybe grab a bite, too?”

Checking his watch, Angie noted that it was past noon. He was hungry, but he hesitated. It felt odd, uncomfortable, to be in the Cove and know it was not his home anymore, and could never be. Moving through the town, even just driving to this house or his brother’s or sister’s place, and going past landmarks so familiar he’d spent his life not noticing them, seeing them now as things no longer part of his home, caused an ache in his gut—as did the strange discomfort, the wariness that he might come face to face with Nick, or Donnie, or any of the men he’d once led. He was no longer one of them. He was, in fact, persona non grata.

But the nearest St. Vincent de Paul thrift shop was outside the Cove, and Matt would be driving.

“Yeah, okay. As long as I’m back by two, when the movers are supposed to be here.”

“Cool,” Matt said with a grin. “I could use a stuffie.”

Matt went out to the truck while Angie locked the doors and went through the garage to close the overhead on his Hellcat inside. He ducked under the lowering door and stood—and then froze. 

Nick’s Maserati was parked on the street, and the don himself leaned on the fender. When he saw Angie, he stood straight.

Matt stood like a statue at the driver’s door of the Corti Market van. Angie went to him, a nest of snakes writhing in his belly. It was one thing to face Nick at a business meeting—difficult but doable. This, though—Angie didn’t know what it meant, what to expect.

“I don’t know what to do,” Matt muttered.

Neither did Angie. “Gimme a minute.”

He crossed his lawn—it needed a mow—and Nick approached him as well. They met near the weeping willow tree he’d always meant to pull out. 

“Don Pagano,” he said, needing to speak first. He offered his hand.

Nick took it and shook firmly. “Angie.”

“What can I do for you?”

Nick took a slow breath and cleared his throat. “I talked to Tina on Memorial Day.”

The Pagano family did Memorial Day up big—what had started decades ago as a family cookout had become the whole town’s summer kickoff. Nick, with Donnie, and, for a time, Angie, had been planning to participate more than usual this year, as a renewed promise to protect the town and keep it healthy, after the destruction of last summer.

Despite everything, Angie had still been invited, because by Tina’s marriage he was family with the Paganos, but he’d declined. That had been two weeks ago.

What had Tina done in his absence? What could she possibly have done that would have Nick here now?

“I’m sorry if she said something she shouldn’t.” An apology seemed prudent.

Nick shook his head. “I thought so at first, but I’ve had time to think. Maybe she said something she should have.”

“I don’t understand, don.”

Seeming more uncomfortable than Angie thought he’d ever seen him, Nick looked around the neighborhood. His glance landed on Matt and lingered there. “I’d like to sit down and talk.”

Angie still didn’t understand, but he nodded. “Yeah, okay. Let me talk to my brother for a sec.” When Nick nodded, Angie went back to Matt.

Before he could say anything, Matt said, “How ‘bout I take the load myself and get take-out stuffies on the way back.”

“You mind?”

“Not at all, bro. That looks important.”

Angie turned back and regarded Nick, waiting. “Yeah, I don’t know.”

Matt slapped him on the arm. “Back in an hour or so.”

He got in the truck, and Angie went back to Nick. “Let’s go inside. I got beer in the fridge.”
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Angie brought a couple of ‘Gansetts over, and they sat at the kitchen table he was leaving behind while the house was on the market.

Nick faced the doors to the back yard and took a couple drinks from the bottle. Just as Angie’s confused agitation rose to its limit, Nick said, “I don’t think anybody ever hurt me like you did, Ange. Not since I was a kid.”

Angie had been in the midst of a swig from his bottle. What was in his mouth became a stone as he swallowed. Nick had come here to punish him some more? And what did that have to do with Tina?

There was nothing he could say, so he said nothing. He stared at the label on his bottle and stewed. 

Nick turned to him. “Angie.”

Angie was suddenly very tired. Enough was enough. He’d been punished. He’d lost everything. And he’d moved on. No longer was he a disgraced, exiled, ex-Pagano man. Now he was the Sacco Family consigliere. And an executive at a major Boston real estate development firm. 

He looked straight at the don, met those weaponized green eyes. “What, Nick? What more punishment do you need to deal me because you couldn’t bring yourself to trust me after all my years at your side? There has not been one second of my life that I’ve been disloyal to you. I made a mistake, but that mistake never put you at risk. I deserved better than I got. So what else do you need to dump on me now?”

“You’re right.”

Angie stared. “Please?”

“I was angry, and hurt. Frankly, I still am.” He looked away, to the yard again, and shook his head. “Since last summer, my time as don feels like it’s coming into its final stage. I’m getting tired, Ange. Now I need to focus on what comes after me. I thought you’d be there for Trey.”

“I would have been.”

Nick shook his head. “Not if you’re with Giada. That’s a tangled mess, and the Council is already in chaos. Giada is ambitious, and she’s got a lot to prove. The thought that—"

Nick cut off, but Angie thought he’d caught the wavelength. “You’re afraid she’ll try to take control of Rhode Island when you’re gone. You’d think I’d make that easier for her?”

“Wouldn’t you? You can’t tell me you’re not loyal to her now. And I know you’re conflicted about my making Trey.”

“I always backed your play, Nick.”

“That’s not what I said.”

“It’s not making Trey that I was soft on. It’s your plan for him after. Donnie would make a better don. Donnie is ready. Donnie is full-blooded.”

“Donnie is not my blood.”

“Then why didn’t you marry an Italian, if legacy is so important to you? Then you could have had a full-blood heir.” He’d never spoken so bluntly to Nick before, but now he had no reason for tact.

Nick leveled a look at him. Angie gave it right back.

“I don’t want my child in my shoes. I know what’s said about Ren, but I’ve never wanted that. I’d never allow that. Trey came to me. Yes, watching him become the man he is, I saw a way to keep the Pagano name alive, and I will be proud for him to take over for me, but I didn’t seek him out. Trey came to me. He wanted it, through no influence of mine.”

“Everyone and everything in the Cove is under your influence, Nick.”

“Maybe.”

Angie laughed bitterly and finished his beer. “Well, the point’s moot. I backed your play, and never thought to do otherwise. Trey’s made, Giada’s don, and I’m a Sacco man now. The hornet’s nest has been kicked all over New England.”

“Yes. Change is happening. More change than I’d planned. Now we’re splitting Maine among three of us and propping up a puppet in the Abbatontuono Family. I don’t want that to happen to Rhode Island. Ever.”

“You’re the strongest don on the Council. You’re stronger than any don in New York, too. Fuck, you’re the King of New England.”

Nick hated being called that, but he nodded. “Yes. I am. But what about when I’m gone?”

“If that happens before Trey’s ready, Donnie will keep the seat warm for him.” 

Nick nodded. “Yes, he will. But it’s why you had to go.” He finished his beer and leaned in. “It broke my heart, Angie, but I wasn’t wrong to do it. I couldn’t have a man with ties to another don, not that close to me or my heir. I made the right call.”

“Okay,” Angie said. “If this is all so you can tell me you were right, it was unnecessary. I had no confusion about your feelings.”

“No. I’m here to say I was wrong.”

“Okay, then, I take it back. Color me confused.”

“I was angry, and I was hurt. I wanted you at my side. I wanted you at Trey’s side. But I’d told you not to do something you did anyway, and you kept it from me. That is a betrayal.”

Angie sighed. “The defendant stipulates to the facts of the case, your honor.”

Nick smiled a little. “Right. I took too much from you. That’s why I’m here. To say that in my anger I took too much. To say I’m sorry for that.”

“And my baby sister made you see that?”

“No. She made me admit it.” Nick rose and went to the patio doors. “The Cove is your hometown. Your family misses you. Your friends miss you.” He sighed. “I miss you, Angie.”

Angie’s heart thumped noisily. He stood. “Nick?”

Still at the glass doors, studying the yard beyond them, Nick said, “I’m glad you and Giada found each other. I’m glad you finally have love like that in your life. We can’t be partners any longer, for all the reasons I’ve said. That would put us all in an impossible situation, and you more than anyone. You belong at her side now. She needs you, and you’ll advise her well.”

Nick paused, took a breath, turned around and faced Angie. “You can’t love Giada and sit at my side, but you can love her and be my friend. I was wrong to turn from you completely. I would like to remedy that wrong and be friends again.”

Another man might have held a grudge, but not Angie, not with Nick. He went to the don and held out his hand. “I never stopped being your friend, Nick.”

