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      I’m marked for a life that will doom me to lead.

      

      I know all about duty because I’ve been trained since birth. To play my part. To rule. Marriage to a rival family will only ensure our success.

      

      Except someone is hunting me, and Carter is the only thing standing in their way, making sure I survive.

      

      He’s lethal, determined, and obsessed with loyalty. He’ll sacrifice my happiness for his family. This cat-and-mouse game between us has no rules and leads to only one inevitable end.

      

      I’m on my own.

      

      I know one thing for sure: falling for his deadly lies will get me killed, but I don’t have a choice.

      

      If you like the sensuous bite of Kresley Cole, Holly Renee, C.R. Jane, and K.R. Knight, then you’ll devour this start to Melanie Kingsley’s dark, brilliant new mafia series.

      

      Start the addicting and romantic Balestra Family series today!

      

      Tropes

      Virgin Heroine, Older Hero, Forced Proximity, Forbidden Romance, Criminal Underground, Mafia Families, One Bed, Touch Her and You Die, Kidnap, Age Gap

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            A NOTE FOR READERS

          

        

      

    

    
      The following story contains mature themes, strong language, and sexual situations intended for adult readers. Those with triggers are encouraged to proceed with caution. Triggers may include: extreme violence, strong language, dubious consent, and sexual situations.
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      There are plenty of places for a woman to hide a weapon in a skin-tight, low-cut dress. If she’s dedicated enough.

      It always surprises me how many men don’t realize this simple fact.

      The dress might leave little to the imagination, but that means nothing if she’s packing with intent.

      “What do you say, baby?” The man sidles closer to me, his dark eyes lit with an inner fire that means one thing. He thinks he’s going to get some pussy tonight. “How about you and I go back to my yacht, and I’ll show you all the secret places?” He leans in closer, inches away from sliding his nose along my cheekbones, his hand creeping closer to my inner thigh.

      I resist the urge to roll my eyes. His yacht is a lie.

      Everything about the picture he presents is a fucking fallacy.

      Around us, the rest of the room is gilded in gold. Even the plants have been specially picked out to accentuate the lush fabrics, the ludicrously expensive decor. The chandeliers overhead are kept low, the light just enough to see the drink in front of you and your partner’s features without noticing the glaringly obvious details.

      Like the weak chin.

      Or the plugs along his hairline to match.

      The man who grabbed the stool at my side is a guest I’ve never seen before, and he blows right past the line of propriety and respect and lands in my personal bubble as if he has a right to be there. “We can drink champagne and enjoy the night,” he cajoles. “Together.”

      Two more lies.

      Well, the second part won't be a lie. He’ll enjoy the night, surely, if I agree to leave with him.

      I stare him down, expression neutral, even though I’m on high alert. Hyper-vigilant and doing my best to keep my hand from itching toward the dagger stashed on my person.

      The champagne he offers would no doubt be stale, though, if he even has a bottle stashed away in whatever place he’s planning to take me. Plus, his micropenis barely shows an outline from where we sit on the barstool at my uncle’s club. He’s got it on full display, regardless.

      Who gave this guy an invitation to the Vanguard? Who let him through the door?

      My nerves are fucking shot and too raw for me to be bored or amused by the way he’s attempting to pick me up. If anything, I’ve shot straight past bored and amused into disgruntled and a little apprehensive.

      Manners keep me from outright looking around the room for any reason to excuse myself.

      But no.

      Word hasn’t come in that the shipment has arrived. Without confirmation, I’m not allowed to leave and go home. I have to physically put eyes on the drugs for my father before the evening comes to an end.

      I force a smile for the man in front of me and gain a little bit of distance by lifting my martini glass to my face and taking a long sip.

      Waiting for the delivery means sitting at the bar and listening to these men with their stories, men who want to hit on me while I pretend I’m here to enjoy the atmosphere.

      A yawn burns the back of my throat.

      “I’ve seen yachts, and I’ve had good champagne,” I tell the leech, keeping my smile pinned in place. “I’ll pass. It’s a no from me.”

      He presses closer yet before taking a chance, reaching out and twining one of my purposely loose curls around his fingers.

      “Come on, Mia,” he coos. And suddenly, we’re on a first-name basis. Because he heard the bartender call me that.

      Note to self: staff meeting.

      “Say yes. Let’s play. You’ll have fun.”

      One more move, one finger where it doesn’t belong, and I’ll take the cool steel strapped to my inner thigh, and I’ll show him how deadly serious I am when I say no.

      “I’m not going home with you.” I show him teeth. “End of discussion.”

      I raise a perfectly manicured hand to let the bartender know I'm ready for my second martini. If I have to be here, then I’m sure as hell going to enjoy another drink while I wait. It all goes on Uncle Henry’s tab anyway.

      Rather, he wipes my own tab clean at the end of the night.

      Nothing like family.

      Where the hell is the shipment?

      How much time do I have to waste before my father is satisfied?

      Like you have anything better to do?

      The small, cruel voice in my head is still my own, and it’s right.

      “Who said anything about going home?” the man says. His fingers twitch, switching from my leg to trace my bare arm. “We’re going to my yacht. Have you ever fucked on open water? It’s fantastic.”

      Okay, I’ve had enough.

      Lifting my leg, his attention drops to the creamy length of thigh showing from the slit in my black dress. He’s distracted enough that I can reach for the holster and slide the blade free, bringing the tip to his balls in his next breath without him noticing.

      The dots have not connected for him yet.

      They sure do when I dig the tip into the soft meat of those danglers, and his eyes go wide.

      “Whoa, whoa! Psycho b-bitch,” he stammers, suddenly scared shitless. “What the fuck do you think you’re doing?”

      “No means no.” I say it slowly for his benefit, and my smile warms. “Repeat it for me.”

      He’s silent for a moment before I dig the knife deeper yet, and he lets out a strangled groan of pain. “N-no means no.”

      “Very good,” I coo.

      Appearances are everything for people in my position. But so is self-defense. I’d be a piss-poor heir if I let scum like this guy manipulate and maneuver me.

      “Besides, the grime underneath your fingernails is too thick for you to be wealthy. It’s a clear indication you don’t take the time to care for yourself.” My eyes drop to his hands. “You may work for your boss on his yacht, but the champagne you claim to have would not be yours. It would be his. Or it would be old. Not nearly what it would take to woo me.” I purposely lower my gaze to his crotch and angle the knife into his sac until he gasps. “And I hardly think the few inches you’re packing will do anything for me other than make me angry. And I’m already pissed off.”

      Losing my cool won’t do any good. It will lead to a verbal tongue-lashing in the privacy of Papa’s office and a harsh, potentially even painful reminder not to pull these kinds of stunts. Definitely not where people can see me.

      Appearances are everything.

      And there’s no escape.

      I slice the knife down toward his taint for spite, and tears prick the corners of his eyes. Shit, I haven’t even cut through fabric yet. Why is he crying?

      “Don’t hit on another fucking woman on your way out, or I’ll know,” I tell him in an undertone. “Trust me.”

      The man is so surprised by the knife pull and the near castration that he falls backward off the bar stool. All eyes in the room turn in his direction at the noise, the disruption, and the already hushed conversation drops to a silence where the scurrying of a mouse is as loud as a gunshot.

      “You’re a fucking psycho!” He lands that one departing shot before he scrambles to his feet and sprints toward the front door.

      Heartbeats later, the bartender drops a perfectly made martini in a chilled glass in front of me. “That’s the second one this month, Miss Balestra,” the woman says from behind the bar. “I’m not sure why the scumbags are attracted to you or how you manage to put them in their place so quickly, but man. It’s fascinating to watch.”

      “I’m sure I don’t know what you mean.” I tilt back the martini and take a sip.

      Yes. Perfection. Shit, she’s good. This is almost enough for me to forgive her for the first name slip earlier.

      “I don’t know how you weed them out so fast. It’s a gift.”

      “It’s a skill,” I correct Sherry. “It’s a lot of practice.”

      She isn’t prying. She was complimenting me. But I make a mental note to be more careful calling out the pricks who hit on me here, at least for a little bit.

      “It’s a skill I’m going to need you to teach me.” Sherry adjusts the jaunty set of the black bowtie Uncle Henry forces his employees to wear at Meridian. “It’s hard to know the fakes from the good guys. We don’t get a lot of real bad dudes here, but there’s always a few in a crowd, you know?”

      “Oh, that’s easy.” I wave her away. “You assume there are no good guys.”

      I’m a pretty face, which has won me more than the wit inside my skull. The intelligence and practice allow me to monitor body language, look for clues over lies. The inside of my head is a constantly churning machine, and the machine can only work when I’m able to take people by surprise. Otherwise, no one pays me any mind.

      Papa’s empire benefits from the deadly combination. At least, it does when the lowlifes aren’t trying to push my skirt up to my hips.

      It’s the same one I’ll inherit one day if I can keep stomaching dealing with the assholes who want to claw their way up from the bottom. Ones with ambition or money or good, old-fashioned charm.

      They want what the Balestra family has, and one way to do it is by getting to me.

      The one with the microdick? Hard to say where his motivations really lie.

      I raise my finger to Sherry to get her attention and reach into the small clutch on my lap, drawing out a hundred, making sure she sees me slip the bill under my too-soon empty glass. I have a two-drink maximum each time I’m dispatched to the club.

      Two, max, like I’m some kind of fucking child.

      Sherry nods and starts to make my third after covertly slipping the hundie into her cleavage.

      I figure that buying her with tips may gain me a small shred of loyalty, all for my own, and she’ll keep her mouth shut. I’ll nurse the third drink until I get the text that it’s time to check the shipment, quickly, and leave.

      Home.

      Crawl into comfortable clothes and out of the beyond-impressive dress painted over my body. I drag the dagger back into its holster with a sigh.

      My mother’s body, I think in distant disgust. It’s all thanks to her that I’m built the way I am, and she never lets me forget it, either.

      Nicola Balestra is still a beauty, fifty-two years old, with the blood of old Italy in her veins keeping her skin youthful and mostly wrinkle-free.

      She’s made me into a mirror of her from her younger days, all long black hair, gold skin, and makeup. Most of the time, when I’m sent to Uncle Henry’s club, I don’t mind the task. Tonight it irks me. Tonight the sensation of eyes on me is nothing but ants crawling over my skin as I take a sip from my fresh martini.

      Sherry sure does know how to make them.

      No one here has the skill she has.

      Even though she’s paid to be kind to me.

      To kiss my ass, the same way that everyone here is required to kiss my ass.

      I take that one single sip before the phone in my clutch buzzes. I drag it out to a message with a single text.

      SOS. Dead on Arrival.

      I roll my eyes. “Sorry about this.” I drink the rest of the martini in two gulps. I'm not sure whether I’m apologizing to Sherry for guzzling the drink like a teen or to myself for having to rush out instead of enjoying it.

      So much for nursing the drink.

      It’s time to get to work.

      I flash Sherry an apologetic smile before smoothing my mask back in place, the icy queen who rules over this place. The walk-in cooler in the kitchen disguises a long, well-lit hallway toward the real base of operations here at the Vanguard.

      Then it’s time to make my mark.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      The two men standing in front of the unmarked wooden crate start to visibly shake at the sound of my sky-high heels tapping against the floor. I see both of them clearly through the small square plexiglass window taking up the top third of the door. My driver Rafel, who has been with me for years, steps ahead of me and holds the door open for me to waltz through into the back room.

      He’s been waiting for me back here, watching to make sure the shipment arrives and everything is kosher.

      The SOS prefacing his text means something’s gone fucked where the business should have been running smoothly.

      There's been a problem for months now, but no one is willing to call it that. Not Papa, not Uncle Henry, or Uncle Paolo, who is really my father’s right-hand man and no relation.

      The three of them might as well have their heads buried in the sand, or darker, smellier places, for all their willingness to listen to my complaints that our shipments have been light.

      A tiny speed bump, nothing that will be repeated, I remember Paolo saying when I first mentioned the missing boxes. Demolished easily enough with words or a gun, depending on how hard the speed bump fights back.

      How will tonight play out?

      Papa has other business to consider, which is why he sent me out to check the shipment tonight. I had a clear plan in place. Wait for the signal, inspect the merchandise, report back, and go. As simple as pie and just as American.

      The third martini is the biggest extent of my rebellion and all that’s allowed.

      Rafel delicately clears his throat, still holding the door open as I waste time caught in my head, and I square my shoulders. Rather than focus on the men themselves, their faces unfamiliar, I drop my attention to the boxes. It’s better not to humanize the workers.

      Which sounds shitty, but it’s all part of this lifestyle. And for me, there’s never been another choice.

      The oldest. The oldest in a long line of smugglers and businessmen.

      A victim of fate and circumstance, and now those boxes are my priority. I can already tell we’re missing more than a few.

      “Talk,” I demand right off the bat.

      Some days, I’m not sure if these clowns are more afraid of me or my father. But they’re right to fear both of us. I’ve seen men chewed up and spit out at the breakfast table before I turned six. It was as much a part of life as learning to tie my shoes or riding a bicycle for the first time.

      Serve the family. Protect the empire.

      Punish anyone who steps out of line. It’s a rinse-and-repeat kind of deal.

      “We’re sorry, Miss Balestra. It was an accident. It’s not like we meant for anything to happen to the boxes,” the older one tells me.

      I feel rather than sense Rafel step up behind me, no doubt crossing his arms over his chest like he’s some kind of Arnold Schwarzenegger even though he’s only five ten and built like a toothpick. A strong toothpick, but he wouldn’t win a bodybuilding contest.

      “I don’t want excuses. Tell me what happened.”

      Pretty face. Bland smile. Hint of violence in the eyes, and all the while assessing. Everything went on the truck the way it was supposed to, heading from San Diego, California, all the way through the western expanses of nothing-but-shit-and-tornados until it reached us tonight, on the edge of Lake Erie.

      Mafia in Ohio.

      It still surprises me to think about it.

      Somewhere along the line, these guys must have stopped outside of their designated route because the Balestras have men at each of the weigh stations to make sure the shipment reaches us intact.

      Where did we lose the boxes?

      “We did everything we were supposed to do,” the one on the left assures me. Older, yes, with a hint of gray already in his hair, while the one on the right looks to be in his early twenties. And far guiltier.

      Ah, so the older man feels protective of the other one.  How is this going to play out?

      “Oh? So there is nothing wrong, then?” I ask sweetly.

      I scan the boxes at the feet of the two men, counting silently in my head. A hint of anger slips through my mask. We’re three packages short.

      I send a sharp glance to the first man, the one who mistakenly makes eye contact after gazing leisurely at my legs.

      “Where did the truck stop?” I asked, my voice a whip of sound. The man on the left flinches. “Where did we lose three of our crates?”

      “We had this one come straight through Fort Wayne. No s-stops,” the young man stutters. “As we were ordered.”

      “Obviously, you’re lying to me. Unless you’re calling my cousin a liar.” I stalk forward and lift a leg, stomping on the lid of the first crate. “He personally verified the shipment from his end, and the total count was thirty. This is twenty-seven. Explain.”

      Both of the men drop their eyes to their shoes. “We didn’t make any unauthorized stops,” the older one murmurs.

      They’re worker bees.