Nick pushed his hand away and embraced him instead. Angie held him hard, remembering that last embrace, the words Nick had bitten out: You’re out. Nothing had ever hurt him like that.

When they stepped back, Angie made a snap decision and asked the question he would have asked before all this. “Giada and I are getting married next month. Would you be my best man?”

He’d surprised Nick. “What about Matt?”

“I love my brother, but you know we’re not that close. I’ve always felt closer to you. I would consider it a great honor if you’d stand up with me.”

“I consider it a great honor to be asked. Yes, I will. And congratulations.”

––––––––
[image: image]


~oOo~

––––––––
[image: image]


As Angie walked Nick back to his car, Nick said, “The wedding bug seems to be going around. Tony and Billy went to Vegas last weekend and came back wearing rings.”

“No shit? They didn’t do it in church?” Catholics had to be married by priests, on sanctified ground, for the Church to recognize the union.

“They’ll have a convalidation ceremony soon enough, I expect.”

“Huh. Well, Giada means to do ours up big.”

Nick chuckled. “Not surprised. She likes to be noticed.”

Thinking of his beautiful, perfectly put-together woman, Angie smiled. “Yeah. Not that she could blend in if she tried.”

Nick looked up at the house Angie had lived in alone. “It’s a good house. Good neighborhood.”

Angie looked up, too. “Yeah. It was home.”

“You got a buyer lined up yet?”

“It’s not on the market yet. I’ve been slow getting my shit together about it.”

“Talk to Tony. He and Billy are thinking about buying.”

It occurred to Angie that Nick knew a lot more about Tony’s personal business than he’d ever cared to know before. He thought he knew what that meant. “You brought Tony up.”

Nick turned his head and met Angie’s eyes. “I made him capo for your men right away. He’s good at it.”

Angie thought that was the right choice. Tony was young, but sharp, and he’d learned well from some hard lessons. He could also do really dirty work and keep it from staining the good parts of his life. That was a rare skill, and important in their line of work. He’d lead the enforcers well.

“Donnie and I have been doing the PBS work ourselves. But I think I’m going to move Tony into your old office soon enough. There’s nobody better, and his head’s on straight.”

Tony was quite young for that. There might be quiet grumbling from more established capos to see a thirty-one-year-old rise so quickly, but Nick would never hear those grumblings unless he went searching for them.

“Does he have your ear?” Angie asked.

“He will. What he has now is the spine to share his opinion, and he thinks before he does.”

“And Trey?”

A glimmer of reserve passed between them, and Angie knew he’d found the boundary between Nick, his friend, and Don Pagano, whom he no longer advised. “Trey will learn what he needs to learn to be ready,” was all Nick said.

“I’m glad we talked, Nick.” Angie held out his hand.

Nick clasped that hand in both of his. “So am I, my friend.”
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“What did you say to Nick?” Angie asked as Tina handed him a tray of chicken and beef patties ready for the grill. 

After he and Matt finished at the house, Angie had called Tony, and he’d brought Billy over. They were going to buy the house. He gave them a decent deal but was still making some money. Bing, bang, boom, done.

Then he’d headed over to Tina and Joey’s place for dinner with the fam. Giada and Tina had already returned from Boston and were full of chatter about wedding plans. Angie wasn’t much interested, so long as it happened, but he’d enjoyed seeing Tina so awed by Giada’s pull in Boston society. She was putting together an ‘event wedding’ in six weeks.

Now, the kids were running crazy in the yard, and Joey, Matt, and Angie had been drinking beer and setting up the grill while Tina, Matt’s wife, Leslie, and Giada chick-talked and put together the rest of the meal.

Seeing Leslie in the yard, getting a handle on the kids, and Giada off by the fence, still on the phone ‘persuading’ some poor slob at Alden Castle to make room for their wedding reception in less than two months, Angie had leapt on the opportunity to get his sister alone, and volunteered to get the meat.

“What do you mean?” Tina asked, trying to hedge. But he had her cornered.

“Don’t play coy, shrimp.”

She wiped her hands on a dish towel and tossed it over her shoulder. “I saw him at the beach on Memorial Day.”

“I heard. But that’s not an answer. Whatever you said got Nick to come talk shit out with me, so I want to know what it was.”

“Did you make up? Are you friends again?” 

“We did. We are.”

“That’s great! So what does it matter what I said?”

“Valentina. Don’t make me get nasty.”

She stuck out her tongue. “Your threats don’t work on me, Angelo. Don’t even try.”

He tried another tack. “Come on, Teenie.”

“I’m impervious to your sweet-talking, too.” Then she relented—not so impervious, after all. “We were just talking. I didn’t have an agenda. I told him about selling our house, and how hard it was for you to let it go. We talked about Mamma and Daddy, and how much of Quiet Cove is the Corti family, too, how long our people have been here. I said I was worried about you, and we missed you.”

It wasn’t like he’d hung out with his brother and sister all that much, even when he’d lived around the corner—or, for that matter, while they’d all lived in the same house.

And yet, he was overcome with her insight and her sweet love. Considering the kind of brother he’d been most of his life, that love had to come with a giant helping of forgiveness. Whether he deserved it or not was up for debate, but he was very glad to have it.

Angie set the tray aside and took his baby sister’s face between his hands and kissed her on the forehead. “I love you, shrimp. I’m lucky to have your little ass in my corner.”

She wrapped her arms around his waist and hugged him. “I’ve always been there, Angie. Matt, too. I’m glad you finally see us.”

Before the moment could sink fully into filial sappiness, Marco, Tina and Joey’s oldest, stomped into the kitchen on his oversized tween feet. While their youngest, Chrissy, was a tiny thing, Marco was definitely showing his tall genes. Their middle child, Gessica, looked like she might end up on the tall side, too.

“Pop says where’s the meat?” Marco said. Already the kitchen was filling with the distinctive aroma of a twelve-year-old boy who’d been running around the back yard on a summer evening.

Angie kissed Tina on the top of the head and let her go. “Right here, big man. Let’s get it out there and start the ritual roasting of animal flesh!”

Marco grinned. “That’s so gross, Unc.”

“The truth often is, nipote.”
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Angie stood on the small back deck of this Back Bay brownstone, his hands in his pockets, and sighed. Giada had hoped that the interior of this gorgeous house would be enough to entice him, but he was glaring at the back of the small brick garage, about fifteen feet away from the outside rail of the deck. She knew they’d pass on this house, too.

They’d stepped out of the office for lunch and to view this house. Their agent had called to let them know it was going on the market tomorrow. Their wedding was in less than a month, and Giada had hoped to be ready to move by then, if not already moved.

For more than two weeks, they’d been looking, but, despite their significant resources, they were struggling to find the right place, one they both could love. Well, at least they were defining their needs as they went.

To that end, this house was so close to perfect inside—a style they both liked, classic but clean, the house’s historic details lovingly restored but not, like Enzo’s brownstone a couple blocks over, historically stymied. Enzo’s house had been impeccably tasteful but dark and heavy, in an Old-World style. The buyers there had started an update the very day they’d taken possession—which had dinged Giada’s heart a little, but she hadn’t wanted to live in her uncle’s museum, either.

This brownstone had been fully updated, with no corner cut. The walls were painted, not papered, and done in calm, soothing, neutral colors that grabbed the natural light and threw it out for all to enjoy. The kitchen was a thing of beauty, nearly professional-grade, with, yes, Giada’s favorite scheme of marble white and pearl grey. The original peg-and-plank floors had been stripped of generations of stain and polished and restored to a new, pale sheen.

Three floors and a finished attic. Five bedrooms. Four bathrooms. Formal living room and dining room. An office and a media room in the attic, both wired for state-of-the-art technology. A small library and sitting room. Three fireplaces.

She loved it, and she’d hoped it made a good balance between luxury and comfort. But Angie hated being in the city, and she wanted—needed—to stay in the thick of things, and they kept tripping over that difference.

“You don’t like it,” she said.

“It’s beautiful. But there’s no yard, just those paving stones. And listen.”

He looked up at the sky. So did Giada. She saw blue skies and puffy white clouds. A lovely June day. Opening her ears, she heard nothing unusual. A bird tweeting. Kids playing in a park or schoolyard nearby. A trash truck in an adjacent alley. Cars and trucks on the streets, the occasional honk of an irritated Boston driver. Sounds of life, like every day.

“It so fuckin’ loud. Doesn’t it ever get you down, all the racket? And you can barely see the sky.”

“I’m looking at the sky right now, bello. What are you seeing?”

“Power lines. Everywhere.”

Giada realized she was looking at power lines, too, but she hadn’t seen them until he’d mentioned them. They were visual static to her, who’d always lived in the city.

“There’s not a single clear view of the sky,” Angie said. “Even at the penthouse, the view is so noisy.”

Hearing frustration and disappointment in his voice, feeling similar emotions for slightly different reasons, Giada tugged his arm and turned him to face her. “I never would have imagined you were such a nature boy,” she teased as she unbuttoned his suitcoat and wrapped her arms around his waist.

“I didn’t think I was a nature boy. I mean, I surfed and shit as a kid, and I like going out on a boat, or playing a round of golf, but I never really thought of that as nature.”

Giada laughed, and he joined her.

“I know. But in the Cove, that’s just life. It’s a little town. It’s quiet. People have yards. Almost everywhere is walking distance to the beach. We’re all living under a bright blue sky, and the biggest crowd is the boardwalk and beach on a holiday weekend. Against that, Boston is like a loud, dirty cage.”

“I can’t go too far out, bello. I need to be close to business. We both do.”

“I know.” He sighed and studied the tall back wall of this brownstone she’d hoped might be the right blend of them both. “Okay. It is a great house. I love that media room, and there’s plenty of room for the piano. The pool table will never make it up that twisty staircase, but I can get rid of it. And there’s not a lick of pink anywhere. So okay. Let’s make an offer.”

“No,” Giada said, surprising them both.

“Please? But you love it. Your poker face almost broke in the kitchen.”

She thought she could love this house more than her apartment. But she did not want to start their new life with Angie already giving up more than she was. He’d given up more than enough. “I do. But I love you more, and I want the house we buy to be perfect for us both.”

He shook his head. “I don’t know if that house exists. We’re pretty far apart on this, G.”

“No. I don’t accept that. The right house is out there. We’ll find it.”

A sly, almost sad smile lifted his cheek. “You get what you want?”

She grabbed his lapels and pulled him closer. “I got you, didn’t I?”
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Giada’s stylist, Tori, and Christienne Haas, the designer of her bespoke wedding gown and a good friend of Tori’s, stood back in identical positions of appraisal and tutted at her.

“I don’t know how you had time to lose three inches, Giada,” Tori complained. “We took your first measurements a month ago.”

Giada considered herself in the triple mirror. She’d been so thrilled when Christienne had brought this design to her, a work of art, exactly to her specifications, on such short notice. And she’d recommended an absolutely breathtaking—and breathtakingly expensive—heavy silk festooned with tiny Swarovski crystals. It was Giada’s dream wedding gown—not the puffy princess confection she’d imagined as a little girl, but the perfect gown for the woman that girl had become. 

One thing about waiting so long to marry—she knew what she liked, and who she was, and she had the means to make her wedding exactly suit her. All Angie cared about, truly, was the marriage, so she had free rein to indulge herself in its celebration.

He’d also made a request that the music be live and ‘not that tantric techno crap,’ but Giada had herself a man who could really dance, so the band was going to play music he would dance to. Classic standards. Which were hipster these days, anyway, and not difficult to book, even on short notice. 

In fact, the music and dancing had helped her pick her theme for the reception.

But now her strapless bodice gaped dangerously, and the waist and hip of her mermaid-style gown sagged. She hadn’t been dieting, or even working out more than usual, but she had skipped a few meals. There was a lot going on. 

“I’ve been busy,” she said and clenched her jaw before she apologized. “What can you do?”

Christienne sighed dramatically and answered in a thick French accent, “The problem is so many crystals. Each one by hand, you see, and the pattern so delicate. To take so much in, we will remove and reattach each crystal at the seams. This will take time. And the boning of the bodice will need resetting, aussi. All with the pattern keeping its place. Very difficult. This wedding is?”

“Saturday,” Tori answered. Five days.

“Mon Dieu.”

Again, Giada almost apologized. Instead, she gave Christienne a keen look. “Can you do it? Cost is not an object.” 

The old woman flounced her arms, making her gaudy old rings flash and her wildly patterned silk caftan flutter. Then she shook a bony finger at Giada. “Lose not one more ounce, not a millimetre, or all will be lost. Oui?”

“Yes. I promise.”

“Then I will make you beautiful in your sparkling dress.”

Giada smiled. “Thank you, Christienne.”

Tori stepped onto the platform and began to help Giada out of the not-quite-finished gown. “Okay. Let’s check the reception dress. That one’s more forgiving, but I bet it’ll need a little tuck.”

Angie and Giada were marrying in a traditional Mass, of course, at her home church, St. Leonard’s, on the steps of which her uncle had been gunned down. That memory and its pain flared fresh every time the church came up in thought or word, and she hadn’t been to Mass since Enzo’s funeral. But it was her church, and Boston was her home, so there was nowhere else she could imagine being married.

They’d very briefly discussed marrying in Quiet Cove, at Angie’s church, but Quiet Cove was Nick’s town. The don of the Sacco Family couldn’t marry there. So they would make a new memory on the steps of St. Leonard’s, and Giada would think of her uncle and know he was with her, and would have walked her down the aisle.

Alden Castle would host the reception. She’d flexed some muscle to get the State Room, which had been booked long in advance. The couple she’d displaced had gained some equanimity about the change to their plans when Giada had paid for their replacement venue.

After the reception, she and Angie would leave for a brief honeymoon, which she was keeping as a surprise for her groom. Her wedding gift. As far as he knew, they were going back to the penthouse—no new home yet—and would take a trip at some later date.

Planning this wedding. Bringing the Sacco Family back to full strength and establishing herself as don. Expanding the Sacco reach on the Council. Preparing for whatever blowback there might be for defying the traditions of La Cosa Nostra. Running Sacco Development. Trying to find a new home.

Maybe she’d forgotten a meal or two, but she definitely had a lot going on.

Tori helped her into her reception dress. This one was couture, not custom. Red silk with a high sheen, sleeveless, with a plunging neckline and back. It, too, hugged her body to her hips, but from there began to flare. It would suit the reception theme perfectly. She felt like Hedy Lamarr.

“I was right, this is easier,” Tori said, tugging on the bodice of this dress. “I can do these. Just a simple alteration—a couple tucks at these darts, and I’ll bring the straps in a little at the seam.” She smoothed her hands over Giada’s hips. “It looks like it fits okay at the hips, still. What do you think?”

Tori had asked Christienne, but Giada turned on the platform and examined herself in the mirrors. The skirt of the gown swung sleekly around her legs. “I like it.”

“Oui, that will do,” the designer muttered, squinting at Giada’s chest. She scooped up the wedding gown, cradling it like a baby, and wandered off to her studio.

Tori clapped her hands. “Phew! Okay. Now we need to talk about the honeymoon outfit and accessories for everything. Let me get you a robe, because we have some choices to make. Francesco sent over several gorgeous pieces.”

Francesco Mondari, her favorite estate jeweler. Her wedding gown deserved something special. She hadn’t so lost her head with all these wedding expenses that she was ready to drop serious six figures on a diamond statement necklace, but Francesco was happy to let her borrow some for an evening. 

“Rubies?” Giada asked as she slipped on the robe.

Tori grinned. “Of course! And I think I already know which you’re going to pick. This is so much fun! I knew if you ever got married, your wedding would be like a dream.”

Giada smiled. That was the plan, yes. A little girl’s dream, and a grown woman’s, too.
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“Oh, Giada,” Tori gasped. Her awed exclamation was accompanied by the staccato snick of a professional camera taking automatic photos, but Giada barely heard any sound at all. She stared in the mirror and let a moment of fantasy have her.

Tori had just snugged a slim diamond tiara in Giada’s dark hair, which was coiled up elaborately to show her neck, and her bare shoulders, and the magnificent diamond and ruby necklace lying over her collarbones and the matching drop earrings dripping from her lobes. She lifted her hand—her engagement ring flashed light at the mirror—and tugged at a tendril wisping along the side of her face.

“Don’t fuss,” Tori muttered, slapping her hand lightly. All the while the photographer clicked away.

“Will the bridesmaids be joining you soon?” the young woman behind the expensive camera rig asked. “I usually get quite a few shots of the friends enjoying themselves as they get ready.”

Giada had no close female friends. The wives of the capos, those she’d invited to her now-defunct ‘book club,’ had never been true friends. She’d had too little in common with them, and, frankly, not enough esteem for them. They were the kind of women who could stay married to the kind of men Tommy had kept close. The few wives old enough to be married to men her father had kept close, she had even less in common with them.