      And I happen to know that neither one of them has been with our organization for more than six months. It’s one thing to treat subordinates well enough that we gain their loyalty. This is not the case. This is not the first time packages have gone missing in the past few weeks. Not by a long shot.

      Which means something is going on. Inside and outside of the Balestra organization.

      It might not be these two buffoons, but they’re the ones I’m looking at right now.

      My stomach drops, and the semi-calm of the third martini trickles away. Papa is going to have to listen to me this time. It’s happened too often to be an accident at this point.

      I snap my fingers before a bit of my exhaustion slips through my mask. I rub my temples and sigh. “Rafel?” I look over my shoulder to my driver. “Assistance?”

      He smoothly lifts to attention and pulls out a gun from the holster hidden beneath his coat, cocking it at the two workers.

      The one who stared at me gulps, his Adam's apple bobbing like a fishing lure on choppy waters.

      Trusting Rafel’s aim, I step up to the man and run a hand up his trembling arm. “Where was the unauthorized stop?” I need to know. “Where did you go tonight? I’m not fucking stupid. I know what you did.”

      He knows better than to test me or make up more excuses.

      “Okay, I had to take a piss at a rest stop.” The guy shrugs even as sweat trickles down toward his chin. “That was it. I locked the truck and everything, and nothing looked off when I got back. So what?”

      “What rest stop?”

      I enunciate every word, allowing them to drop like bombs.

      He deviated from clear plans. Who hired them?

      It’s taking these jackasses way too long to tell me where they made their stop, so I can get people on the theft as soon as possible.

      “Fort Wayne.” The other man blurts out the answer. Sweat drips from his hairline. “It was Fort Wayne, Miss Balestra.”

      This next part is not my favorite, but it’s all part of the game. The players usually know their roles from the start of it, though few have a choice. That’s my one consolation. These two workers knew better than to stop, and their deviance from the plan allowed someone else to slip in.

      To fuck with our inventory.

      I smile at both of the men, flashing teeth. “Next time I ask a question, it will be much easier for you if you answer it immediately,” I tell the one closest to me. “Now you’ll have to pay.”
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      I wave a hand to Rafel, and he automatically moves forward, whipping the end of the gun against the one’s head before shooting the other between the eyes as I walk away. My heels tap out a final symphony on my way out the door.

      I need to breathe.

      I need to take five and sit in the car.

      Rafel will take care of everything inside without asking questions. It’s especially helpful when my head is buzzing with them. Missing boxes might seem small in the grand scheme of things, and if this had been the first light delivery, I might have gone along with the elders and brushed it off as vandals or kids playing a prank. Something small and innocuous. Innocent, almost.

      But this is not the first time, and the problem extends past this most recent shipment.

      Without looking back to make sure the job is completed, I pull out my cell, clicking on the group text. The phone is untraceable, a burner, and the line secure.

      We’ve got a serious problem.

      I type out the line and press send, my stomach dropping, the rest of me ready to drop, tired to the point where not even the buzz of alcohol can get me back to normal. A single pulse of pain rips through my head.

      No choice. I have to let them know.

      There’s no need to wait for a response to the text. Whether they jolt into immediate action…that’s up to them.

      Much to my everlasting shock and amazement, the cell starts to vibrate before I have a chance to return it to my clutch. There’s no number on the screen, but I know who’s on the other end.

      “Hi, Daddy.” I answer the phone on the second ring because otherwise, I’m going to be in deeper shit than I already am.

      Edward Balestra’s faint chuckle comes through loud and clear. “You only call me that when things have truly gone south, Mia. What happened? What is this problem?”

      I draw in a long, deep breath.

      How to explain in a way he’ll take seriously, or without going off the deep end and blaming me for this?

      The word problem in this family is never a good sign for any of us. It usually means that someone is going to die. Papa knows the lingo as intricately as I do; both of us trained from a young age and bred for this life with no way to escape it.

      “I didn’t use the word lightly,” I reply with a hint of steel in my voice. “What started as a few missing packages in our shipments have now become a pattern. This is the fourth time we’ve had a delivery turn up missing several boxes. They made an unauthorized stop in Fort Wayne.”

      The sound of breaking glass erupts from Dad’s end. With no one around to see me, I wince.

      Each one of Edward Balestra’s three daughters inherited his red-hot temper. I like to think mine isn’t as bad as the others, but it’s a pipe dream.

      Papa sees the temper as a weapon, not something he easily loses control over. He’s worked hard since his birth, according to him, in Crete to hone the anger into a gun he willingly fires off when necessary.

      He expects me to do the same.

      Oh, a part of him is overprotective.

      He wants what is best for his girls, but I’m the oldest. Things are different. I’m the best asset he’s got and the one primed to take over the business. He hates me doing the fieldwork. What other choice is there?

      “How many?” Papa asks.

      “Three.”

      My steps slow on the way to the long black town car, and Rafel hurries to catch up to open the door for me. It isn’t even a thought for me to ask him to do it. He just does.

      Trained. The way I’ve been trained.

      I slide into the back seat, and he shuts the door with a decisive click behind me. Even here, with the divider window and the dark tint, I’m not able to drop my mask completely. Not yet.

      Edward is silent for a long time, and I picture the expression on his face. The brooding, ponderous set of those dark eyebrows only now showing a hint of gray. “We’ll discuss it,” he says at last. “Are you on your way home?”

      A glance out the window shows Rafel heading back into the low building attached to the back of the club. “I’m just waiting on Rafel to finish some work,” I say. “Then we’ll be on the way.”

      I glance down at the slender gold band of the watch around my wrist. The evening wrapped sooner than expected. It’s a small blessing, but not when I weigh it against the missing containers.

      My father groans. Then nothing.

      “What do I need to do?” I ask into the dead silence. “What steps do we take to make this problem disappear?”

      In the next heartbeat, Rafel returns, his gun back in its holster at his hip. He wipes his hands on a black cloth and stuffs the fabric deep into his pocket, taking a moment to straighten his tie before manning the driver’s seat.

      He pulls the town car away from the curve half a heartbeat later.

      “I’m pondering that myself,” Papa replies. “Perhaps we need to have Isabella step up and start to take some responsibility. Do more for the family—”

      “No,” I argue immediately.

      “Why not?” Papa’s voice holds a chill and a hint of an accent. “Is she not capable, in your humble opinion, Mia?”

      Isabella needs to stay as far away from the field, or any aspect of this bullshit, as possible. If Papa is determined to shove his favorite daughter further into the spotlight, then I am just as determined to keep her out of it.

      She’s an innocent.

      If anyone has to take the brunt of the darkness, then it will be me.

      “I am more than capable,” I correct bitterly. “Though perhaps you could hire some men who are better suited to their positions instead of the second rates you have now.”

      I say it sweetly, knowing one of them is dead and the other more than likely beaten into a bloody pulp and unable to move.

      “Mia, you may be my heir, but there is no way you know more than your own father.” He chuckles, and the sound grates on my nerves.

      I always brush off his comments like those because of the way he was raised. It’s my go-to excuse and certainly does excuse a lot of things. My father is traditional down to the core. The man is the king of the castle, and it’s his duty to provide for his family and to make the decision. It’s not his fault he is the way he is, and it’s not his fault those kinds of statements chafe me the way they do.

      Edward Balestra only elevated me to be his heir because he’d had the distinctive unluckiness to have only female children and a wife who refused to bear more than three.

      Another fact of life.

      “I vet every one of our employees,” he continues, a hint of rage seeping into every word. “They are all carefully examined before being brought into the business.”

      I sigh, saying in a small voice, “I know you do, Papa.”

      “Mia, you’ll have to let me handle this. In my time, in my way. You understand, yes?”

      Luckily for me, my father trusts me. For the most part. He knows that I’m good at what I do for him, and he sees, for the most part, what I bring to the table. My wit. My intelligence.

      A handful of the men beneath my father in our operation see it too. They just don’t like it.

      It’s called being a threat, boys.

      “Apparently, they made a stop in Fort Wayne and left the shipment alone for, I was assured, minutes only,” I continue as though my observational skills haven’t been called into question.

      The car takes a left turn, heading toward the family compound near the edge of the lake, the tires smooth along the asphalt.

      “There should not have been any stops,” Edward insists.

      “Which is why I had Rafel inside, to make sure they understand the consequences of unauthorized stops.”

      “I’ll call Kellan and see what he can pull from any surveillance cameras along the way. I’d like to see any of the stops the truck made for myself.”

      “I already sent him a text, while we’ve been speaking,” I assured Papa.

      I balance the cell between my ear and my shoulder, reaching into my clutch for my lip gloss.

      Just another kind of armor.

      “Well, well, Mia. You deserve a raise.”

      The compliment should not impact me the way it does, bringing a warm glow of appreciation to my face. The car rolls gently to a stop at a red light.

      “I know. I’ll talk to you at home.” I press the screen to end the call and slip the cell back into my clutch.

      If I’m going to have to sit through a meeting with Edward, and no doubt he’s putting one together at this point with Uncle Paolo, then I’m going to need coffee. It’s late for a caffeine fix, but with three martinis in my system, I’m asking for trouble.

      “Rafel,” I call out. “We need to make a pit stop for coffee. Find something.”

      There’s no answer, but I know he’s heard me.

      Rafel is quiet; he’s always quiet. That’s what I like most about him. He simply nods his head from his perch, in control of this tiny kingdom on wheels. I’m not sure what I’d do without him. He is one of those steady presences you can always count on not only to get the job done but to do it thoroughly and without hesitation.

      He switches directions, taking a right rather than heading straight, and in the distance, I make out the dull gleam of a familiar sign for a coffee chain. It will have to do.

      “Thank you.”

      I’m quick with praise when it’s warranted, unlike some people. 

      Too late, I tell myself, and too much liquor. Good liquor, but it’s making me antsy. What I should probably do is stop and fill myself with junk food, enough to make me sick. But that won't serve any purpose other than to numb my feelings.

      And if alcohol didn’t work, then a Big Mac won’t either.

      The loud backfiring of a car sounds from a side street, and I wince. Loud enough to make my ears ring. The small jerk of my knee surprises me, especially when the other one jumps at the sound of a revving engine following the backfire. My heart starts to race like a jackrabbit.

      Nerves, I tell myself.

      Nothing but nerves after a long day.

      “I swear,” I say out loud. “If men had to divulge the size of their dicks everywhere they went, then these muscle cars and ridiculous street races would cease to exist.”

      The statement, although true, doesn't do anything against the pounding in my chest.

      Tires screech against pavement as Rafel slows in front of the coffee shop. He cuts the engine, the sound louder in the silence. I glance over my shoulder but see nothing in the street, nothing headed our way.

      Rafel walks around to my side and pulls open the door, holding out a hand for me to take. A sliver of ice trails down my spine.

      Ridiculous.

      That’s what I’m being right now. But I take his hand regardless and step out into the open.

      Ridiculous allowing myself to get spooked by a dick-measuring contest. They happen all the time, especially along these side streets where the general populace knows better than to traffic.

      Another engine backfires, too close for comfort. A quick rat-tat of sound.

      No.

      Not an engine.

      A gun. A gun goes off, and this time there is no mistaking it for a car.

      “Get down!” Rafel yells out, his arms around my torso. He launches himself at me just as another shot fires.

      We topple to the ground together, with Rafel’s body providing a shield around me, my bare leg scraping against the pavement, and my knee and hip taking the brunt of the hit. My head meets the sidewalk in the worst possible way, bone cracking against cement hard, teeth clenching together. Warmth spreads from my chest all the way through to my shoulders.

      Blood. And it’s everywhere.
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      Blood. Death. Killing.

      It’s the way of life in the Balestra house.

      My heartbeat pounds in my ear, the only sound in the world, and I’m caught between hard muscle and cold cement.

      Straining to breathe, to exist.

      This is the only life any of the three daughters of Edward and Nicola Balestra have ever known, and we’ve been integrated so thoroughly that any other way of being is, at this point, anathema.

      I’m trapped, pain taking my nerves from raw to dull.

      Panic rises and clutches at my throat with icy fingers. I reach for the back of my head to check for injury and find myself unable to move. Rafel. It takes more than simple thought to push aside the fear and panic and focus on my next step, to brush them all aside at this point, but whoever shot at me wants me panicked.

      It’s always the way.

      The reaction is just as important as injury, as death.

      Thinking about the gunshot clears the path for me to slide into numbness, free of worries, emotions, and that ever-present fear.

      Rafel groans, his muscles shaking and blood seeping from his shoulder onto me.

      “Rafel. Are you okay?” A stupid question and my voice quakes. Dislodging my arm from my side, I reach for him, patting him down like I’ll somehow be able to feel the source of his injury.

      “Please, talk to me.”

      Friends are rare in this world. People I trust are rarer yet, and Rafel is the one bleeding all over me. He’s the only one who’s been hit because he stepped in front of me and took the bullet. Rather than let it take me down.

      His groan cuts off in a strangle when I press too close to the entry wound.

      “Shit. Shit! I’m sorry.”

      The weight of his entire body keeps me trapped against the cold cement, and I have to buck and shove with all my strength just to roll him to the side, apologizing the whole time. Somehow I manage to roll him onto his side, and my fingers tremble as I hurry to grab his head to keep it from hitting the way mine did. Any small movement sends shockwaves of pain spiraling from the back of my skull through my limbs, and a glance down at my knee shows it scraped and raw.

      Rafel doesn’t scream at being moved. Eyes closed, his breathing turns shallow, and his hands now clench around his shoulder. Blood, black in the gloom of night, seeps through his fingers and colors everything it touches.

      “I’m so sorry for this, Rafel!” My voice comes out as an undignified screech of sound, and I clap a blood-soaked palm against my mouth.

      I have to get a grip.

      This isn’t the first time I’ve seen a man get shut. Just the first time whoever held the gun had it aimed at me.

      If I lose Rafel—

      He’s my friend, not just my employee. I’ll never forgive myself.

      The longer we sit here, with people on the sidewalk screaming at the sight of us and running in the opposite direction at all the blood, the greater an opportunity our enemy has to finish the job.

      Desperate and full of apologies, I crouch over Rafel and search for my clutch. There are no more car engines or screeching tires. Nowhere for a gunman or woman to hide in any direction. No other signs or sounds of a threat.

      Rafel gasps, coughing, and blood spatters the side of his mouth.

      We need help now.

      My clutch is only a few feet away, and I carefully wiggle my dress free from beneath Rafel, trying not to stare at the gaping hole in his shoulder. If he hadn’t jumped in front of that bullet, then I would be the one bleeding out on the ground. There’s no doubt in my mind.

      “Hold on.”

      I crawl toward the clutch and struggle to open the latch, my fingers unfeeling and uncooperative. The face recognition to unlock the cell doesn't want to automatically unlock the phone, either, forcing me to type in a code before pressing the button to dial the emergency line.

      The one I have yet to need, although he has it set up for each of his daughters to access.

      “Mia?”

      It’s not my father’s voice, but I recognize the dulcet tones of his second-in-command.

      “Uncle P. We need a car. Immediately.”

      “Where are you?”

      “Down the street from a Starbucks about two miles from Uncle Henry’s club.” Knowing I might need to stay on the line, I set the phone down, focusing on my breathing. In for five and out for five.

      After one round, I tear at the skirt of the dress until the threads give and the seams part. We’ve got to do something to stop the bleeding.