Bruno’s wife, Deandra, was perhaps the closest thing she had to a friend, and the one among that group she truly liked, but they were very different, and Giada didn’t want to blur any lines. She was don. Her closer relationship was, and should be, with Bruno, not his wife.

Having never really had a good friend, Giada didn’t much miss the experience. She’d recognized the gap, but not felt it as a lack. But it did make arrangements for a traditional wedding a bit more complicated.

Angie had asked Nick to be his best man. In celebration of and solidarity with the healing of that bond of friendship he so valued, and because the optics were also good and useful, Giada had asked Nick’s wife, Bev, to be her matron of honor. 

“That won’t be necessary. I have one attendant, and she’ll be here closer to the ceremony.”

“Oh. Okay. Well, I’m going to take some mood photos then, unless—”

“That’s fine. Thank you, Dawn.”

“Of course. I’ll be close. Shoot me a text when you’re ready. After mood shots, I’ll track down the groom.” Dawn left, and Giada stood—and took a relieved breath. Sitting in this gown was not so easy. One reason she’d decided on the wardrobe change before the reception.

She stopped before the full-length mirror and twirled a bit. “Christienne is an artist. It’s perfect.”

Tori gave her a once over. “She really is. You look like a queen preparing for her royal wedding—and I guess you kinda are.”

Giada remembered her early idea to forge a connection with the Paganos through a romantic relationship, real or perceived. That had been a dangerous and ultimately unworkable plan, but somehow the result had been achieved—though marrying for love was a much better reason than marrying for power.

A knock on the door prevented her from responding. Tori went to the door and cracked it. “Yes?”

“I need to talk to the bride.” Bruno’s voice. He wouldn’t be here now unless something was wrong.

“Come in, Bruno,” she called. “Tori, give us a few minutes, please.”

“Sure. I’ll start taking stuff to my van for Alden.” She grabbed a few of her assorted cases and left the room. Bruno closed the door.

“What’s wrong?”

Bruno gaped at her. “Wow, Giada. You look beautiful.”

“Thank you. What’s wrong?”

“Got a situation with Johnny B.” There were two Johnnies and a Gianni in their ranks, none of whom preferred to be called John. So they were Johnny White Shoes, Johnny B, and Gianni the Nose. All made men, but none of them particularly noteworthy. 

“Today?”

“Mi dispiace, donna.”

She sighed—and the stays of her bodice bit into her ribs. “If you’re here with this, it must be significant.”

“Domestic disturbance this morning that rolled out of the house, into the street. It got wild and loud, bloody. Tess is pretty roughed up. Neighbors called. Long story short, it ended with Johnny shooting a cop.”

Giada closed her eyes. “Fuck. How bad off is the cop?”

“He was wearing a vest. Probably nothing more than a nasty bruise and a broken rib or two, but that doesn’t mean all the boys in blue aren’t on fire for Johnny’s ass. If not for the vest, the bullet would’ve got him right in the heart.”

“Do we know the cop?”

“No. But Johnny lives in Burlington, and we’ve got several guys on our payroll at his precinct. I already got a call from inside the house. We can make it go away eventually, but it is gonna cost, Giada. And they will want their pound and a half out of him first.”

Giada considered the problem for a minute before she said more. When she was ready to talk it out, she said, “Stop me when I get something wrong. Johnny B was beating on his wife this morning. When she tried to run out of the house, away from him, he chased her. He beat her in the street. Apparently, he also had a gun. One or more neighbors called 911, and the scene went on long enough for cops to arrive and Johnny to shoot one.”

Bruno had never stopped her. “That’s about it.”

“How badly is Tess hurt?”

“I don’t know. What I’ve got so far is coming from one of our guys in the precinct, and he’s pretty wound up about his friend who took a bullet to the chest. But they took her away in an ambulance, and there was a lot of blood.”

“And their kids?”

“I don’t know. Neighbor, maybe. Or—I think Tess’s mom lives close.”

“Track that down, make sure they’re okay.” Bruno nodded as Giada played out an idea. “If we offer the cops say, a hundred and sixty or so pounds of Johnny’s flesh, how does that play out?”

“What do you mean, turn our backs, leave him to rot? Or do you mean more?”

“More. I don’t want him in jail to work deals. I don’t trust a wife-beater, and I won’t waste resources monitoring him so he doesn’t rat. So he’s dead either way. But will the cops consider it a good-faith gesture if we let them do him? And will they do it? Can we use it as leverage later?” 

Bruno stared hard at her. “It won’t go over well with the others if we serve a made man to the cops to take their revenge. It doesn’t go over well with me. Having some blue on our payroll does not make them friends, donna. Cops are our adversaries.”

“I would never have made a man like Johnny Botta.”

“But he is made.”

She needed more input. Pulling her phone from her bag, she texted Angie. 

I need you up here. 

You sure? I’m supposed to see you down here
in a couple minutes. 
And not supposed to see you before. Bad luck.
Work. Bruno’s here.

On my way.

When Angie knocked, Bruno answered.

For a moment, Giada forgot entirely that they were discussing the demise of one of their men. Her brain, her eyes, her whole body was full of the sight of her man. 

Oh, look at him. He wore his classic tuxedo, cut like he’d been born in it. The same one he’d worn the night of another wedding, which seemed so long ago now. A creamy white calla lily was pinned to his lapel.

He stood just inside the door and gaped at her. “Holy Mother, Giada. Look at you. Sei così bella.”

Despite the circumstances, she grinned. This was her wedding day. She’d hoped to see this look in his eyes from the opposite end of a long aisle, but the look was all that truly mattered.

Ignoring Bruno, he crossed the room and lifted his hands, but didn’t touch her. “I’m afraid to put my hands on you. You’re so perfect.”

“You can put your hands anywhere you want after the wedding. Right now, a problem.”

He blinked. “Right. Bruno?”

Bruno explained again, and Giada told him her thinking. Angie, now her consigliere rather than her groom, considered for a second. 

“I agree with Bruno, G. What this scum did puts us at risk, and he hurt a woman, so he needs to die hard. But I don’t think it’s a good idea to hand him over. Paying cops off is one thing, but even if you have friendly relations with some, they are never friends. They are always on the other side, no matter how many times they look the other way and hold out their hand for an envelope or a favor. It’s dangerous to serve up one of our own like that to them. Even one like this guy. The risk of unrest in the ranks is too big.” 

He leaned toward her a little, adding a personal tint to his advice. “Besides, shooting the cop is bad, but if he hurt his own wife, that’s family. If we handle it, and make it about hurting a woman, the men will see what happens now when they let their fists fly where they shouldn’t.”

“Agreed,” Bruno said. “You want to change the culture of our family, Giada. I think we should make that the lesson of him.”

With her advisors in accord, Giada conceded the point. “Okay. Get him out of the precinct. And then I want him done.”

Angie looked at Bruno again. “There’s a few hours between the wedding and the reception. Get him out, set him up, and I’ll do him.”

“Today?” Bruno asked in surprise. “Due respect, Ange, but that’s nuts. This is your wedding. You don’t want to start a marriage like that. Don’t mix blood in with the blessings of the day.”

“Too late,” Giada said.

“No, Giada,” Bruno insisted. “I’ll handle this. I’m your second in command. It’s fitting that I handle it.”

Giada studied Bruno, and then Angie. “Okay. Bruno, it’s you. And have someone check on Tess and the kids. Angelo, amore mio, you have a previous engagement.”

He grinned. “Okay, belladonna. See you on the other side.” With that, and a nod to Bruno, he slipped from the room.

Bruno went to the door, too. “I’m sorry I’ll miss the Mass. I was going to offer to walk you down the aisle. I had a little speech planned and everything.”

Giada risked her lipstick enough to kiss Bruno on the cheek. “Grazie, Bruno. You’re very sweet, but I would have declined. I don’t need an escort, and I don’t need to be given away. This life is one I’m taking and claiming as my own. I’m walking the aisle alone.”
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“Man, you two have not fucked around with this wedding,” Donnie said, coming up on Angie’s side.

“Hey, man.” He opened his arms, and his old friend came in for a tight, quick hug.

“Congratulations, Ange.” Donnie said and stepped back with a sharp clap to Angie’s shoulders. “All day, you’ve had a smile on your face like a kid on Christmas morning. It makes my heart big to see you standing straight and tall.”

“Thanks, amico mio. For a while there ...”

“I know. But all this, the way it worked out? Means it was right. In the end, things are as they should be.”

Angie missed the Cove, and PBS. He’d worked with his best friends every day. That would always be a lack in his life. But that beautiful woman talking with his sister over there? She was a gain he’d never expected.

He couldn’t pull his eyes from her. After the Mass, they’d taken photos at the church for about half an hour, then more photos here at Alden Castle, by the water, for another half-hour. She’d worn that awe-inspiring, star-kissed sex fantasy of a dress—very strapless, very tight, and literally sparkling, like a whole sky full of stars had fallen onto a blanket of new snow—until the photos were done. Then she’d gone up to some mysterious room here and changed. Now she wore shiny red silk, but she was still dripping diamonds and rubies and catching every eye in the joint. She looked like an Old Hollywood movie star, straight out of those romantic black-and-white musicals his mother had loved. 

That seemed to be an intentional association. Their reception room was decorated like a set from one of those old movies, with an actual big band, and small tables with little lamps at their centers, and red and gold glittering fabrics and doodads everywhere. The band was playing ballroom-dance music, torch songs, and Rat Pack numbers. It was like 1950 in here.

“Yeah, everything turned out like it should,” he said, still enraptured by the sight of his wife.

Donnie chuckled. “That look in your eye right now? That’s how you looked at her in New York. I knew you were done for then. Nick, too. We did not see that coming.”

It was a complicated memory. Donnie and Nick had seen that night what he hadn’t, and he’d been in trouble from that moment on, even before he’d understood what was happening. But this was his wedding day, so he muscled the shadows out of the memory and kept only the truth that he’d started falling in love with Giada that night. He hadn’t known then what he was feeling, but he did now.

“Well, look at her.” 

“Yeah, she’s quite a woman. Am I a dick to say I was surprised you’d fall for somebody like her?”

He tore his eyes from Giada’s shapely ass as she walked away, and gave Donnie his attention. Donnie wasn’t one to dig at sore places, not in his friends, so Angie didn’t take offense. But he was curious. “What do you mean?”

“That’s a woman with a lot of power. Even before she was don, she wasn’t easy to ignore.” Donnie studied her from across the room.

“You thought it would crimp my dick to be with somebody stronger than me.”

Donnie laughed. “Basically.”

Angie still wasn’t offended. He’d thought that himself, once upon a time—the days when he’d sneer about ‘ballbreakers’ and ‘battleaxes,’ among other far nastier names. He’d thought he liked unchallenging women, who’d do what he said.

Every last one of them, over thirty-five years of dating, had bored the absolute piss out of him. Giada had excited him every second he’d really known her. She’d also made him crazy and furious a few times, but even that had its freshness. To always be so charged up in whatever emotion he was feeling was a treasure he’d never known before her.

Moreover, Donnie didn’t know how Angie had struggled after the shooting at Dominic’s, how twisted up he’d gotten thinking about all the people he hadn’t protected, the innocents they’d all pulled into their blast zone. That had made him feel powerless. Literally impotent. Being with Giada, shoulder to shoulder in the same fight, had given him his power back.

“Maybe I’d’ve agreed with you not long ago,” he said now. “But you know what? A powerful woman is sexy as hell. She knows what she wants, she gets shit done, and she doesn’t flutter around about it. It’s a fucking rush keeping up with her. You know, I proposed in June. She put all this together in less than six weeks. All I did was stay out of her way.”

“I’m not surprised. Giada seems to make things happen the way she wants them to happen. Even when they don’t look like they’re going her way. She’s like somebody else we know.”

Angie laughed and scanned the room for Nick. He was talking with Vio Marconi, in obviously casual conversation. 

He saw Bruno coming into the room, walking behind Nick and Vio. Their eyes met, and Bruno nodded. Johnny B had been handled.

“You got work going on today?” Donnie said. He must have seen that quick exchange and known it, at least on its surface, for what it was.

But it was Sacco business, not Pagano, so Angie smiled and slapped his friend on the arm. “I miss my wife. I’ll talk to you later, okay?”

Donnie gave him a knowing—and understanding—smile, and they went their ways.
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When the whole room was seated for dinner and the servers had filled all the champagne glasses, Nick, sitting beside Angie at the head table, tapped his glass with his knife. In the usual way, the room began to chime with silver on crystal until that was the only sound, and then there was quiet.

He stood. Before he spoke, he set his hand on Angie’s shoulder and squeezed. Angie put his hand up and squeezed back.

Just a few weeks more than a year ago, Nick had stood beside Donnie to make a similar toast for him. The memory of that day overlaid this moment like a transparency, and with it, Angie saw the changes in Nick more keenly than he had before. The little things he’d noticed—the greying of his hair, the thicker, pure white beard, the weight loss, the deepening creases between his eyes and at their corners—all came together at once, and Angie saw the true toll of that night at Dominic’s, almost exactly one year ago.

In that year, Nick had aged ten.

But he stood straight, still strong, and after he cleared his throat, his voice was rich and deep.

“Most of you here know that there have been some changes recently in business and in life. My dear friend, Angelo Corti, no longer sits at my side in business.”

A low rustle, hardly noticeable to anyone not sensitive to it, moved through this room full of people who knew many of the details of Nick and Angie’s parting. Holding Angie’s hand, Giada stiffened. Angie’s stomach twitched uncomfortably, but he trusted Nick not to hurt him again—especially not today. So he held his wife’s hand and tried to send her an encouraging vibe.

“He found love,” Nick continued, “and he moved on. That wasn’t easy, on anyone involved. But the bonds of real friendship are strong and elastic. They might stretch, they might twist, but they won’t break.” He stopped and looked out the glass wall, to the night vista beyond. “Change is always painful. Maybe it’s most painful when it’s necessary, when old habits are too comfortable, and the roots are set too deep. As I get older, my roots are setting in deeper and deeper, I think.”

Giada was cutting off the circulation to his fingertips. Angie didn’t know where Nick was headed, and he was starting to worry. How would he handle it if Nick cut him down in the fucking best man’s toast?

Judging by the state of his deadening hand, he thought Giada would handle it with murder.

But then Bev reached up and slid her fingers through Nick’s, and he looked down at his wife. They shared a moment in a glance, and Nick cleared his throat again. “We live in a dangerous world, where friendships and hostilities shift like sand. In a world like ours, real friends, the ones whose love and loyalty withstand even the changes that twist and stretch their bond, are precious, rare gifts to hold close and keep safe. Angie is just that sort of friend to me.”

Giada’s hand relaxed, and Angie held off the urge to let go and flex his throbbing fingers.

Nick continued, “He is one of the most honorable men I’ve ever known. And he found maybe the only woman in the world who can match him in strength and heart. Giada’s will and spirit are things to behold. She is an agent of change in a world that needs it. And I am deeply honored to be at their side to celebrate this day with them. Angelo and Giada, I wish you a long and happy life together, and a world that deserves you.” Nick lifted his glass. “Cent’anni.” 

As the room resounded with echoes of the Italian phrase, Angie stood and embraced Nick. 

No longer his don, but forever his friend.
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The bandleader announced the couple’s first dance, and the room lights dimmed. Giada snuggled under Angie’s arm and smiled up at him. “Do you remember our real first dance?”

Angie skimmed his hand over the silk covering her sleek ass. “Oh, yeah. I was thinking earlier that I was already falling in love with you by then.”

The delight in her eyes was something he saw only when she was looking at him. “I think I was, too, though I was still telling myself you were a Neanderthal.”

“Most women I’ve ever known would say the same. I’m a better man with you.”

She brushed her hand over his cheek. Her rings flashed white fire between them. This was a woman born to wear diamonds. “No, bello. I think you’re the man you’ve always been. It’s just that we get to be all of ourselves with each other.”

The drummer was setting the jazzy tempo for their song, and Angie recognized it at once—‘Fly Me to the Moon,’ the song they’d first danced to. When one of the singers picked up the lyrics, Angie grinned at his wife. “So I guess we have a song?”

“I think so. What do you think?”

“I think it’s perfect.” He lifted her hand. “Wanna make a little show?”

“I thought you didn’t perform.”

“For you, today, to this song, I’ll show off a little.”

“I’m game. I never have seen what you can really do, Mr. Astaire.”

“Well, I won’t shuffle off to Buffalo, but I bet I can sweep you off your feet.”

“You already have.”

In a dark room full of nearly everyone they knew, under a waiting spotlight, Angie kissed his wife.