      “Hold on,” I tell Rafel again. My knees scrape against the cement, but at least my hands are no longer shaking. Moving in quick, practiced moves, I wrap the fabric around the wound and tie it off tight.

      Rafel’s groans have shifted into silence.

      Which is never a good sign.

      Each moment is measured by an irregular heartbeat, the pulse visible at the side of his neck uneven and sluggish. There’s no way I can drag Rafel into the car. Moving him…is a bad idea. Especially on my own.

      The call has disconnected, Paolo gone.

      I press down on the wound, counting heartbeats and seconds. None of it does any good, but he’s still breathing. He’s still here.

      It doesn’t take long before two black cars pull up on either side of mine, keeping anyone else from driving past by blocking the road. A group of my father’s men erupt from the interiors and head over to take hold of Rafel, two of them dragging me in the opposite direction.

      They’ve surely been told to keep me a priority.

      I shake my head, the corners of my eyes burning with acid. “Take him to the hospital, please. He’s been shot in the shoulder, and I’m not sure if there’s an exit wound.”

      At least I sound calm.

      Until two of them turn to me with their arms outstretched, and the sliver of cold in my chest starts to migrate outward.

      “I’m fine,” I argue automatically, blinking at them. “But I’d like to go with him.”

      They bundle Rafel into the back of the car and out of sight.

      Ignored, the two guards lift me to my feet, but my knee won’t hold my weight, buckling the moment I try to put weight on it. I see it. They see it.

      “The danger hasn’t passed, Miss Balestra,” the closest guard murmurs.

      “It’s gone,” I assure them. “They left as soon as they shot Rafel.”

      “We’re not taking any chances.”

      A third car is discreetly parked a little further down the street, half in and half out of an alley between two buildings. Struggling against their hold does no good. Their hands might as well be carved from granite for all their give and warmth.

      They take me, struggling the whole way, toward the third car and away from Rafel.

      “I’m fine. Let me go.” I elbow the one on the right, and he flinches but refuses to drop his hold. “I don’t need you to manhandle me.”

      I also don’t need to see their faces to note where their attention has gone. I’m covered in blood. I feel it, thick and starting to dry, along my neck and chest, my arms. All the way down to my legs. Whatever I say doesn’t matter because I look like a wreck.

      Is Rafel going to survive?

      “I’m sorry. We’re under orders to get you away from the scene as soon as possible,” the man I elbowed replies.

      We’re feet away from the car door when I get my first good look at Goon Number One on the right.

      These men are the ones you want to avoid at all costs. The ones you move to the opposite side of the street to get away from because they give you bad vibes. He’s got a hawk nose and a scar down the length of his jaw, only partially hidden by facial hair.

      My father’s men, sure, but none I recognize.

      A snap of his fingers has two other men moving through the streets, doing their job to clean up the scene before the police arrive.

      Except their strangeness doesn’t sit well with me. We’ve got plenty of people on the payroll, all kinds and sizes working for us. But on-call thugs from the emergency line? Who the hell did Uncle Paolo call?

      The phone clenched in my hand gives a beep, followed by a series of vibrations that nearly have me jumping out of my skin. I jerk my arm out of Thug Two’s hand, glaring at him and gesturing toward the cell.

      “If you want to explain to my father that you’re manhandling me to the point where I’m unable to take his call, then I’ll be happy to let this go to voicemail,” I tell Thug Two, venom dripping from each syllable.

      He loosens his hold only enough for me to press the screen. I keep my gaze trained on the men until they finally drop their hold entirely, backing up a step to disappear around the other side of the car. I’m still in their sights, and they’ve got weapons hidden.

      “The emergency call? What happened?” Edward asks in a roar once I pick up.

      Before he has a chance to get into questioning, I hastily blurt out, “I’ve got it covered now. I’m fine. They’re taking Rafel to the hospital.”

      “Are you sure?” he continues.

      The men in the first and second car take off and merge into oncoming traffic. They better be heading for Lakeside Medical Center.

      That’s where the family always goes for discretion, the administration in our pocket.

      “Tell your men to back the fuck up. I’m fine. There’s no need for them to get grabby.” I allow a hint of frustration to seep into the words, enough so that Edward lets out a small growl.

      “Put me on speakerphone.”

      I shoot both goons a smug look as I click on the speaker icon, holding the phone toward them to make sure they don’t miss a single word.

      “Take her to Lakeside. Knock her out if she’s too much trouble,” Edward tells them in no uncertain terms.

      My jaw drops. “Papa—”

      “She needs to be looked after. Ensure she is okay.”

      He hangs up without letting me defend myself again, and in the wake of my surprise, the frustration morphs into a larger beast with bigger fangs. How the fuck can I prove I’m just as capable of handling the reins when one small thing happens, and my father treats me like an infant?

      It’s absolutely demoralizing.

      My control slips away when both of the thugs round the car. One of them reaches for the door while the other pushes lightly against my side to get me to sit my ass down in the back seat.

      I’m the heir in name only.

      It’s a hard reality that settles in my stomach like an anchor. There is nothing about my position that grants me the sort of very real power Edward wields. I’m set up to take the throne but now? With Rafel down, my attention scattered, and the car taking me toward the hospital against my will?

      I have to fight the urge to kick the back of the seat. Like a child throwing a tantrum, because if that’s how my family wants to treat me…

      I sink with a sigh, the sound immediately prompting one of the men to turn around in his seat to stare. Exhaustion presses down on me, and I slowly lose the battle of will versus capability, and I’m too tired to do more than grumble the entire way.

      The men are back to help me through the front doors, but once I’m in the lobby, with the sterile scent of cleaners all around me, I dig my heels in.

      “I’m fine, and there’s no reason for me to be here.” My protests fall on deaf ears.

      Thug Two shakes his head and tells me, “The boss says you’re supposed to be looked at, and that’s exactly what we have to do.”

      “Or you can go against his word and take a bathroom break in Fort Wayne,” I say bitterly. “You know, whatever you want.”

      Why is it that some people are always willing to bend the rules a little bit but never in my favor? It’s the pain talking. The second I sat down, the throbbing in my thigh and knee became too loud to ignore. A little soak in a tub and some pills and I’ll be all right. I have to be.

      The two of them look at each other just as a doctor rounds the corner. A familiar face at last. He’s been our family physician for more years than I can remember.

      “I received a call from your father.” Doctor Jones looks directly at me as he speaks. A kindly man, he’s tall and jovial with a distinctive Bob Ross vibe without any of the painting skills.

      He’s been our family physician for longer than I can remember.

      Right now, I’d rather he disappear back to wherever the hell he belongs and leave me alone.

      “I don’t need to be looked at,” I insist.

      His gaze scours me from head to toe, lingering on my knee. “That’s not what I was told.”

      One of the nurse practitioners working underneath Doctor Jones nods at the look he sends her way and comes toward me with a needle.

      “This will help you relax, Miss Balestra,” the nurse says softly.

      And I’m done being told what to do. I reach down and pull my knife out from my thigh strap. “I dare you to try and put me down for even a second. I don’t give a shit what my father says.”

      They're not impressed, not even a little bit, and Doctor Jones only snaps his fingers once.

      A second orderly comes up from behind me with her needle prepped and ready, jabbing the point into the side of my neck before so much as getting a jab in. The meds take effect almost immediately as the edges of my vision start to blur.

      Drugged against my will…

      Alive but caged. What is it all worth?
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      The damn tie around my neck is a noose.

      Resisting the urge to rip it off and fling as far away as fucking possible, I adjust the set of my jacket, checking my reflection in the mirror just as Ricardo walks in, zipping up his pants.

      There’s too much of me in the kid for his own good, I think, scrutinizing him. And he’s definitely still a kid even though he’s twenty-five. He’ll always be a kid to me. I remember him shitting his pants on a roller coaster at ten, tall for his age, too young to ride, but insistent he was fine.

      He cried the whole ride back to the hotel.

      Now he’s staring at me with a clean-shaven face because he sheared off every bit of facial hair, and I have to wonder where the time has gone. Why it seems like I can’t keep up with him.

      “For fuck’s sake, kid, at least have the decency to get dressed before you come up here. I don’t want you approaching me with your literal balls in your hand,” I tell him, only half joking.

      “Sorry, Pops.” Ricardo winks. “I got the text for another fight club-style meeting and had to release a little tension before we face the big dogs. You know what I’m saying.”

      I roll my eyes. “Still not your Pops, no matter how many times you try the nickname out on me. And do me a favor? Don’t tell me when you jack yourself off. It’s a man’s private business.” I stifle a groan, turning back to my reflection in the mirror.

      Except now Ricardo has joined me.

      He’s much more handsome than I used to be at his age, in a pretty boy way. He got too much of his father’s swarthiness in terms of his black hair and olive skin. At least in Ricardo, it’s tempered a bit by the soft curve of his jaw. If he’d had one of those angular chins?

      He’d be unstoppable, with a bigger ego than he already has.

      “It’s better than Unc, don’t you think?” Ricardo asks. “You’ve always hated it when I call you that.”

      “Because it makes me sound like an asshole when you call me Unc Cart. It’s just…gross.” My eyes meet his in the mirror, and I glare at him. “I think you could at least act like you’re inheriting one of the top syndicates in the city. Rather than a teenager who just realized how to use his cock.” The damn tie will not lay straight, either. There’s a crease in the silk, and no matter how many times I fuck with it, I can’t pull the look together. “You’re a Vittorio. Start acting like one.”

      “Technically, I’m an Assante,” Ricardo corrects me with a finger raised.

      “We’ve got to leave in five minutes, and you’re arguing surnames?” I want to know.

      Ricardo, rather than being chastised as I intended, places his hands on both of my shoulders and squeezes like he’s ready to give me a massage. “It’s the same thing you say any time one of us kids steps out of line. You know that, right? You’re starting to sound like one of those old men in the mafia movies, except you’re on repeat. Should I expect you to get a cat to warm your lap and start stroking the underside of your chin, mastermind style?” He pauses only for a beat before finishing with, “Besides, we all know my cock is bigger than yours. That’s why you’re really mad.”

      I resist the urge to smile at his tone.

      Yes, too much like me.

      I can see myself at his age saying the same damn thing to my father. The only differences, in this case, are that I’m not Ricardo’s dad, and my own father would have backhanded me for the comment. Size doesn’t matter as long as you make your enemies think you are packing. In girth or in bullets.

      “My big cock aside”—I purposely reach down to adjust my dick in my pants—“there is a certain image you must maintain as a Vittorio. Our family name is honorable. Remember that.”

      I finish with the tie, making sure each button is looped through the right hole, and turn to face Ricardo.

      Ricardo Assante, mid-twenties, has a full head of roguishly black hair, a narrow face, and a smile that hints of madness. It’s a tool like any other in his arsenal and one I’ve helped him craft throughout his life to prepare him for what’s to come.

      I’m forty-two, and I’ve never had any children of my own, so it gives me point-blank room to spoil my sister’s kids. Too bad for Ricardo I’ve had to tread a careful line between spoiling him and preparing him for what would come when he takes over for me. On that cold day in hell, when I finally kick the bucket, and the devil is forced to make space for me.

      I started this business from the ground up, claiming a small slice of this area in Ohio for my own. The fastest way to get rich is to do things below the law. It’s also the fastest way to paint a target on your back. Luckily for me, my sister Yvette shared the same ideals and helped me get things off the ground. For a cut, of course. Her young son would be my successor.

      I agreed.

      “I need you to be on your best behavior for the meeting today,” I tell Ricardo, stepping back to adjust the sharp corners of the bowtie he insisted on wearing like some kind of punk. I won’t tell him that again, though. We’ve already had the conversation a thousand times. “Please. No fucking jokes while we’re there.”

      His dark eyes search mine, my sister’s eyes. “Reminding me is an insult. I already know what to do. Stop punishing me for the one time I made a joke about old man Balestra’s veneers.”

      Something cold and hard lodges in my chest at the name of my number one competitor. The family who carved out the trade routes in this area. The Balestras are mafia royalty in this area of the country.

      One day? If everything goes according to plan? Ricardo will be right up there in the upper echelons. I have a gut feeling I won’t be alive to see it.

      The morning sun filters in through the windows of my bedroom, the curtains thrown open. Ohio, in the early summer, is already too hot for me to have the windows open. The AC runs at full blast.

      And these meetings…fuck these meetings, but they’re necessary to keep the balance between the three top players. The Accardis and I are several tiers below the Balestras, but we’ve formed a tentative alliance of sorts. The meetings keep us all in line and accountable. As accountable as the mafia can be to each other.

      “I have to remind you about your family’s honor. Why not this? We have to present a united front with the Balestras,” I say.

      “I know what to do,” Ricardo insists, and the hint of teasing in his tone is overshadowed by hard steel.

      For a quick flash, pride wells up in front of me.

      He’s his mother’s son, but he’s my prodigy. The steel is my influence entirely.

      “I didn’t realize we were in a Disney movie, Unc,” he continues. His features lighten in a wicked smile. “Are you going to start lecturing me about honor and put it to music? Never really thought you were the creative type.”

      I give him a light tap on the cheek, an indication that I find him ready to go. “I’m creative in ways that don’t involve singing or playing an instrument.”

      “I know. I’ve heard you singing in the shower.”

      One last look in the mirror, adjusting the top button of my shirt that is slowly strangling me.

      “You know, there probably won’t be many more of these Kumbaya sessions before old man Balestra announces who he’s giving his princess to.” I voice the thought out loud.

      He also hasn’t said anything explicitly in terms of his oldest daughter, but it’s obvious to anyone with half a fucking brain. Mia Balestra is a virgin at twenty-five and her father’s greatest bargaining tool. If he hasn’t already thought of a match for her, then he’s running out of time.

      We’ve had four meetings in the past two months. We’re getting closer.

      “An alliance with them means bigger goods, bigger goods means—”

      “Bigger payouts,” Ricardo fills in for me. “Yes, I’ve got it. You have literally beaten this into me.”

      I smirk. “I had to know your strengths and weaknesses. As a good bodyguard should.”

      Ricardo gripes and drops his head back on his neck, his mouth open for another smart-ass retort as my phone rings shrilly from the flat table to the left side of the mirror.

      The name on the screen is one I expect, but it still seems odd to see it there. The same way it does whenever the calls come through.”

      I pause for a brief second before reaching out to answer the call and pressing the button to put it on speaker. “Vittorio.”

      “Hi, ah. Yes,” a sweet, feminine voice greets me and immediately breaks off. The woman clears her throat. “Hello. This is Isabelle Balestra. I’m calling to let you know that your meeting has been moved to three this afternoon, as there is an urgent matter requiring the family’s attention. We apologize for the inconvenience.”

      I still, taking a beat to assess the call, the nature of the woman’s voice, the words she’s carefully chosen. Almost as though she’s reading from a script. “And why is Edward Balestra’s middle daughter calling to deliver the news personally?” I want to know.

      I zip my lips as I wait for her to answer, considering various scenarios in my head as I watch Ricardo adjust the set of his own jacket. I don’t like being caught off guard. Or not having the upper hand in a situation even when I’m the only one who realizes that I do.

      Especially when it comes to going anywhere that may pose even the remotest danger to my family.