Then he spun her onto the floor and showed her all he’d learned because his mother had wanted him to be prepared when he found love.
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“What the fuck did you do?” Angie stood with the limo at his back and gaped. It was dark, but he saw plenty enough to be stunned. When they’d left Boston from the reception and ended up on Martha’s Vineyard, he’d thought Giada was surprising him with a weekend getaway.

Well, he’d been in the ballpark.

He’d been in the cheap seats, and what she’d done was home plate, but he’d been in the ballpark.

And he was definitely surprised.

And he did not know what to think. Part of him wanted to be righteously pissed, and on any other day in his life, he might have given into that part. But another part was bowled over by the gesture. Seeing as it was their wedding day, he tried to keep hold of that part.

Giada crossed her arms. “Look, amore mio, you know I detest feeling insecure, so if you’re pissed about this for some reason, be straightforward, and we’ll work it out.”

He gave himself a little internal shake and reached for her hand. “Sorry, G. I’m not pissed, I’m just speechless. You’re telling me this is my wedding present?”

“No, not really. It’s for us. But I liked the idea of surprising you with it.”

“Surprising me with a house you bought.”

“Not a house.”

He made a flourishing wave at the structure before them. “Well, I’m fairly certain it’s not a puppy.”

“I mean, it’s not our main house, where we’ll live. We’ll find that soon. This is a vacation cottage.”

Again he considered the big, two-story, shake-shingle ‘cottage’ with the wraparound porch, surrounded by a wide expanse of lush lawn and fragrant trees. With a private beach. On Martha’s Vineyard. “How many rooms in this cottage?”

“Nine.”

Angie laughed. “That’s more than my house in the Cove had.” 

“You hate it.”

“I don’t. And I’m not about to ruin our wedding night having heartburn about it. But you bought a house without me, G. I’m a little stunned.”

“A vacation cottage. And it’s not bought yet. The deal is contingent on this next week. It’s furnished. This is our honeymoon—we’re close enough to home if something comes up, but Bruno and Caitlyn both know to field anything not crucial and leave us alone if they can. A week on the Vineyard, and if we love this place, it’s our getaway. If we don’t, we have a nice vacation, and we’ll find another getaway.” 

She tugged on his shirt—he was still in most of his tux, though Giada had changed into another, more casual dress before they’d left the reception—“Angelo, listen.”

When she closed her eyes, he understood she meant him to listen to the night. He did.

It was quiet. Night birds, and water lapping. Crickets. A breeze through leaves.

Nothing else.

And he understood.

He opened his eyes. She was watching him, and he saw her worry. He knew what it cost her to be vulnerable, even with him. “You gave me the Cove.”

“I know the Cove itself will always hurt a little now. So I found another place. This one is ours. Just ours.”

“I love you, Giada. This is perfect. Thank you.”

She grinned, and suddenly looked like a young girl. “You haven’t seen inside yet. It’s really something.”
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It was really something.

The house had been owned by the same family for sixty years, and hadn’t been updated in almost as long. Pine plank paneling in every room, even the bathrooms, late-Seventies fixtures all over, a hodgepodge of furniture cast off from obviously different main houses in the family, owned by relations with wildly different tastes.

Angie loved it. It was just what a vacation ‘cottage’ should be. They were definitely keeping it.

Even Giada seemed to like it, and that shocked the hell out of him. But she’d left the penthouse powerhouse in Boston. Here on the Vineyard, though they still had a security team in place, Giada wasn’t Donna Sacco, and Angie wasn’t her consigliere. Nor were they real estate executives. They were newlyweds. Mr. and Mrs. Corti.

They slept in, ate as much as they wanted, fucked whenever they wanted, anywhere they wanted. They swam and fished and sailed. They wandered around the Vineyard. They lay in the grass and listened to the quiet.

And no one called from Boston.

Not until their honeymoon did Angie meet his wife as a woman fully at ease. She was magnificent.

On the fourth day, a summer storm, the soaking kind that sent opaque sheets of grey rain down in a steady pour but didn’t throw a tantrum, settled over the island, and they spent the day indoors, snugged together on the deep, screened-in part of the porch, playing gin for sexual favors. 

Angie had grown up playing cards with his brother for chores. He was good, and naturally competitive, and highly motivated by the wagers. He cleaned Giada’s clock. That night, while the storm continued, he collected, until they dropped into mutual unconsciousness in a sweaty tangle.

When he woke in the early morning, the rain was still going. He lay with his eyes closed, listening to the drone of water on the roof, and the plash beyond the windows, where puddles had formed on the sodden lawn. A confused loon hooted in the drear of the grey dawn.

He was happy. God, he really was.

Giada slept beside him, on her belly, diagonally across the bed, her legs sprawled across his. Her hair was a wild tangle. A few bruises, approximately the size and shape of his mouth, flowered like deep red roses on her shoulder and upper arm. Things had gotten a little wild last night; he might have gotten carried away.

Today, what he wanted was quiet. Just them, the rain, this bed. Comfort and bliss.

He brushed his hand over her thigh, her ass, the beautiful dip at her waist, but she didn’t wake. Until she was awake, he couldn’t get too frisky. She hated being touched anywhere really intimate when she was asleep. 

Her reaction when he’d once tried had been so strong Angie had assumed she had some bad shit about it in her past. Since then, he’d learned he was right. He remembered thinking that night in New York that Tommy had beaten her, and maybe that was also true. But Bruno had recently given him a different kind of insight. He didn’t have a lot of detail—Bruno hadn’t been comfortable talking about it, despite being the one to bring it up, and once he’d said a few words, Angie had cut him off. 

What he knew, slight as it was, was plenty. Tommy had fucked her when she was a girl. Her big brother had raped her. From the little Bruno had said, and what Angie knew of his wife, Tommy had raped her habitually. If he had to guess, he’d say the testa di cazzo had sneaked into her bed while she’d slept.

When she was a child. A little girl.

Angie didn’t know what to do with the kind of acidic hate he felt for a man he couldn’t hurt, but he sure as fuck wished he’d laid down some pain when he’d had the chance.

Aside from her control issues in bed, which had settled down dramatically, and her need to be awake before anything got really started, Giada had never offered the tiniest hint about it herself, and he’d never pressed. Nor would he, ever. If she wanted to tell him, she would. But he’d be surprised if she ever did. It was obviously a secret she needed to keep.

People thought total disclosure was the mark of real trust, that you should be able to tell the person you loved everything that you’d ever done or had been done to you in your whole life. And until you did spill your guts, you didn’t fully value the relationship.

Well, Angie had never had a relationship like this before, so there was a lot he didn’t know, but he knew about secrets, and he disagreed. Yes, you should be able to trust the person who loved you best to accept the secrets you wanted to share. But you shouldn’t have to. Trust also meant letting someone keep the secrets they needed to keep. 

There were lots of good reasons to hold things close and keep them dark. In Giada’s case, Angie suspected she was starving hers of light and air.

He loved her enough to let her starve her secrets.

Shifting her legs from his, he rolled over, loomed above her still body, pressed his lips to a purpling rose where his teeth and sucking mouth had been.

She moaned and squirmed, waking.

“Shh, mia moglie. Shh.” With a knowing little purr, she settled, and Angie went back to his work.

With his body, his hands, his mouth, he caressed all of her, from her head down. Not exciting or teasing. Adoring.

Down her back, over her ass. Gently, when he was sure she was fully awake, he spread her cheeks and laved at her cleft, down between her legs, until she shuddered and squirmed; before she could wind up too much, he moved on, down her legs, lingering at the tender spots behind her knees, continuing to her feet. He was off the bed now, and he turned her gently over and started again, moving up this time, while she watched, her eyes keen and her body pliant.

At her hips he stopped and dived between her legs again, this time settling in. She tasted of last night’s sex, and his throbbing cock swelled fuller in delight. She gasped and shuddered at the lightest touch of his tongue on her clit, clearly still raw. So now he was gentle, and slow, with no agenda but to love her. Until her hips lifted, and her hands dug into his hair. Then he had a goal.

Still, he took his time, brought her to a thrashing, begging climax with only slow, gentle touches and light pressure. Making that release spark, and then catch, and grow until it had all of her was a power better than any other he’d known. 

When it was over, and she was quieting, he finished his journey, up her belly, over her breasts, along her arms, until he’d tasted every inch of her.

When he reached her smiling mouth, he stopped and peered into her jade eyes. Nobody saw him like she did. She made him see himself differently. She’d found his heart and torn it open.

She’d made him happy, and he hadn’t known he wasn’t.

“Angelo,” she murmured, his name like a prayer on her lips. “Ti amo.”

He could happily stand at this strong woman’s side for the rest of his life. She made him feel like a god.

“Per sempre, amore mia,” he answered. “Per sempre.”
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Giada sighed and rested her hip on Angie’s desk. “That’s your fault, you know.”

Chuckling, he lifted his tablet and read, in a voice like a news anchor, “’President and CEO of Sacco Development Giada Sacco announced this week a new redevelopment project on the banks of the Charles River. The ambitious design will cover several thousand feet of river frontage near Watertown and include luxury loft apartments and brownstone-style townhouses as well business and commercial clusters, with a focus on full-service community living.’” Angie smirked up at her. “I didn’t have anything to do with that.”

Giada rolled her eyes and tapped the headline. “You know what I’m talking about.” 

“Hmmm. ‘La Belladonna Flexes Her Muscle?’ Could that be what you mean?”

“Somebody heard you call me that—at the reception, I guess—and now it’s all over the fucking city.”

He set his tablet aside and hooked his hands over her hips, pulling her along his desk until she stood before him, between his legs. “I’m disappointed to lose it as thing I whisper in your ear, but I like it. It’s good to have something like that—it carries reputation. You’re seen, G. That’s good. It’s what you wanted. Nick hates being called King of New England, too, but a name like that packs a punch.”

“This is Boston, Angelo, not Quiet Cove. I don’t own the place. I have pull, but I’m not alone in that. There are two other crews with big weight—the Donnellys especially—and we all have to dance a dance of legitimacy. This company has always had its own reputation, distinct from the family. It’s been the shield, and now that shield is weaker.”

“The minute you took the seat, that distinction thinned, bella. You run both now, so they’re connected.” He picked up his tablet and scanned the article again. “There’s no mention of the family here.”

“Calling me La Belladonna is the mention—and the way it’s written? Flexes her muscle? That stronzo thinks he’s being cute. It’s all a big wink. Don’t you see the disrespect?”

“You want me to do something about it?”

Giada looked over Angie’s head, at the night sky beyond the windows. It was late, and the office was quiet. The sweep and blink of lights told of a city still bustling, but here in the office, they were alone except for the cleaning crew.

She sighed and returned her attention to her husband. “I’m still fighting for respect every fucking day. I’ve had the family for six months.”

It had taken her the whole summer—and the example of Johnny Botta—to finally get her own men to understand that her gender, and her much greater concern than her brother’s for the people around them, did not make her less willing to do violence where it was warranted, or easier on the men who disappointed her. 

The men, she finally had in line. She’d shown them a strong spine and a strong hand. She’d also shown them significantly greater sense and steadiness than her brother, and the thicker wallets they already had to prove it had gone the rest of the way toward settling any qualms about her ability to lead her family.

The rest of Boston still seemed to see her rise to lead a family as a novelty, and apparently that was beginning to bleed into her legitimate business reputation.

Angie stroked her, his hands skimming up to her waist, down to her thighs, and up again. “My job is make sure you have the respect you deserve. So I’ll handle it.”

“How? He writes for the Globe. Knocking him around seems counterproductive—and that’s beneath you now, anyway.” Nick had still had Angie doing a lot of his dirty work, but Giada wanted him to delegate it. Her husband might be capable of violence, but he wasn’t a thug. 

He was, in fact, an excellent businessman, which had surprised her not at all. He’d already suggested several significant improvements to tighten their corporate security and strengthen their competitive intelligence gathering.

“You want the family and this company as separate as possible,” he was saying. “So I’ll meet him as an executive of Sacco Development, and we’ll have a conversation.”

She lifted a skeptical eyebrow. “A conversation?”

“Yes. The best threats aren’t threats at all, G.”

“They’re promises.”

He shook his head. “That’s what they say, and sure, but also no. It’s more ... showing the person another view of the world. One where things aren’t going so well for him. In this case, I’ll remind him that Belladonna means more than ‘beautiful woman,’ and talk about what deadly nightshade can do to the human body, and how quickly.”

She smiled. “That’s not keeping things separate, Angelo. That’s highlighting the connection.”

“If he walks away without bleeding, then the family was not in the room.” He pulled her close, and she sat on his lap. “Embrace the name, Giada. There’s power in it. You wanted to have both sides of the Sacco name, and now you do. Better than that, now you have a name that’s just yours. Belladonna. So use it. This is an empire now. Stand with one foot in the dark and the other in the light and run it all.”

He was right. Because she’d been so long excluded from the family side of the business, she’d been thinking of herself now as running two different entities. But she did not. She ran her family and its holdings. For legal purposes, the sides had to be distinct, but she could, she should, embrace the power of both.

“Let’s drop it. I don’t want you to have a conversation with him, not like that. In fact, I’ll call him on Monday and invite him to do an interview in my office.”

Angie grinned. “Now that’s a power move.”
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The New England Council had only four families now. The Contis had torn themselves apart, and now Maine was managed by the Council itself, an experiment in cooperation that had for these few months been going smoothly. The Pagano, Marconi, and Sacco families had each sent up a team and were dividing responsibilities and benefits evenly so far.

But Nick, Vio, and Giada had also agreed to influence the fractious Abbatontuono Family through its transition after the don’s death. With their support, Luigi Valeri had taken control of that family.

Today, in an elegant private room in a Connecticut restaurant owned by Vio Marconi, the Council leadership sat around a table and stared at their newest member, processing his demand.

Nick spoke first. He leaned back in his chair. “What makes you think you’re entitled to make that claim?”

“I’m sitting at this table. I’m a don. I should get an equal cut of Maine.”

Valeri’s glance darted around the table, checking the reactions of the other dons. Giada gave him nothing. She was new to the table, too, but she wasn’t propped at the head of her family like a stuffed doll.

He’d been chosen of the contenders because his connections were the strongest infrastructure of the Abbatontuono Family. That family did more drug trade than any other in the Council. Drug trade was an erratic business relying more heavily than most on extensive and fluid subcontracting chains. Valeri ran that.

But apparently his close associations with drug cartels and street gangs had made him believe his own swagger.

“You’re sitting at this table because we put you there,” she said.

Valeri actually laughed at her. “Look who’s talkin’. I got twice the right to be in this room than you’ll ever have.”

Angie tensed so powerfully Giada thought he’d come off his seat, but she set her hand on his leg and kept him in place.

“Watch yourself, Lou,” Bruno warned.

“Got men coming to your rescue, huh?” Valeri sneered. “This table ain’t no place for a chick.”

“There is no chick at this table, Luigi,” Giada bit back. “But apparently there is an ape.”

“Council meetings are a place of mutual respect, Lou,” Vio said. “This is my table, in my house. You will not disrespect another don on my watch. Giada’s seat is more legitimate than yours, so mind yourself.” 

“The fuck you mean?” Valeri nearly shouted.

Nick cleared his throat, and pulled the attention in the room to himself. “You are don, Luigi, because we made you don. Don’t forget that. Right now, the Abbatontuono Family is made of tissue. There’s no strength. And the business you earn in, none of us wants. It earns, but it’s dirty and dangerous. The reason you’re here is because filling that seat, keeping the Abbatontuono Family running, is a help in our plans. As long as that continues true, we are a Council of Four Families. But we can erase you when we want.”

Valeri shoved his chair back and stood up. “I deserve respect.”

“No,” Nick countered coolly. “You earn respect. An empty demand is an empty man’s gambit.”

“You all can go straight to hell. When Sicily comes, I hope they roll you into the dirt.”

He stormed off, his advisors following. A few moments passed after the door slammed before anyone spoke, and it was Vio.

“Well, clearly we picked wrong. Nick, we can’t let him—”

“No,” Nick sighed. “We can’t. But I don’t want to take on the drug traffic, and we can’t kill it without sending the cartel into a tailspin. The last thing we need is those crazy stronzi on a revenge mission. We’ve already got Sicily crimping our overseas pipelines.”

That had been the primary purpose for this meeting. Sicily’s first shot across the bow was to close off key European ports for traffic of any family involved with the New England families. Most of the Pagano and Sacco work was domestic, but the move had hit the Marconis hard.

The Sicilians had put hurt first on the best ally of the families who’d actually sinned. An excellent strategy, to try to shave off allies and leave the real enemies alone before they attacked straight on.