      It must be something serious if Edward is moving the meeting. Something that requires his attention? That makes it personal. Something to do with his wife or his daughters, maybe…Not Isabella, clearly.

      While the inner circle meetings between the Balestras, the Vittorios, and the Accardi syndicate in the city are helpful for gathering intel, having them in the Balestra compound does not make me feel safe.

      Not that it’s a safe idea to meet with your enemies.

      We are all just keeping each other close to maintain control.

      But anyone can stab someone else in the back.

      Did something really happen, or is this a power move?

      “My father believes it will emphasize the nature of the meeting to have the news delivered by one of the family. It is more personal this way,” Isabella finishes.

      A goodwill message. Too bad I don’t believe a goddamn word.

      “Tell Edward the Vittorios will arrive at three sharp.” I press the button to hang up on Isabella without any further word.

      Yet she beats me to the punch with, “Nothing is going on you need to concern yourself with. The earliest we can do is three, so it is good you will arrive promptly, as we expect to see you there. My father plans to make an important announcement.”

      And with that, the Balestra daughter hangs up on me first.

      “Well, she was rude,” Ricardo replies. His jacket is halfway back up to his shoulders, and he shrugs it off, throwing it down on the bed.

      “It’s rude to reschedule a meeting and waste everyone’s time,” I snap back. I tap my foot on the floor in thought.

      Whatever announcement the older man is going to make, though…of course, this daughter would let that be her final statement. Everyone knows better than to ignore an announcement that might impact all of us.

      It’s exactly what I thought, what Ricardo and I have discussed between ourselves.

      Edward Balestra’s eldest daughter, the seemingly arrogant and brainless heir to their empire, is up for grabs. Her hand unclaimed, and her virginity intact. Or so the families have been led to believe.

      An engagement would be a very large announcement, one that would require the clans to convene for today’s meeting. An engagement would also make the joined crime families virtually unstoppable.

      Even the Vittorios, or the Accardis.

      It also means someone will be left out. Being second best isn’t usually something that people in this world take lightly. Unless they are heavily compensated for their status or lack thereof.

      Ricardo stares at me, frowning. “Are you going to look into this?”

      I smile at him, a quick flash of teeth. “Always, kid. Always.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      I don’t wait around with my thumb up my ass before the meeting. The loose threads in the tapestry of the current situation are easy to find and easier to pull apart. Some light interrogation and boom. They’re toast.

      Men who cave under pressure are useless.

      And for the Balestra family to have not one but two cowards running around on the streets…it’s a bad sign to the stability of their syndicate. What other dirty secrets are they hiding beneath a facade of absolute power?

      Either the old man isn’t great at properly vetting the workers underneath him, or I’ve gotten too damn good at getting people to talk.

      I blow out a breath and swipe the back of my hand across my forehead, careful not to smear any blood.

      I really hope it’s the former and not the latter, but a part of me delights in it being the latter. Forty-two years on this earth, and I’ve been around the block. I’ve seen almost a few important players rise and fall in this city.

      Competitors have come and gone thinking they know what it takes to corner the market and do it in a fresh way, to outsource and topple their competitors. They’ve all disappeared the same way.

      Too cocky for their own good, too prideful to make the hard, long-term decisions instead of the fast ones that seem to assure easy growth.

      The Balestras, to their credit, have been at the top of the pack for decades at this point. They certainly did not get there by employing weak men. Which makes these two the exception rather than the rule. I wonder if the quality of help has slipped in the past five years or if the old man has.

      Christ.

      “Please. Don’t hurt my daughter.”

      One of the men offers the whimpered statement.

      I grab the towel from my back pocket and wipe my hands. My tactics are a bit unorthodox for quickie interrogations, though. It hadn’t taken long at all to find these two goons chasing down leads in the city and doing it sloppily, at best. Apparently, they’re looking for a getaway car from a recent shooting.

      “Thank you, gentlemen, for your information.” I regard the two men strung up by their wrists, their ankles manacled to the floor. “It really is much obliged.”

      Most people want a basement space in their place for rec use. I wanted it for interrogations when we made enough money to have this house built. Things get messy when you have to move bodies from one place to another.

      Both men sag against their restraints, bloody and tired but alive.

      For interrogations, it’s less about physical intimidation as it is about finding the right buttons to push to make your victim really afraid. And I’m very good at what I do. The stronger souls, the ones who actually deserve to be elevated to their position of power in their cartels, know to put their physical safety last on a long list of priorities.

      These guys sobbed at the first incision of my knife and wept like pussies when I started pressing harder.

      It wasn’t until I’d run a quick background check on the first man, plucked way too easily from guard detail around the Balestra encampment, and started talking about the entrances and exits to one of his daughter’s schools that he started singing canary in a coal mine style. And once he broke, the other one quickly followed.

      The entire thing took less than an hour from start to finish.

      One, two, three.

      Please don’t hurt me!

      Mia Balestra is at Lakeside. A drive-by, last night, they tell me. Her driver was hit, but she was not…

      Not just an ordinary shooting, they told me without hesitation. A shooting specifically targeting the good little princess. Who apparently caused quite a scene as she'd been taken in a family car to the hospital.

      A scene, they say, not because of an injury but because she’d been taken against her will. Or so the men claim. They’d been dispatched to deliver her driver to the same hospital.

      I wipe my hands until I’ve erased every trace of visible blood from my skin. No wonder Edward Balestra changed the meeting time. He’s been dealing with a family crisis, a hit on his precious heir.

      Which leads me to believe there is not only a chink in his armor, but the source of the weakness comes from within his operation. Someone has targeted the family leading the biggest drug and arms smuggling syndicate in Ohio. Possibly even this area of the country.

      Why?

      If he’s been employing men like these, it might be some kind of disgruntled worker bee. Those who have access to the daily grind on some level, access to the secrets Edward knows well to keep to himself.

      I have no respect for men who spill so easily, nor anyone who sees fit to employ them.

      “We’re done here, gentlemen,” I tell the men.

      It’s the last words they’ll hear.

      In a smooth, practiced movement, I grab the knife from where I let it drop and slash it across one man’s throat and then the other, their deaths quick. It’s a small mercy for them because it’s illogical to let them go.

      They’ve seen my face.

      Time to put their ends to my advantage.

      Princess Mia.

      The bodies hang behind me, and I leave them where they are, heading toward the door that leads to a smaller antechamber just off the main basement space. A call will bring the cleanup crew and have it taken care of.

      I’ve only seen the princess herself a time or two whenever the old man deems it appropriate that she sit in on our meetings. Each time she is made up perfectly, a gorgeous doll with golden skin and dark almond-shaped eyes. She stares vacuously out at the rest of the room with her gaze skipping over everyone in it.

      Aloof. Gorgeous. Untouchable.

      She’s the kind of woman whom the general populace has no choice but to look and not touch.

      Bringing her to her knees is a pleasure I’ve thought about before, especially if there’s a little resistance from her. A different kind of breaking than the one I’d just done. A more pleasurable kind because it appeases the beast inside of me on two levels.

      Asserting my dominance over the Balestra empire…and over the woman, specifically. A young and beautiful woman.

      I let the basement door swing shut behind me and make my way toward the sink in the nearby laundry room to scrub myself raw.

      “Carter? Are you done playing?”

      Drying myself, I saunter toward the living room.

      My sister lounges on a recliner on the attached patio with a sun hat shading her face from view. The doors are open to the interior of the house, and my footsteps are too heavy for me to go unnoticed.

      “What does it matter?” I ask. “I like to play.

      She flicks a hand up to shoot me a vulgar gesture. “I’m just curious, asshole.” Her tone is teasing. “I want to know when you’ll be heading out and if you can pick up the dry cleaning on your way back.”

      “I’m not going to stop at the fucking cleaners, Yvette,” I grumble under my breath.

      Forty-two years old, and my baby sis is still running circles around me and keeping me wrapped around her pinky. It’s a particular gift of hers.

      “You might want to stop and get yourself some more surgical gloves on your way back too,” she trills. “I’m sure you’re running low due to all your play.”

      I grab the sides of the doorjamb and lean forward, the sun warm on my face. “You know, a normal mom would say to keep her son out of trouble, but instead, you’re asking me to run errands for you.”

      “I know you’ll be fine, and Ricardo is smart enough to take care of himself,” she replies. “It’s time for him to step up and learn the ropes on these terms. Don’t you think?”

      Scoffing, I shake my head. “You’re one of a kind, Yvette.”

      Yvette has always been the kind of mother who prefers to jettison her chicks out of the nest and let them fly or die. She coddles on occasion, but more, she fosters their independence. The same way our parents did for us when they got into this game.

      “I wish it was different.”

      My statement gives her pause, and she slowly unfolds herself from the lounge chair, tugging her glasses down to look at me. I’m no longer speckled in blood, but the way she stares…does she see the ghosts inside of me?

      “Carter, we do what we have to do,” she adds. “There is no other path for us. Not once we decided the path we’d take.”

      Why am I thinking about this now? Call it a nostalgic bent, call it leftover emotion I’m not sure where to plant after killing those men. “But if there was,” I start, “wouldn’t you want your kids to have a different life than ours?”

      Yvette shakes her head. “These thoughts are unbecoming of you. You need to stop. The meeting today will be another stepping stone, and with enough guts and guile, we’ll be where Mom and Dad always wanted us to be.” She gestures toward the house and the finishes she picked out herself. “We’re already a thousand miles away from where we used to be.”

      The three-room cabin on the streets of Detroit. The hole in the roof covered with a tarp where we never had enough food in our bellies or warm clothes on our backs. Our overly strict parents who ingrained in us a desire to be better, do better, have better.

      We’ve certainly advanced from our own childhood.

      What of the cost, though?

      Yvette and I found a way to make money but have we damned her children to the consequences of our choices?

      She stops in front of me and trails her palm down my face, much the same way I’d done for her son, but her touch is different. Softer and more calming. Her blue eyes are the exact color of mine, although her hair hasn’t gone prematurely gray the same way.

      “Trust me when I tell you that we are on the right path. The Vittorios will be the top of the pyramid. And once we are there—”

      “We will spend the rest of our lives fighting to maintain our position,” I interrupt. “The same as the Balestras.” But it’s a small moment of vulnerability I know better than to show in front of her again.

      “When have you ever backed down from a fight?” Her smile is pure iron. I always joke to people; don’t let Yvette's pretty face fool you. She’s a viper in disguise. “Knock it off. You’re going to scare me.”

      Blood and murder have never scared my sister.

      We’ve already seen too much.
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      “I’m going to have to make a quick stop before the meeting. Have Ricardo ready to meet me. I don’t want to wait for him to change his clothes again,” I tell her. “And no, I’m not going to get your fucking dry cleaning.”

      The soft petting motion from before turns into a harsh tap of reprimand. “Fine. I’ll do it myself,” she finishes.

      It’s just a little bit of recon, I assure myself.

      A quick trip to Lakeside to assure me the heiress in question isn’t a fucking vegetable. I sure as shit need to see her in person. Edward Balestra might try to pull a fast one on us.

      I cut through midmorning traffic with the sun at exactly the wrong angle. The hospital parking lot is already packed full, though. I pull into a guest parking space and stare at the entrance to the hospital, slowly pulling a pair of latex gloves out of my pocket and slipping each finger inside. Surgical grade.

      This might get messy.

      Inside, I cut through the people milling in the lobby and flash a charming smile at the nurse behind the desk. “Hi, sweetheart.”

      She’s not young by any means. There are crow’s feet on either side of her eyes and gray flashing through her hair. Still chugging away, though. Still working her ass off.

      I know the feeling.

      Her eyes are bright and chipper, though, as she sets them on me with an appraising glint and a bit of desire. “May I help you, sir?” she began.

      “Yes, darling.” I lean on the counter, elbow extended, the smile in place. “I’m supposed to grab my son’s scrubs from the locker room since he’s passed out at home. Seems to me the boy can’t remember anything, least of all his head, and at least that’s screwed onto his body.”

      It’s another role, I think as the nurse eyes me closer. The silver fox. Not one I ever thought I’d embrace but going silver early on in life leaves you with two options: acceptance of hair dye, and I’ll be fucked if I let anyone splash a bottle of black on my head.

      I continue with the excuse and bump up the appeal. Not too much, or she’ll get suspicious, but just enough to get her guard down.

      Finally, the receptionist caves. “Do you know where the locker room is, sir?”

      “I was hoping you’d be able to show me.” I wink.

      She glances left and right before saying, “I really shouldn't do this, and I’m not supposed to leave my post while Polly is on break. The locker room is right down the hall on the left. There’s a sign on the door. You’ll be in and out? You swear?”

      A bit of heat enters her voice at the last statement. Got you. “Of course, darling,” I purr in a gruff undertone. “In and out is my specialty.”

      I hold her gaze as I push away from the counter, drumming on the surface with my fingers. Her cheeks pink in a pretty flush and she reaches down into the front pocket of her scrubs to receive the key.

      “Here you go, Mr.…” she trails off.

      Grabbing the keys, I palm them, allowing a bit of heat to show on my face as well. “Thank you.”

      That’s all I say before I take off.

      Much too easy. The staff here should be embarrassed, honestly, but it’s not my place to look a gift horse in the mouth, no matter how badly incompetence frustrates me. Not to mention Lakeside is owned by the Balestras in one form or another.

      It’s an even easier matter to find the locker room and make my way inside, pocketing the keys and locating an open locker.  Some schmuck always thinks their stuff is safe. Lesson to the public: lock your shit.

      No matter where you are.

      The scrubs are a little tight across the chest and loose around my hips, but they’ll work for a short term. The simple blue color will allow me to blend in with the rest of the staff, even though I’m probably older than a lot of them. The premature gray at forty-two works to my advantage. People tend to overlook the old man when I want them to.

      Once out in the hall, I head toward the bank of elevators at the end of the hallway and take it up to the second floor. Away from the overly helpful receptionist.

      “Hi, excuse me,” I say to the first person I bump into in the hallway. “I can’t find where they moved one of my patients.” I shoot the young man a lopsided grin. “Do you think you can help me out?”

      “Ah, sure.” The harried orderly glances down at his watch like even the two seconds of conversation will cost him. “Who are you looking for?”

      “Miss Mia Balestra, please.”

      Something about the name perks him up.

      “I’m sorry.” He narrows his eyes. “Who did you say you were?”

      I give him a fake name. “They brought me in because dealing with her and the family is…delicate. I understand. Edward hired me to make sure she’s well in hand.” I keep my tone light and easy rather than pushy.

      Families like mine, like the Balestras, do not take safety lightly. But names are calling cards as well.

      “I’m not sure—”

      “The family is going to murder me if I’m not there to check on Miss Mia,” I interrupt. “Please.”

      Security sucks, and sex sells. Two important aspects of this life to always keep in mind.

      It takes a little bit of convincing, but eventually, the man leads me to Mia’s room. VIP patient indeed. The orderly leaves me at the door, and just to the side is a cart with gowns and surgical masks. To keep her from recognizing my face, I draw one of the masks over the lower half of my face, followed by a cap for my hair. The gown follows shortly after, also too large, but fuck, it’s the best I can do.

      There are two goons waiting inside of the door, and both of them stand straighter at my arrival, guns on display.

      Talk about showing your hand.