“We’ll take the Abbatontuono traffic on,” Giada offered. She felt Angie’s head swivel abruptly to stare at her, but she kept her attention on Nick. Angie didn’t speak. Nor did Bruno.

Nick raised his eyebrows. “Tell me.”

“We’re closer geographically, anyway. And Tommy established some inroads into that work. I can tap contacts and make a pretty seamless transition—if you’re talking about putting the Abbatontuonos out of business, too.”

“We are,” Nick said. “Valeri is a liability, and we didn’t pick wrong. He was the best option—so now there are no options that keep the Abbatontuonos on the board. That family died with Gianni.

“You’re sure you can handle that load, Giada?” Vio asked.

She leveled a look at him. “I wouldn’t have offered if not.”

“I meant no offense.”

Giada nodded.

“Forty-thirty-thirty split on the profit,” Nick said.

“If the Saccos take on all the risk for less than half the profit, I want a sworn agreement that you’re at our side when everything else is done and we want out of this work. If we have to fight a drug cartel next, we do it together.”

“We did it before,” Vio said, smiling, “and we kicked their ass. We’re with you, Giada.”

“Yes,” Nick said, but he seemed suddenly distracted, as if an old memory had claimed his mind.

“I want your vow,” she insisted.

“I swear on the blood of our fathers, Giada,” Vio said, his hand on his heart. “The Marconi Family will be with you when you end the drug trade and piss off a cartel.”

“I swear on my uncle and my father, and on the memory of an old friend,” Nick said. “The Paganos will not turn from the fight. You know that.” His gaze shifted to Angie. “The bond between our families is iron-clad.”
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On the way back from Connecticut, sitting in the back seat of the blacked-out Durango, while Shorty drove them home, Giada thought about that meeting. The changes in their world had been rolling almost endlessly for years now—from the deaths of two dons, to Nick’s war with the Bondaruks, to her own rise, and Nick’s elevation of Trey Pagano. It had all destabilized two families to complete destruction—this Council meeting had ended with a decision to kill Luigi Valeri before the night was over and wrangle the large Abbatontuono Family and its workings into the increasingly massive portfolio the remaining three families shared.

Giada knew Nick Pagano well enough to wonder if his ultimate endgame was to be the true King of New England—to be the last one standing.

But she also knew him well enough to believe he wouldn’t make a vow he didn’t sincerely mean.

The man at her side, her husband, might be able to offer even deeper insights into Nick’s motives, but she didn’t ask. She meant never to put Angie in the position of choosing between her and Nick again.

If Nick put him in that position, however, that would be something else.

But for now, and hopefully forever, they were on the same side.

Still, she was curious about something, and didn’t think it would hurt to ask. “Nick swore on the memory of an old friend tonight. Do you know who he was talking about?”

While she’d been deep in her own thoughts, Angie had been staring out the window, absently playing his fingertips over the inside of her thigh while he swam through his own thinking. Now, his fingers stopped, and he turned and gave her a disapproving look.

“Giada. What the hell?”

She smiled and brushed the frown from his brow. “Simple curiosity, bello. I don’t know of any good friends besides you and Donnie, and Vio, all of whom are alive.”

“He had a friend, a long time ago. Way before my time at the top. They were in a shootout with Colombians, and his friend went down and stayed down. Nick doesn’t talk about him much, but they were close since grade school. That’s all common-enough knowledge. Vio was there, too, that day. But don’t push for more, okay?”

“Of course not.” She lifted his arm and snuggled under it. “We’re facing war from so many fronts at once. I did not see that when I was planning my own moves.”

“You didn’t have line of sight into a lot of this until after you’d made your move.”

“No. That’s true.”

“Would it have changed your mind if you had?”

She turned her head and met his eyes. “Absolutely not.”

He grinned. “Good. It won’t all hit at once. Sometimes it’ll feel that way, but really, war is slow. They last as long in our world as they do anywhere—years. Hell, the Bondaruks lasted almost three years, and they were nobodies. This one? It’ll go on awhile, and most of it’ll be downtime, planning the next move, recovering from the enemy’s last move, and just taking care of business. You gotta live around it, or you won’t live through it. You’ve got this, bella. And I got your back.”

“This life, it chews people up, doesn’t it?”

“It can. That’s why it’s so hard to trust and so important to keep it when you’ve got it. Blood and pain can come from any direction at any time, so you’ve got to have a steady base, or ... I don’t know. You go crazy and get stupid.”

“Like Tommy.”

Angie kissed her head. “Yeah. But not like you.”

Giada buried herself more fully into her husband’s embrace and felt uniquely blessed. She had achieved her ambition and made her way to the best of all worlds. She was Donna Sacco, the first of her kind, running a major family and making it stronger, building its power. She was Giada Sacco, CEO of a major development firm, building up Boston for the future. All her life, her ambition had been focused there: on claiming this power, building her family. Making her name.

But she also, miraculously, had this: sitting with her husband while their car rolled through the dark, wrapped in his warm, strong arms, feeling small and protected and loved. He loved her for her strength, and let her be vulnerable despite it.

Love was a fairy tale she’d stopped telling herself long ago.

But here she was, curled up with her prince, surrounded by his love.

Whatever the future might hold, she had everything right now.

She’d already claimed her happy ending.
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It took them until September, but they finally found their house. Angie half suspected his wife had willed the place into existence.

And now he couldn’t believe he actually lived here.

The info sheet had called it an ‘estate,’ and Angie had rolled his eyes and called it puffery, but then they’d pulled up, through an iron gate, and the house wasn’t in view yet. They’d known they’d buy it before they’d gone through the front door.

They lived on an ‘estate,’ with ‘grounds,’ in Jamaica Plain. And still they’d paid cash for the place, because Giada’s apartment had gone for a big bag of money.

Also because this big old gorgeous house needed a little bit of work. Contractors were spending more time in it than they were, currently. But when the improvements were done, Angie and Giada would have a home that was entirely theirs.

And Angie had a wicked huge yard, with a beautiful pool. And a putting green! He came out every night and listened to the quiet.

They were celebrating the completion of the remodeled kitchen with a housewarming party, but only for family and close friends. For Giada, that was Bruno and his family, and Fallon and her girls. Angie had invited his siblings and their families, and Nick and his family, and Donnie and Ari. Twenty-two people. Angie hadn’t realized he was close to so many people until they’d all shown up at his house.

September had been warm as midsummer, past eighty degrees on the last Saturday of the month, and they’d kept the pool open. It was almost as good as a day at the beach today.

While his nephew Marco lined up a putt, Angie looked over his head at the people playing in his yard. The place was beautifully landscaped; the old broad who’d raised a family and sent them off to their own lives, lost her husband, and then lived here alone to her end, had been a hobbyist, and elaborate gardens meandered through the ‘grounds.’ But what he really saw was Joey and Matt checking out his big new grill—he meant to have one of those outdoor kitchens built eventually. He saw Tina and Leslie in the pool with the youngest kids, and Giada, Fallon, and Deandra poolside, drinking Negronis on ice. Bruno was off the green teaching his son, Bruce, a putting stance. Nick and Bev were walking through the garden. Donnie and Ari sat on the big swing, chatting intimately. The other kids were playing, or being disaffected teens, but it didn’t matter what anybody was doing.

They were all comfortable.

It was the first time he’d seen it. Maybe the first time in a very long time, since he was just a little kid, that he’d ever felt it. This was his family, it was big and thriving, and he belonged among them all.

He heard the distinctive echo of a golf ball sinking a cup, and he turned to see his nephew pumping his arm in celebration.

“My man Marco!” Angie laughed and offered his fist for a bump. “Well done!”

His face split wide in a goofy grin, Marco bumped fists, then turned to the younger boy. “Hey Bruce. You’re up!”

Bruno brought his eight-year-old son up, and the men stood back as Marco, suddenly an expert, advised the younger boy.

“This is a great place, Ange.” Bruno said, looking around. “Really beautiful.”

“Thanks. Yeah, it is.”

One year ago, Angie’s life had been comparatively simple. Nothing but the Pagano Brothers. Anything else had been incidental and superficial, beneath his notice. He’d told himself he had everything he’d ever wanted, and he was content.

Then he’d found love, and lost everything else.

From those ashes had risen a life that dwarfed what he’d had before. Family. Friendship. Love. Loyalty and honor. Success. Respect. Home. Truly everything.

He’d been content before. Now he was happy.

In their world, when you found that, you grabbed it and held on as long as you could.

Angie meant never to let go.
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