      It’s a ridiculous display of authority and one I’m careful to ignore under my current guise. I bob my head in greeting before slipping past them. I straighten once I’m inside, and the woman wrapped in sterile white sheets eyes me like a hawk with prey the moment I meet her eyes.

      Her pretty face is twisted in a pout.

      “And who the fuck are you?”

      The first words out of her mouth fall between us poisonously, a hint of condemnation.

      “I don’t recognize you,” she continues.

      I’m not sure what she expects to hear, so saying nothing is smarter. She doesn’t look like there’s anything wrong. At least, not to my eyes. Slightly confused because of her outward appearance, I grab her chart from the plastic container by the door and scan the information typed there.

      Basic info at first, her height and weight and shit like that.

      Mia finally tires of staring me down and busies herself by turning her nose up at me, her face toward the window. The sunlight casts shadows across the angular set of her chin and jaw, the sharp cheekbones, and the almond-shaped eyes. Pretty, in the sort of ancient Mediterranean goddess way. But way too fucking skinny.

      Not my type.

      Not to mention there is nothing going on in her head but pure pissiness.

      “Can I go now?” she finally asks. “I’d like to go home. This is completely unnecessary.”

      Shit, there’s nothing wrong with her. She’s been kept for observation because of a bruise on her knee and hip where she landed.

      Why are they keeping her here?

      “Are you sure you want to talk to me with Mutt and Jeff here?” I force my voice up an octave rather than my normal grating baritone. “Seems to me they want to eavesdrop.”

      Mia sighs and pinches the bridge of her nose. “They’re my father’s friends, and I use the term loosely. They’re just keeping an eye on me.” She looks as though she’s swallowing a nasty pill when she continues with, “Whatever you have to say to me, you can say in front of them.”

      Security detail for an unwilling woman.

      It hits me like a bag full of bricks. Mia Balestra is not some minor weakness to the Balestra empire. She is a huge weakness.

      I spare a final look at her chart before returning it to the wall. “Seems to me you’ll be going soon enough,” I tell her. And definitely not a vegetable, either.

      “Sure. Yes. That’s what you all said the last time I asked,” she retorts.

      “And we’ll continue to say it until you’re discharged,” I say, annoyed. “Maybe it’s better they keep you tied up here for your own good.”

      Much to my surprise, she doesn't balk at my tone. Instead, she lets out a delicate snort of laughter. If something like a snort can ever be described as delicate. “Cute. At least you’ve got a sense of humor. Unlike the last fool who came at me with a needle.” She points to the side of her neck. “You people excel at sneak attacks. I can learn a thing or two.”

      She can’t see my expression through the mask, but a smile flickers across my lips regardless. “Don't underestimate my power to hide needles on my person, Miss Balestra.”

      “Unless you’ve got one hidden in your pee hole, I think you’re running out of options, sir.”

      I bark out a laugh. “There are always options if you want it bad enough,” I tell her. My voice drops low, and I have to shake my head, clear my throat, and get it the fuck together. “And it’s good to see you haven’t lost your own sense of humor with your hit-and-run incident.”

      Mia whips her head around to me, but when she speaks again, her voice remains cultured and cool. “Is that what it says on my chart?” She draws her knees up to her chest, the sheet over her legs slipping and showing me skin. “That I was involved in a hit and run? How delightful.”

      Bruised skin. She must have taken one fucking hell of a hit to her leg and thigh for the skin to turn an angry shade of mottled purple.

      “Are you trying to tell me there’s more to the story?” I saunter closer to her and shove my hands in the pocket of the borrowed scrubs to keep them to myself. She might have taken a hit, but the bruising isn’t enough to disguise the muscle tone on those long legs.

      The kind of legs made to wrap around a man.

      “Nothing you need to know,” she bites out.

      “I’m sure you’re not used to anyone questioning you. I’ve heard your attitude is similar to a brick wall.”

      “Care to find out?” She flashes white teeth at me.

      “I think I already have.”

      It’s too easy to stand there bantering back and forth with her, and it's enjoyable that she doesn't know who I am. The anonymity isn’t something I’m accustomed to. I’m willing to bet she’s not, either.

      “Trust me, friend, you haven’t seen anything yet. Those two can tell you.” She gestures with her nose to the men at the door.”

      “Your friends?” I emphasize the last word.

      “With friends like them…” she purposely trails off and leaves me to fill in the blank.

      I take an unwilling step forward, not sure what to do with myself but unwilling to leave. Not a vegetable, no. A spitfire. “Would you rather they serenade you with show tunes?”

      “I’d rather they shove their heads up their asses and try out for the circus,” Mia retorts.

      For some reason, I’m unable to keep my laughter to myself this time. “You know, Princess, someone should teach you a better way to use that mouth. Foul language leads to one of two things.”

      She turns to face me slowly. “I suppose you’re going to tell me something cliche about how you’re the man to do it?” she asks. She studies me. “I hardly think you’re the man to give me that lesson.”

      Are we sure she’s a virgin?

      The sultriness, blatant and open, takes me back.

      Even though she’s insulting me on some level.

      “I’m the kind of man who doesn’t back away from the hard lessons. Are you sure there are no broken bones from your accident? Did you put up a fight?” Against all better judgment, I get closer until my knees hit the end of the hospital bed. “I better take a look.”

      Her eyes are locked on mine. “You’ve read my chart. You’re in a better position to tell me what it says there.”

      It’s fucked up, taking advantage like this. Giving in to the desire to touch her no matter the cost. My soul is already damaged. What’s one more?

      Especially when she’s looking at me like that.

      Keeping eye contact, I reach out, wrapping my hand around her ankle. Lifting her leg up slightly so that the sheet drapes along her inner thigh.

      “Does this hurt?”

      I press into her calf muscle, gentle, probing. Her throat bobs and my own breath catches in my chest. She’s so fucking soft. I slide my hand upward, placing it underneath her knee and memorizing the sensation of her silky skin.

      Perfection.

      When she’s not speaking, the fire and spark still show in her eyes. All of it wrapped up in a beautiful package with a mouth built for sin.

      What I wouldn't give, in that moment where lucid thought escapes me, to watch her come undone for me. To feel her tight little virgin pussy clenching around me as I fuck my mark into her.

      It’s all I can imagine as I take these liberties touching her leg.

      “It doesn’t hurt,” she whispers.

      Desire pulses through me. I might be a sick bastard, killing for pleasure, but most of the people who have fallen under my knife or gun are killers themselves. Abusers. Rapists.

      “What about here?”

      I trail my fingers along the top of her thigh, along the edges of her bruise, while I keep hold of her knee with the other hand. How easy to just bring my finger a little farther north and toy with her moist heat.

      And why is she allowing me to take these liberties?

      I’m a faceless nobody. A nurse or a doctor in scrubs with only my eyes visible, and yet the electricity of whatever connection this is snaps and crackles in the air between us. It’s alive, a beast of its own, even though we might as well be strangers.

      “You might need to take a closer inspection,” Mia replies.

      Her voice is soft and low, and I almost miss the words but not the intention in her eyes. It’s not the look of a virgin, either.

      Not in my experience, and I’ve tasted a few of them in my time.

      I open my mouth to retort, half flabbergasted and fighting against every instinct I have urging me to take her, just as the door to the private room opens. I have half a second to recognize the man striding inside, drop his daughter’s leg, and duck my head to keep him from recognizing me.

      “A decision has been made,” Edward Balestra announces without hesitation.

      My back must be blocking his view of her. Mia hastily drags the sheet over to cover her leg with only a hint of discomfort at the motion.

      I adjust the face mask so that my hands are over my eyes, distinctive and blue.

      Fuck. Her pretty mouth distracted me, and the thought of her equally pretty (I’m sure) pussy got me taken by surprise. I didn't hear the door.

      “I’ll get the discharge papers taken care of for you,” I mutter, keeping low on my way past Edward. A glance down at my watch has me wincing.

      I’m running out of time to get back to the mansion and change before meeting Ricardo.

      The two goons have moved into the room along with Edward, closing the door behind them, and I take a moment to breathe. My fingertips still tingle where I touched Princess Mia. That’s fucked up, right?

      Why had I never noticed her in this way before?

      Because she’s never acted like this in front of me, not once during our past meetings.

      The low murmur of voices raised in a heated debate filters through the door, and after half a second of internal back and forth, I press close and hover, listen.

      “They’re not as qualified as their resources—” Mia’s sharp, sassy voice sounds clear enough.

      “It’s about more than that,” Edward replies. His own tone is textbook daddy-knows-best.

      Okay. My hasty retreat has to wait for a minute.

      “They’re better at getting what they need regardless of the danger of the situation. They have connections we’ll be able to use for our gain. No.” Edward cuts Mia off before she has a chance to interrupt. “I've decided, Mia. Nothing you say is going to sway me. This is the way it’s going to be. Trust me.”

      She stops arguing. And then, finally, in a sweet voice like a doll, “Whatever you say, Papa.”

      It’s the same voice she uses in her meetings and miles apart from the one I just heard from her.

      She sighs and finishes with, “It’s not like I have a say in the matter, anyway.”
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      Cutting it a little close, old man.

      I’m still finagling the tie around my neck after my short reprieve at Lakeside. Now, in the back of the car, I can’t help thinking about the change in Mia’s voice, from stern and spicy to simpering in the span of a heartbeat.

      I gulp, remembering the feel of her…and my grabby hands.

      For some reason, the encounter in the hospital had my blood shooting straight down to my cock, which twitches at the memory now. If I don’t get myself under fucking control, then Ricardo will never let me hear the end of it, and I’ll embarrass myself by walking into the meeting with a half chub.

      “Stop fiddling with yourself,” he reminds me.

      I shake my head. “These fucking things.”

      “Yeah, I get it, but we had plenty of time to prepare for this. It’s not like it’s a surprise.” He lounges across from me with his arms out wide across the back of the seat. Not a care in the world, that one. His face is the portrait of easy contemplation, and whatever thoughts battle for supremacy in his mind, he lets none of them show.

      My own hands clench at Ricardo’s reminder.

      I’ve already alerted him about the visit to the hospital and what we should expect from today.

      We pull to a stop at the main gates of the Balestra compound. The guards there tap the top of the car twice, a clear sign to enter, and we take the winding driveway toward the main house.

      Finally, the door to the car opens, and Ricardo shifts, unfolding once he’s outside with his eyes shaded by a dark pair of glasses.

      “Come on. Let’s get cracking.”

      I grumble and ignore his outstretched hand, pulling myself off of the back seat.

      “We need to be absolutely ready. The engagement announcement is coming, and I think we’ve got it.” It’s better to have Ricardo prepared so there are no screwups. He’s got one hell of a poker face, but some things still take him by surprise.

      “I’ll keep my fucking cool, Carter,” Ricardo snaps back.

      Okay, fair. At least he’s been warned.

      I have my own poker face down to a science, but on the inside, I’m annoyed, a little ticked off, and too horny for my own good.

      Mia thinks the Vittorios are unqualified for an alliance. That we’re not on the same level as the Balestras.

      She’s in for a rude awakening. We won’t be smaller for long because I’ve been working this angle since before my sister and I clawed our way out of the gutter.

      I know where I’m going, I know how to fucking get there, and nothing is going to stop me now.

      Ricardo falls into step beside me. Our men, one in front and two behind us, keep their firearms hidden and their focus on protecting the two of us. Guns aren’t allowed at these meetings, but everyone is packing. No one is willing to admit it, though.

      The meeting place is at the Balestra compound in a smaller guest cottage that Edward has always chosen for these types of business meetings. Not exactly neutral ground, but better than the main house. He’s still in control here without giving any of his competitors/partners a glimpse into his private life. It’s a smart move and one I might have done should I be in charge.

      Much to my everlasting chagrin, the Accardis are already here.

      I saw their discrete black SUV when our driver pulled into the circular way.

      I straighten my back, shoulders throne back, and Ricardo chuckles and grabs me by the shoulder, squeezing. “Relax, old man. We’re gonna be fine,” he mutters.

      “Cards close to the chest.” It’s my last, under-the-breath warning to Ricardo before our man in front pulls open the door for us, and we stalk inside, his arm falling back to his side.

      The distance between us increases, and I purposely fall back behind him, wearing a snarl that keeps most people at a distance.

      The main room of the guest cottage opens up to soaring ceilings with wooden beams crisscrossing the vaults.

      Ricardo leads the way into the boardroom at the back of the house, with large windows looking out on the rear lawn of the Balestra compound. Their little slice of paradise on the outskirts of the city with absolutely perfect lake views.

      It’s the kind of property that people covet, and everyone wants for their own. The old-growth trees there speak to the love that goes into the property.

      A desk with live edges dominates the space, and everything in here is done to evoke sensations of being in an old-time gentleman’s parlor. The wallpaper is dark and masculine, with thick furniture and wide plank wooden floors.

      The imposing figure of Hector Accardi swims into view immediately. He’s already sprawled in a wingback chair with his hands loose on the arms and his one leg crossed over the other.

      Surprise, surprise.

      He went for the highest back like a king in a goddamn castle and probably got here fifteen minutes early to make a point.

      “Do you know what this is about?” Hector asks Ricardo the moment the door to the boardroom closes behind us. Ignoring me entirely.

      Ricardo shrugs and shakes his head. “Your guess is as good as mine.”

      He’s the arrogant playboy heir, the role he’s been trained to play so well, so perfectly.

      Hector raises his eyebrows, his fingers beating out a strange tempo on the chair. “No one has said anything to you?”

      “Why would they?” Ricardo chuckles. “We all know the routine. I’m not about to prod the snake, so no, I don’t know, and I sure as shit didn’t ask.”

      Hector nods. His syndicate is the type that does not care how low they have to stoop in order to get ahead. Where there are some things the Vittorios will not do, the Accardis gladly step in and take up the slack. The I-hurt-puppies kind of people you should stay away from.

      All except Hector.

      Even though he’s the head of the organization, he seems to have a soft heart, a kind heart.

      One of these days, his soft heart will make it so that someone is cleaning his corpse off the street.

      I gaze around the room like I’m a paranoid doctor in a psych ward, checking the exits and making sure that everything is in its place. My back is up. I need a drink.

      We wait only a few minutes, the silence strained before the doors open again, and Daddy Balestra and his princess walk inside the room. They’ve brought no guards with them.

      Very smart. Or far too confident.

      And although Mia looks a tad paler than usual, she’s walking without a limp, and her pantsuit and tailored jacket disguise her bruises perfectly.

      These meetings are the only time all three leaders are in the same room at the same time. If we hadn’t signed a treaty, it wouldn’t be a smart move. And despite the treaty, I’m still worried about so many big personalities and the chance for eruption.

      I keep my attention off of Princess Mia and shift my arms behind my back, clasping my wrist like a good bodyguard. The big shoulders make me a scary bastard, and it’s one thing I’m not afraid to use as a weapon.

      This is an engagement announcement. There better not be any blood spilled today. Especially not when I’m wearing my nice jacket.

      Ricardo loses his smile at their arrival.

      Sometimes, looking at the old man, it’s hard to imagine that his family ruled this city before I came along. A small-time Italian family from New York, they defected from a larger mob and started their own drug and arms trade in new routes along Lake Erie.

      Emperor Balestra, as most of the small-time players call him, sits behind the desk with his hands steepled in front of him. He’s not a young man by any means, but he’s kept his body trim and in shape, even pushing his mid-fifties. His hair, unlike mine, which went silver prematurely, shows only the barest minimum of salt and pepper around the temples.

      Princess Mia shives to his side and stands, her own hands knotted in front of her in a posture designed to be demure, poised. She’s even more interesting now, outside of her hospital gown. Her profile is a study, and her expressions take her from beautiful to vacuous.

      Something is certainly lacking in her eyes. Or so I think until she turns them on me, and an unknowable emotion flashes across her face. It’s an expression too feral to be described as pretty, a delicate line to tread.

      There and gone in a blink, and I wonder if the way she looks at people is all dependent on the emotions she chooses to display.

      Edward exchanges a few pleasantries with Hector and Ricardo, leaving me free to exchange an eye fuck with Mia. Okay, it’s only an eye fuck on one side: mine. She blatantly ignores me for three heartbeats, four, and then her gaze flicks to me, through me, and past.

      Hmm. It would seem she doesn’t recognize me from the hospital.

      The heir is as incompetent as the men who sold out her location. The little display at Lakeside earlier must have been a fluke. She’s clearly an airhead.

      It’s not her fault. She’s more than likely been molded into her part too. An heir who doesn’t ask questions makes it much easier for Daddy Dearest to pull the strings, especially if the puppet is pretty.

      Ricardo laughs, and the sound draws my attention.

      Until I glance back at Mia to find her staring at me this time, her eyes narrowed. She allows the barest minimum loosening of her facial muscles before she schools her face back into that of a precious pampered pet. A statue and a state of mind, and once it’s firmly in place, she shows no further signs of thought.

      Something inside of me knots at the change. How interesting.

      “In advance, let me thank both syndicate families for their willingness to postpone our morning meeting. I assure you it was for a good cause,” Edward begins. His facial muscles tense and flex, his version of a smile.

      He doesn’t acknowledge his daughter in the slightest.

      “Now that we’re all settled, it’s time for us to begin. As I’m sure you are aware, on behalf of the entire Balestra family, I have a very important announcement that involves both of you.” He nods in Ricardo’s direction as well as the slender mouse brown-haired boy standing behind Hector Accardi. His son, Vincent. Two young men, and both of them in the prime of their life.

      “Get on with it, Edward,” Vincent urges. “We do not have all day to waste waiting for you to continue your deliberation.”

      “I’m sure I speak for the Vittorios as well when I say that we all have business waiting for us.” Hector takes great pains to keep his tone neutral, but the biting lash of admonishment isn’t missed by anyone in the room. As well as the slight layer of embarrassment at the way his son lashed out.

      Vincent is the type of man who wants what he wants when he wants it. Which is not a terrible thing unless it results in an itchy trigger finger and tantrums.

      Edward narrows his gaze on the older Accardi before he sighs. “Fine,” he replies. “It’s no secret that my daughter Mia has maintained a certain image and reputation that is even more important as she recently turned twenty-four. I’m here to announce her engagement.”

      The briefest tick of a muscle near her eye is the only movement Mia makes. Otherwise, she is still, placid, her hand on the back of her father’s chair. Her fingers are loose, and her posture relaxed.

      “Now, this has not been an easy decision, and I admit to much deliberation. Both the Accardis and the Vittorios have much to offer.” Edward glances between the two powerhouses.

      I stifle the urge to pump my fist in the air. Fuck yes. I was right. It doesn’t really matter now that I called it, but the sense of pride in that small fact quickly sobers the longer I stand in the terse silence waiting for someone to break first.

      The engagement, should Edward make the decision, would be ours.

      He turns to Ricardo, getting to his feet and adjusting the buttons on his suit jacket before he says, “Congratulations, young man. I believe a connection between our two families will be the most beneficial for everyone involved. Welcome to the family.”

      His grand announcement that Ricardo is the betrothed tightens the knot inside of me a little more, even as it loosens others. Yes. This is what we’ve been waiting for, working for, all these years. All the financial hardships that got us to this point…

      Allies, with the largest syndicate in the area. Through marriage. And one day, through blood.

      “Bullshit.”

      Vincent’s outburst is an explosion of sound, and when I turn, he’s reaching behind him for the gun in the waistband of his pants.

      “How fucking dare you!” he roars. “I’m the heir with the most to offer. My family is practically royalty compared to these nobody scumbags. They have no idea what they’re doing.”

      I step in front of Ricardo in an easy movement just as Hector stands and turns to his son with his hands up in front of him.

      “Easy, now,” I say in a low grumble. I part my jack to give Vincent and Hector a good look at my piece, hoping to get to the Accardi heir should he decide to go batshit crazy.

      It’s a risk to get my gun out. Vincent is already agitated. He might shoot me where I stand before I have a chance to get my safety off. If he does anything to Ricardo, he’s a dead man.

      “The Accardis won’t be treated this way. We won’t fall behind and lose to a third-rate family just coming on the scene,” Vincent bites out. A muscle twitches in his jaw.

      Edward has his hands on the desk a moment later. Mia simply watches as though the entire situation is unfolding on a television screen.

      “Third rate?” I hear Ricardo mutter under his breath before Balestra snaps his fingers.

      “No one comes into my boardroom and reacts in such a way,” he murmurs. “Hector, if you’re unable to control your son, then he will no longer be permitted to attend these meetings. My verdict is final.”

      Six men enter the room and head straight for Vincent.

      I’m not being watched as closely since Ricardo is doing a great job of playing the worried heir, even though the kid is a faster draw than I am.

      “Be smart about this,” I warn the kid, who looks like he’s ready to start shooting. His eyes are wild and mostly white, skipping between bodies.

      “How about you get the fuck out before the grown-ups decide they don’t need you anymore?” Ricardo drawls.

      After a half second, where I’m not the only one who barely dares to breathe, Hector holds his hands up in a gesture of surrender. “It’s fine. Vincent, replace your firearm if you please. There is no need for such a hysterical display. We’ll leave.” He bares his teeth. “This isn’t the end of the matter, but now is not the time for such discussions. We’ll be in touch.”

      He adjusts the lapels of his jacket.

      Once the two of them exit and the six men Balestra called in stand down, Ricardo plasters on a simpering grin and crosses to Mia, who looks about as pissed as an angry badger but changes her face the moment Ricardo steps to her side.

      He reaches for her hand, lifting the limp appendage to his lips for a kiss that does nothing to erase the full wattage of his smirk.

      The playboy mafia heir is on full display.

      “I’m honored for the chance to explore a future together,” he murmurs. “I believe our syndicates will be more powerful than ever once we’re united.”

      Rather than focus on the new couple—me knowing it’s imperative for me to maintain the charade for as long as possible—Balestra turns to me. “I’m quite impressed by the way you handled the situation,” he admits. “I knew I made the right choice.”

      Ricardo inclines his head and retains possession of Mia’s hand. “Indeed, sir.”

      The little act he’s pulling off makes me want to hit something. Or someone. It’s an effort not to walk after Vincent and Hector and take out a little bit of the tension inside. This is a good thing. I know this is a good thing. Whatever Edward wants, he gets, and right now, it’s an alliance with my family.

      Edward drums his fingers on his thigh. “Now…there is something that requires a little bit of discussion. As we are poised to become family, there is an issue I must confide in you.”

      Mia’s expression sours, but she remains silent.

      “My daughter was attacked last night,” he continues. “It’s of the utmost importance that she remains safe. There is someone targeting us, Mia specifically, and I have someone working to find the culprit, but at this time, we’ve come up with nothing.”

      The old man believes that he’s manipulating Ricardo into a corner. A test to make sure my nephew is really up to the task. 

      I perk up even as I drop my head. “I would be honored to protect my boss’s fiancée,” I offer Edward. “On my honor.”
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      I think the fuck not.

      I stare between the three of them, displaying various levels of grit and determination. Papa thinks he’s made the best choice. There’s no arguing with him. Right now, discussing my safety, they all seem like mean SOBs you wouldn’t want to catch staring at you sideways.

      I’m pretty sure they’re all packing enough to make the Secret Service jealous as well.

      This entire scene is ridiculous, from Vincent losing his shit to Papa making this look as though he’s doing the Vittorios a favor, one they are expected to pay back by protecting me. And there is nothing I can do to stop it. Not even feigning an attack and throwing myself on the floor will do anything beyond delay the inevitable.

      I’m getting married, and my father is determined to oversee the match from start to finish. It’s not even on his radar to consider who might be a good match for me, someone who is going to respect me and engage in intelligent conversations.

      Someone who he will be able to manipulate through me.

      All for the family.

      Papa, do you really think this is necessary?

      I want to ask the question so badly that my lips form the words, but what good does it do? Not a fucking lick of it. We’ve already had the argument in the hospital, and Papa turned a deaf ear to every single hesitation I voiced.

      It’s too late.

      Blinking, doe-eyed, I struggle to get his attention and silently beg him to give me a moment to catch my damn breath while all the while trying not to undermine him in front of the Vittorios.

      I don’t trust any of the other syndicates. Not on a whole or individually. It’s just common sense.

      “Are you sure it’s no trouble?” Papa asks Ricardo.

      Ricardo…now there’s a punk if I’ve ever seen one. The flawless suit and the slick, black hair hide none of his tendencies. He’s handsome, too handsome, with high, sharp cheekbones and dark eyes. He hovers around six feet with plump lips and eyes that are quicksilver, from calculating to jovial and back again.

      “It’s no trouble at all.” Ricardo claps his bodyguard on the back. “He’s happy to help. Isn’t he?”

      The other one grins, nods, but there is no warmth in the gesture. “Absolutely.” His voice is mechanical.

      My old frustrations about being treated like cattle aside—as I’ve made peace with them long ago, or so I thought—this engagement is a layered issue for me, personally.

      I’m a woman in a male-dominated business, which makes my virginity a perk and me a prize for nothing if that one fact. As such a prize, I can gain more wealth and protection for my family.

      It’s my role for the syndicate, and I know my place.

      I used to thrive on knowing it was up to me to grow the family’s influence. I got off on the power.

      For some reason, listening to Papa maneuvering the young man and his entire family into this position touches a nerve with me. Especially considering the way I’d been maneuvered. Into the hospital and away from Rafel. Into this meeting. And soon to be in the arms of that debonair playboy. 

      Having a bodyguard around twenty-four hours a day, seven days a week, let alone a bodyguard from another clan? That is not supposed to be part of the engagement deal. Not one damn bit.

      “Wonderful. My decision is final,” Edward says. More than likely for my benefit. “I’m very pleased we can all come to an agreement on the matter. I’m sure I speak for Mia as well as myself when I say the use of your personal bodyguard is quite an honor, Ricardo.”

      There is something not right about the bodyguard.

      And it’s not just because he’d felt me up a few hours ago.

      Papa turns in my direction with a distant smile, still angry with me for some of the F-bombs I let loose during our conversation earlier, and his motion draws the guards to order.

      Ricardo has his focus on my father. Carter, on the other hand, regards me with those blue eyes framed by long black lashes. The type any woman would love to have. And I pointedly stare at his thick arms, bullying against his suit jacket, rather than his eyes.

      “Now, I’m sure you would like to get to know your fiancée a little better. The time will come for that! First, let’s have a drink. To celebrate and discuss business.” Edward claps Ricardo on the shoulder, and the young man chuckles.

      Ricardo doesn’t spare me a glance before he nods his assent. “It would be my pleasure, Mr. Balestra. I’m sure Carter will be more than pleased to accompany Miss Mia wherever she’d like to go while we have our celebratory drink.”

      His guard dog. No, correction, I think acerbically. My guard. Because I’m not going to be left alone without a wart on my ass.

      “Mia.” A single word and I turn to Papa.

      I know what he wants me to do. To rest, take it easy, get off my feet. For some reason, that makes me feel more like a victim, a target. I swallow hard over a lump in my throat, pushing aside the fear trickling through my system as I watch Ricardo and Papa leave the office without a backward glance.

      Finally, I’m left in the boardroom with the man of the hour, the man who is not my fiancé, yet his attention is a physical thing I want to smack out of the air.

      He notices everything. He’s been watching me carefully through the entire process, and at the moment, his lips are tilted up in a slight grin. He’s much older than the man he protects, and if I have to wager a guess, I’d say he’s around forty. He seems the type who is more comfortable with a gun or covered in grease.

      Those eyes of his, though. They're sky blue and locked on me in an aggressive fashion. His shoulders are wide, his arms and thighs thick in a very tempting way.

      “If you’re done staring at me,” I begin, “then maybe we’ll be able to come up with some kind of plan where you don’t have to watch me go to the fucking bathroom.”

      Shit.

      I’m angry enough at this mess, seething, and I know I’ve dropped my mask. Inhaling, I pull it all back. Reining it in so that the expression I shoot him next is nothing but serene, with no cracks and no edges. There will be plenty of time for me to stew about this later when I’m alone and in private.

      If I’m ever allowed a private moment again.

      I lean back against the wall and cross my arms over my chest.

      “Why were you so quick to agree to watch me, anyway?” I ask him.

      You know…I might be able to get information out of this, out of Carter. Because I recognized those damn blue eyes as soon as he walked into my hospital room earlier. I shiver.

      Eyes like his are hard to miss. Bright as chips of ice in the sunlight that go dark whenever he’s emotional. Or horny. I hadn’t missed the expression when he looked at me with some offhanded comment about my mouth. The way he touched me as if he had a right to touch me. As if…if I’d given him the slightest signal, he would have touched me in a way that no one else has before.

      “What would you like me to say?” he asks blandly.

      “You can start by telling me why you were at the hospital earlier,” I reply, practically holding my breath.

      Carter arches a brow and opens his mouth to answer.

      I beat him to the punch with, “Your boss must really trust you. Perhaps it’s because you haven’t told him about manhandling me.”

      Men, no matter how good they are or noble, are the same basic creature at their center.

      His being at the hospital earlier makes me trust him and the Vittorios even less than I did before today.

      Carter shakes off whatever barb I launched at him and takes a step toward me. When his smile widens, I jolt. “Have you told your father how close you came to having a man’s fingers in your pussy today, Princess Mia?”

      I growl at him. Son of a fucking bitch. He’s close enough for me to hit, and I lift my hand without thinking, dropping it at the last moment but not before Carter notices.

      Revealing too much means showing him my hand, my skills. I’ll have to figure this one out as I go along and tread carefully. It’s a fine line between playing a part and digging for information without being overt. I’ve gotten pretty damn good at the balancing act over the years.

      I’ve just got to keep him from seeing it.

      I smooth a lock of hair behind my ear. My heart only races a little faster than normal. “What are you going to do with me now that you have me here alone?” I shoot back. “Plan to finish what you started, or will you be a good boy?”

      Carter’s jaw clenches, and he says nothing.

      Maybe this is the wrong approach, the subtle sexual come-on.

      He might have been more vulgar at the hospital because I hadn’t known it was him. Or he is better restrained while he is working, in front of me.

      I force myself to arch my brows, nodding lightly. “Ah, I see. You really are loyal to the Vittorios. That’s good. I adore loyalty. But does it make you a good man?” I pause for effect. “Does it make Ricardo a good man?”

      Carter only stares at me for the longest time, and I struggle against the instinct to squirm under such blatant regard. No one looks at me like that. Not even my betrothed, and he’s had plenty of opportunity at these meetings to do such.

      “We work together, Miss Balestra. He’s been at my side for a number of years now. Of course I think he’s a good man.” He says it like it’s common knowledge.

      Something about the way Carter speaks leads me to believe he’s not feeding me bullshit. I stand up straighter. He’s not going to give me what I want. Not just yet.

      “Good to hear,” I say smoothly. “I’m excited to be married. This will be an adventure.”

      Saying it out loud causes a rolling heat in my stomach to grow and build. Nausea. My leg still hurts, and standing is a battle of wills, my mind versus my body.

      “Pretty little sheltered princess wants to act like she knows about adventure when she’s been sheltered her whole life.” Carter has a strange expression on his face as he takes another step closer, cutting the distance between us.

      As frustrated as I am, blood rushes to my cheeks at his look and his nearness. The blush might easily be confused as me being an excited bride. Even if it’s just a part I’m slipping into. I’ve been faking things my whole life in order to learn the ins and outs of this business.

      Like this is anything different, I assure myself.

      Another role to add to my repertoire. I’m better than any actress. Life or death relies on my performances.

      I sigh and stare him down. Then, without another word, I stride toward the main exit door, and Carter shifts to keep up with me. I’ll have to be careful not to push him too far. He will report back to Ricardo, no doubt. One wrong turn of phrase, and the deal might be off.

      Still, I’ll make it hard on Carter to keep up. 

      He’s been in this game a long time, judging by the color of his hair and the way he carries himself. Old before his time. It’s difficult to judge his real age. The mercurial cast of those blue eyes might put him in his thirties, but the hair, his bearing, and his attitude all point to an older man.

      I school those thoughts like a rigid mistress.

      His age doesn’t matter.

      Only how willing he is to bend away from Ricardo and how much information he’ll drop into my lap.

      Shaking my head, I storm out of the guesthouse into the golden light of afternoon. It’s instinct to pause for a moment with my face lifted to the sun. I almost laugh out loud, remembering how undone that simple guard dog made me at Lakeside earlier. How his touch caused a fire to burst to life inside of me. I’ve never had a man impact me in such a way.

      Well, hardly ever.

      I don’t claim to be experienced, but I’ve flirted with my fair share of men at the club. Kissed a few. Even had a few below-the-belt experiences that never amounted to anything.

      Why Carter?

      Maybe this will be fun, I tell myself.

      The main house looms across the yard, done in shades of white and taupe with copper accents. I push in through the back door, up the stairs, all the while listening to the heavy thud of footsteps close behind. I stop at the door to my bedroom and turn to see Carter only a few paces back. “Excuse me,” I say, offering a syrupy smile. “I just need to change.”

      The door slams in his face.

      Something’s been bothering me since I recognized Carter in scrubs today, I muse, crossing to the window. How had he known I was in the hospital? It’s been fucking plaguing me because there shouldn’t have been any leaks. Papa made sure to keep the information tightly under wraps.

      Somehow he must have found out, through whatever channels he uses, and gone to get a look at me for himself. Had he been forewarned about Papa’s choice of future husbands today too? Even before me?

      It’s difficult to believe but not impossible.

      There are ways of getting people to talk. It goes right back to Papa employing second-rate workers. No doubt that’s where Carter found his opening. Only a handful of people knew where I was within our organization.

      Wariness creeps up and overtakes the slight nauseous feeling. Perhaps he’s even gotten more information on the shooting.

      He, or my father.

      Someone has to know more than I’ve been told. And good luck getting a private minute alone with Edward, who always retreats into his office to have a moment alone after meetings with the other clans.

      He’s probably in his recliner now with a cigarette and a glass of fruit juice.

      Rather than think of an excuse to ditch my new bodyguard, I slip out the window and onto the roof of the porch below, shimmying down the lattice ladder I convinced Papa to install. Since I’m so convincing.

      Sarcasm intended.

      My muscles warm by the time I clamber across the porch and jump to the ground, moving to the front door. No, not the front. I change direction at the last minute. The entrance in the garage. It’s closer to the office and will make sneaking around a bit easier. Grinning, I roll up the garage door—

      Only to see Carter leaning against the fucking car, waiting for me.

      “You fucking going somewhere, Princess?”
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      “I asked if you’re going somewhere, Miss Balestra,” he growls when I fail to answer.

      His voice is liquid honey, and something in my gut twinges at the sound. Probably more nausea. I hadn’t eaten anything since…hospital food. A small serving of Jell-O and not even the good kind. Cherry flavored.

      Damn, how did he beat me down here? How did he know—

      He narrows his gaze at me and steps into my path to keep me from running. The garage door closes behind me to cut off that escape route too.

      A small moan burns the back of my throat. Why do I have the gut feeling this man is going to be the death of me?

      After a moment, I perk up.

      I can’t wait.

      Finally, a worthy opponent.

      It’s been a while since I had anyone to play with, to spar against, and this one just happens to be smart as a fucking whip, stronger than an ox, and come in a delectable white-haired package I wouldn’t mind exploring.

      Yes, Carter is going to fall to his knees for me.

      And when he finally caves…then I’ll work on his boss.

      “I’ve got things to do. Places to be. Right now, you’re in my way.” If I hadn’t planned on taking a car ride then, now I certainly am. My leg is aching, my head killing me, and my entire body stiff from being laid up in the hospital cot.

      “Great.” Carter pauses to pull open the door to my car. The passenger side. “Get in. I’ll drive you.”

      I grind my teeth until my jaw aches. “I’m supposed to trust that you won’t pull the car over and take advantage?” I ask.

      He shakes his head. “Low blow, Princess.”

      “Some might consider it a low blow that you decided to cut me off rather than take my word and wait for me outside my room,” I reply sweetly.

      “You lied about changing. You lied rather poorly too,” he quips, still holding open the car door. “I expected better of you, to be honest.”

      “How are we going to work together if you won’t trust me?”

      The fucking bastard laughs loudly. The sound goes on for much too long. “Trust. Working together! I knew you were gorgeous, but I didn’t realize you were funny.” His amusement cuts off abruptly with his last word. “We’re not working together. We’re tolerating each other. End of story.”

      He’s going to learn soon enough that it doesn’t matter what legal ties unite me with his family. My obedience is not something that can be bought with a gold ring.

      He wants to play hardball? Fine. I’m game. Rather than explode on him the way I want to, giving in to the anger inside, I grin. Eerie calm replaces my frustration, and that is so much better than the feelings I know I have no business feeling.

      “You should be more afraid of me than my father, you know,” I tell him, sauntering closer.

      Carter lifts a brow. “Oh? What does this have to do with driving you? Those places to be.”

      “I think it’s best for you to let me go on my own. Or would you like me to tell my father that the Vittorios are snooping around my hospital room and examining my medical chart?”

      If I caught him off guard, he doesn’t show it. In fact, his face remains the typical stoic nothing-bothers-me that it has been since his arrival today.

      “Ricardo heard that you were injured and expressed concern. I told him I would look into the matter,” Carter replies. “You’re welcome to twist it into anything else you like.”

      His voice is smooth, matter-of-fact, and about as welcome as alcohol in a wound.

      “You’re such a fucking liar,” I bark out.

      He stills and lets the car door swing shut before slowly moving toward me, his motions fluid. Stalking me in a way that has me torn between anger and something hotter, darker. We’re alone in the cavernous expanse of the garage, and yet even his footsteps are silent. There’s only me and the pounding of my heart.

      He pushes me one, right in the center of my chest, and I drop back against the side of the car, staring at him with an arched eyebrow.

      His lips are twisted down in displeasure. “I suggest you go back inside then, Mia, before I throw you over my shoulder and take you myself.”

      “Take me yourself,” I repeat. Interesting. He’s bold. I’ll give him that. A double entendre, and he’s not even ten minutes into the job. I smirk and say, “My, my. Mr. Bodyguard. Awfully forward of you.”

      He’s got me caged between his arms and the vehicle, and it’s not fear surging through my system at the darkness in his voice. The nearness of his body.

      “Keep pushing me, Princess, and see what happens,” he continues. “I’m not opposed to tying you down to keep you safe. For your own good. I’d do it too. Bind that pretty skin of yours with rope and watch how you react.”

      My heart leaps up into my throat when he bends down and trails the tip of his nose along my cheekbone.

      “Stop.”

      I whisper the word, and there’s no heat in it.

      Just another man who wants to lock me away. Foolish of him, I think, but even those thoughts disintegrate at the sensation of his breath on me. The way warm gusts of air from between those lips push at the fine hairs curling around my ear. Do I fight him? Do I buck and kick and go for the soft area between his legs?

      Maybe I should.

      Because I definitely should not be thinking about how he’d feel with his cock hard and buried between my legs. Hot and fast. Hard and wild.

      “Behave,” he admonishes.

      “Or else what?”

      He trails his tongue across my cheek before nipping the area closest to my chin. “Fuck around and find out.”

      I elbow him in the side for some breathing room and smooth my hair back when he gives it to me. Much too close to coming undone for my peace of mind.

      “Don’t tempt me.” Breathy, aching, and a little wet, nipples pebbled, I turn toward the door to the house and away from Carter.

      Exactly where I was headed in the first place, and knowing full well he’ll follow me.

      His low growl, barely audible, is an unexpected delight. Carter isn’t the door-slamming kind, unlike me, even if he does take liberties with his words and his hands. Lips too. I’ve got to add those to the list.

      I’m worked up to the point where it’s a quicksilver change in direction, of mood, and I head away from the kitchen where I’d been heading and straight for Papa’s office. He uses the guesthouse for business when the other syndicates are involved. His office in the main house is personal.

      I remember sneaking in there when I was little and watching him work. He’d break to tell me stories of what he and his men did together, all of them disguised as knights of the realm. Saving people rather than up to no good.

      Papa and Ricardo will be there, drinking to celebrate both of their good fortunes. I’m not even a part of the equation anymore. I’m just the bargaining chip. Once the deal has been struck…

      I stop dead in my tracks, and Carter slams into me, too surprised to stop himself in time.

      “What’s the matter, Princess?”

      I shake off his concern, chest heaving.

      By the time I reach the office, the door opens, and Edward and Ricardo are walking out. Ricardo is the first to notice me, and he smiles, a slow lifting of his perfect lips. He’s got the swarthy dark handsomeness of a typical Italian lover. All wavy black hair and chocolate brown eyes. 

      Incredibly attractive. Young, though.

      For the briefest span of time, he looks at me like he’d rather not come near me. Which is fucking odd, considering how his guard can’t seem to stay away. I cross my arms to stop myself from going down that path or, heaven forbid, turning around to meet the gaze of the man with eyes bright enough to see everything.

      Will Ricardo make saving myself worth it? I half wonder before I jerk back to the present. He’s certainly got the looks, but that doesn’t necessitate talent when it comes to pleasure.

      Carter would.

      I freeze. Absolutely not!

      Besides, he’s probably such a dick because he doesn’t have one. Micro penis. My sister Isabella saw one once of a guy at the club who decided to get his kicks in by flashing any woman he came across. She said it was the size of her pinkie finger.

      I swallow hysterical laughter at the mental image of a man Carter’s size sporting a Tootsie Roll.

      “Mia. I see you found us,” Ricardo murmurs.

      Papa finally acknowledges me with a nod and a grin. “I’ll give you time to coordinate shifting your bodyguard here,” he says to Ricardo. “He’ll have the room directly next to Mia’s upstairs. That will make this arrangement a bit easier.”

      For who?

      Certainly not for me, and judging from Carter’s glower, it won’t be easy for him, either.

      “I’m pleased you proposed the idea,” Ricardo replies. “It hadn’t occurred to me to move Carter here. As usual, you are one step ahead, Mr. Balestra.”

      Simpering bastard.

      Papa’s lips twitch. He’s used to the feeling of lips on his ass, and he’s gotten way too damn good at recognizing the sensation. “It seems to me it’s been a rather long day for everyone involved.”

      His polite way of saying he is the only one capable of considering every possible angle without dropping the ball.

      Ricardo inclines his head. “Absolutely. We’ll take our leave. It seems the two of them are well acquainted now, so this arrangement won’t be such a shocking transition. I’ll send Carter back here later this evening with some of his things,” he says. A bit too grandiose for my liking. “As usual, it’s a pleasure speaking with you.”

      My fingers clench when Ricardo finally turns to me. “Thank you for allowing us the honor of protecting Mia. It certainly means a lot to me.”

      Shit, he might be looking at me, but he’s still not speaking to me. Is this how life is going to be? Shackled to a man who would much rather talk to my father than to me? It doesn’t bode well.

      He walks over and tucks a stray lock of hair behind my ear. His touch is clinical, distant. As though neither one of us is affected. “I’m looking forward to a joyous life together.”

      I blink at him. “You’re finally speaking to me?” I blurt out.

      A snort of laughter behind me is the only sound Carter makes, and it’s hastily stifled.

      “Carter? Let’s go.” Ricardo snaps his fingers, and he and his bodyguard leave, one of them stealing the air from the room and the other stealing much more.

      And only Carter turns around at the end of the hallway, meeting my eyes with such intensity I feel it in my stomach.
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      “Was the hair touch really fucking necessary, kid?”

      For some reason, watching the display soured my stomach.

      Ricardo glances over at me in surprise, and it’s all I can do not to gnash my teeth at him, especially when his lips twitch with barely restrained amusement. “What kind of bug crawled up your ass and died?” he retorts instead. “If you’re going to be in a foul mood, then go take it out on someone else.”

      Ricardo’s right, too, even though I’m still swearing under my breath.

      “It just seems to me that there are a lot of things happening too damn quickly, like we’re being lulled into a false sense of complacency, and when we least expect it, the ax will strike.” I shouldn’t verbally assault him. It doesn’t stop me from continuing with, “I hadn’t planned on having to be around Miss Priss until the wedding. Now I’m stuck with her twenty-four fucking hours a day, Ric.”

      Stuck with her, listening to her run her pretty moth. And damn me. It’s all I can do to keep my distance and stop myself from doing exactly what I’m accusing Ricardo of doing: touching her.

      Why?

      What is it about Mia Balestra that makes me want to push her buttons, literally and figuratively?

      “Relax, Grandpa. I have to act like I like her. Remember? The old man Balestra is all about mushy shit like love, even though he tries to make this seem like a straight-up business deal. I’ve heard the way he talks about her even though he’s arranged and manipulated the whole affair.” Ricardo blows out an exaggerated breath, his cheeks rounded.

      Only once we’re through the gates to the compound, well on our way down the street, does he drop the act.

      Seated across from me in the back, he widens his legs and drops his head between them, breathing in deeply His hands ruffle his hair, and when he straightens, the black strands are on end.

      “I swear,” he adds, “the man could keel over with a heart attack just thinking about his daughters. He lives for them.” Ricardo shakes his head. “He’s even got pictures of them in his office, like when they were little and riding bikes and shit. One of them was on a pony with pink ribbons in her hair.”

      “I’m not sure why you think that’s so unnatural,” I add skeptically.

      “Because it’s Edward Balestra, and he runs the most feared syndicate in this area, Unc!”

      I tap my chin. “Well, it’s a weakness we can exploit when we need to. Don’t forget that.”

      “Which means I have to actually be good to little Mia so they don’t think we were involved in anything…if it comes to that.” Ricardo talks to me with such logic, beyond his years, that I immediately feel like an asshole. Especially since he brought me around to his point with conversational hand-holding.

      I grunt. The kid is right.

      But I don’t have to like it.

      I don’t have to like any piece of this, even when I know it’s the next step in the evolution of our own syndicate. We can’t stay where we are, working our strip clubs, and expect to mobilize the same upward growth as Balestra. Not unless we do something drastic.

      It should soothe me that we’ve done enough growth to even be considered for a marriage proposal. Shockingly, it doesn’t.

      The overt touching, the flowery language, all dig under my skin.

      I shouldn’t care what Ricardo does with her before the big day and the fucking wedding march. I need to not care. Fuck, though. I loved the way her cheeks turned pink when I talked about throwing her over my shoulder…I’d chosen each word carefully to see if I’d get a reaction out of her. And I had. The best kind of reaction because the anger in her eyes tells me she knows exactly what she’s doing, what I’m doing, and is annoyed.

      What a combination.

      Then I’d blown it by touching her, tasting her. I mean, what am I, an untried teenager? I put that shit behind me a long time ago.

      “At least it got me an in with the family and puts me right in the heart of the compound,” I say as if I’m trying to look on the bright side. “It got you in a one-on-one meeting with the old man.”

      Ricardo grins sheepishly. “Sorry about you having to hole up with them, but I’m sure the room is going to be comfortable. You’ll just have to survive without your special old man mattress for a while.”

      I’ll miss the damn mattress too. “This is going to be a long…well, I’m not sure how long. When do they want the wedding?” Shit. That feels like something I really ought to know. I should have been in the damn meeting with him rather than playing cat and mouse with a luscious little princess.

      “Eight months,” he answers. Settled again, he reaches toward the door for a magazine and haphazardly flips through the pages. Already back to giving me only a portion of his attention. “Apparently, her mother needs time to plan, but the old man wants it done as soon as possible.”

      In the grand scheme of things, eight months really isn’t a long time. Although it does bring me to my forty-third birthday and passed by a couple weeks.

      I swipe a hand through my hair, dragging it down the side of my face to scrub my chin and goatee.

      “Gives us time to find out who might be hunting the girl. You know, in the meantime,” I finish.

      Ricardo doesn’t even look up. “Any ideas yet?” he drawls. “Too soon for leads, I know, but you must have come up with a few strings to tug on later.”

      It bothers me, on one level, to have Ricardo so dependent on me. Especially when he’s being groomed for greater things. I’ve sweat and bled to launch him higher than I’ve ever been, and here he is, waiting for me to check things off a list. Again.

      Rather than give in to the annoyance, I say, “I found out about the meeting and thought about a few avenues. But now? You’ve got me on babysitting duty. It will be hard to follow the tracks I need to follow.” My voice sours. “You’ll have to step up.”

      “Already ready.”

      “Are you?” I press. “Seems to me you’re too busy looking at naked chicks and jacking off to your mom’s employees to take this engagement seriously.”

      Ricardo drops his magazine, his brows flicking downward just north of a full-blown scowl. “If you don’t want me looking at your Playboys, then stop leaving them in the car.”

      He says nothing else, and pressing him isn’t going to do shit to help my mood.

      The rest of the drive falls into the silence of family or close friends, with my nephew leaving me alone and me all too happy to return the favor.

      If I’m going to have to hole up at the Balestras, then I want to drop Ricardo off as quickly as possible and get my shit handled at home. Even a quick nap before the real shit begins. Someone really is targeting Mia—I saw the evidence myself.

      Which means this won’t all be fun and games. There’s real work to do.

      “Being inside the house will give us more intel we can use in our favor down the road.” For some reason, I can’t stand the silence and have to fill it with something. “I’ll make sure to keep in touch with you if there’s anything that requires your urgent attention. Otherwise, you’ll have to continue with business as usual. I’m counting on you.”

      Ricardo groans, tossing the magazine onto the floor. “I’ve got it, Unc. Stop worrying so much.”

      I’ve done nothing but worry about him since he came into this world with a full head of hair and screeching.

      The car pulls up to the curb to drop Ricardo off at the strip club owned by his mother. Once, I laughed at her and her husband for purchasing the damn place. Ricardo had just turned twelve. They both claimed it would be a safe place to let their kid play and explore his crazy hormones.

      Now? I get it.

      Fuck me, but I get it.

      “Try not to get into too much trouble tonight,” I call out after Ricardo.

      He shoots me a jaunty salute that somehow morphs into a middle finger before he saunters through the doors.

      Just perfect.

      The night stretches out in front of me with more free time than I’ve had in weeks before I have to pack my shit and get back to the Balestra compound. And what do I do will this free time? What do I do because I can’t control myself?

      I think about little Miss Priss herself. The way she’s so adept at hiding her true feelings but lets a little bit of her mask slip when she thinks no one is paying attention to her. Or when she’s feeling horny, which has got to be more often than I assumed for her being a virgin.

      You think of them in kind of a backhanded compliment way: like, it’s so great that she’s pure but poor thing. Must not even think about sex since she’s not having it. 

      I caught her a number of times eyeing me considerably. Does she want to fuck? To kill me?

      No one pays attention to her, and I half wonder if she prefers it that way.

      I pull the car away from the curve and head back to the Vittorio/Assante house.

      It’s as though Mia is consistently overlooked despite being a key player in her father’s plans for the future. She’s his greatest asset for expansion and growth, yet he doesn’t pay her a bit of attention during the clan meetings. Why?

      None of my business.

      The way her brown eyes darken to black when she’s pissed off is none of my business, either. Or the auburn highlights in her espresso-colored hair, the way her chin juts out sharply like she’s some kind of angry pixie ready to burn an entire forest to the ground—

      By the time I get home, I’m practically frothing at the mouth and ready to get drunk and jerk off.

      The main house, although the entire property is in my name, is my sister’s domain. It suits her better with her flair for the dramatic and those old-world antique touches I can’t fucking stand. Not to mention she’s the one with the husband and two kids, not me. She needs the space.

      I need my goddamn privacy.

      Much like Balestra with his guesthouse boardroom, I’ve contented myself with the two-story guest cottage with an attached garage, having the architects design it to my specifications when we bought the property and started building.

      Hail to the king.

      On this property, I’m the king.

      Even with a couple of men stationed outside the exits at all times, on rotation, I flip the lock behind me. The interior of the guesthouse is done in shades of white and navy, with a light floor to offset the dark ceiling. All quiet on the western front tonight, too, the stark interior open with only a few pieces of well-made furniture.

      Modern, a little cold, but simple enough that I feel like I can think in here. There aren’t any fourth edges to catch my thoughts and knot them.

      I tug at the tie, ripping it free of the knot and tossing the thing down on the floor. A trip to the liquor cabinet, and I have a bottle of Jack Daniels in hand. It’s not the really good shit, but I don’t want to waste premium liquor on this.

      This…crazy impulse.

      The first sip burns all the way down and settles in my stomach like acid gone astray. The rest of the bottle is much easier, and a sort of familiar numbness settles through my arms and legs.

      Dropping on the edge of the bed, I kick my shoes off, peeling off the socks and unbuttoning my fly before flopping onto my back.

      They say you’re only as young as you feel. It would be a cliche to say I feel like I have one foot in the grave. Normally I wouldn’t, but something about dealing with Mia today has me just a stride behind and struggling to keep up. If this is the quality of the game she plays when she’s been through a harrowing incident, then how well will she do when she’s got her full faculties?

      I’m intrigued to see.

      I’m pissed that I have to be on babysitting duty.

      Almost twenty years in the business, and this is where it’s gotten me. One foot in the door and the other itching to follow wherever the pretty, pampered princess leads. Why?

      What is it about her that hooks me?

      It’s ridiculous and more than a little stupid. The kind of impulse that will get me killed or worse because it goes against everything I’ve learned, everything I’ve been taught to do.

      Her face swims into my mind amid the haze of the liquor. Not smiling, no. She’s stunning when she scowls. There is something penetrating about the expressions she makes, even when they’re tempered with pure ice.

      My cock gives a single twitch, and when I push myself to my elbows, staring down at my crotch, I’m already sporting a half chub.

      Son of a bitch.

      If this might get her out of my system, then it’s worth a shot.

      Not to mention I’ve been so damn busy with work the past few weeks I’ve barely touched myself.

      Already on my way toward a good drunk with half of the bottle of Jack down the hatch, I shove my boxer briefs down to my hips. My cock bursts free, bobbing and already purple-tipped.

      I wrap my fist around the shaft the way I want to wrap it around the delicate column of Mia’s neck.

      Fuck. She torments me. I slick precum along my shaft and work, my hand firm around the base and light around the head. Sensation builds, and my breath starts coming in gasps. It would feel better, so much better, to have her mouth there instead of my callouses. Or to see the way she handles me with her own delicate hand.

      I’m ready to explode, and my balls tighten with a few more seconds of pumping. Soon enough, I’m shooting cum all over my legs, my teeth gritted as I work myself through completion. One day, I’ll do the same inside of her if it’s the last fucking thing I do.

      Until both of us are undone and clinging to each other.

      There’s a fine line between disgust and lust, and right now, I’m firmly straddling them both.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            10

          

          

      

    

    







            MIA

          

        

      

    

    
      My sister Isabella is the middle child, but she’s also the loudest. Which has always gotten her whatever she wanted and made her Papa’s favorite. The moment she turns those round hazel eyes on him...the argument is over before it begins. She doesn’t even need tears.

      She’s that good.

      Right now, she’s sprawled on her belly, lengthwise across the bed, with her legs kicking in the air behind her. Her chin balances on her hands, and she glares at me as if somehow I’m the one responsible for whatever internal turmoil she’s got.

      Even though she’s in my room. On my bed. Refusing to leave me alone when I asked her for privacy.

      A fucking moment of peace before my babysitter is back and ready to mentally torture me.

      “I just don’t get it!” Isabella exclaims. “Why are you the lucky one getting the hot heir? It’s not fair! Thank you very much. He is so blissfully hot he needs to come with his own warning.”

      Isabella is bitching about Ricardo, and it takes everything inside of me not to tell her to just have at him. As if I actually give a shit about any hot heirs. Or heirs in general. Or hot men.

      Right now, I could not care less.

      I don’t know the man well enough to be attached, one way or the other. I only know that when I look at him…I don’t get the same sensations I do when I stare at his bodyguard. Not even close.

      “There is going to be no leftovers for me when I have to get married off,” Isabella continues. “Or worse! Daddy is going to throw me at Vincent like I should be happy for your leftovers.”

      I shudder but keep folding my laundry, turning my back on Isabella, and working on keeping a straight face. Honestly? Being shackled to Vincent would be a fate worse than death because of his personality.

      But the Accardis are more established than the Vittorios. They have more connections, more resources, and I would have sucked it up if Papa decided to go with them.

      He hadn’t.

      Not that I had a choice either way.

      “I’m the one who is getting married off, not you,” I remind my sister. “You are free to choose whoever you want, Izzy. You’re welcome very much.”

      “I’m not really free to make my own choices. Plus, you’re already the favorite.” Her voice takes on a whining tone that has always gotten her way, not only with family but with friends of the family too. “I might as well pick a man who helps Daddy too. It will get me some brownie points.”

      I find the concept laughable. Isabella is so stuck on herself that she fails to see her own position as the apple of Edward’s eye. She is one hundred and ten percent the favorite child.

      “One marriage at a time,” I tell her evenly.

      “Seriously?”

      “Otherwise, Mama will die. Even her type A personality can’t handle planning more than one wedding at once.”

      Isabella lets out a snort of laughter.

      Growing a legacy. That’s what my family has been trying to do since they came to this country, and by god, Edward has done a damn fine job of holding up the establishment. He’s had it under control. The one thing he won’t do?

      Not even, I’m afraid to think, if pressed to the point of breaking?

      He will never marry off Isabella against her will.

      Never in a million years, although if he ever finds himself with his balls in a bind and his dick to the wall…he’d still try to find a way out of it to spare her.

      I’m not sure why Isabella thinks that is cause to complain.

      “You’ve been so serious lately, Mimi. I really think it’s time for us to take a break. God, just to get you out of the house for something that isn’t business.”

      I don’t realize I’ve stopped laughing until she claps her hand on my knee, and I drop the shirt I’d been folding.

      “Someone’s getting into our business,” I tell her slowly. “Papa thinks it’s nothing. But I think it might be something, and I want to be prepared. It’s not really a good time for me to take a break.”

      Isabella looks nothing like me except for her coloring. She’s got the same tawny skin and dark hair, but her eyes are a strange shade of brown and green, bright enough to make anyone looking at her think she’s got an inner fire. Which she definitely does.

      It just comes out as attitude and sass.

      She’s got Cupid’s bow lips, delicately arched brows, and because no one can be too perfect, church mouse ears.

      “What’s the matter?” she asks when I stare at her too long.

      “Just looking at you, wondering how in the world you think you’ll have a hard time finding a man.” I pinch her cheek. “You’re so cute.”

      “Nah. You’re the sexy one. I mean, damn it, sis. Even I’m attracted to you,” she jokes.

      “Oh, stop it.” I push her, but she claws into my knee to keep hold of me.

      Her eyes bore into mine, and there are no more notes of teasing anywhere on her face. Back to serious, then.

      “You think the business stuff is somehow tied to the attempt to get at you? I mean, I know you had to go to Lakeside to get checked out—”

      “Not to spook you, Iz, but they shot at me, and Rafel took the hit instead,” I interject. “So, yes. I think the business stuff is somehow connected.” Not like it helps me sleep at night. The only reason I get any shut-eye is by compartmentalizing.

      Which is definitely not healthy.

      Isabella crowds closer to me, about a step away from wrapping her arms and legs around my torso like a human straitjacket. “It’s all going to work itself out, Mimi. Trust me.”

      “I like how easy you are with the fact that someone out there wants to kill me.”

      She clucks her tongue. “I’m not easy with it. But I know you, and I know this family. It’s gonna be fine.”

      My sister the optimist, ladies and gentlemen.

      “We don’t actually know if it was an attempt on my life or not, so please do not go overboard with the drama,” I warn her.

      No one is willing to tell me what’s happening with Rafel, either. Papa snapped his lips shut when I asked. Uncle Paolo only said, “he’s recovering,” and none of the guards are willing to make eye contact with me.

      Where did they take Rafel?

      Is he at Lakeside? And why all the secrecy?

      “Mimi, it’s okay to be scared. It’s absolutely, one hundred percent okay if what happened scared you,” Isabella insists. She bumps her head against my shoulder and nuzzles me. “You can talk to me.”

      “It probably should have scared me, but it didn’t,” I admit. “If anything, it made me more determined to figure out what’s really happening and who is behind it.”

      It might be the trauma of my upbringing talking, but I love my life. Value my life.

      There are certain things I’ve been given that I may not have had otherwise.

      I also have the drive to grow the family legacy and take it further. My ability to be underestimated can topple kingdoms. And if someone is trying to come after us, then that’s what I intend to do.

      I’ll be the eater of worlds if it ensures my family’s happiness.

      “What about the other one?” Isabella asks.

      “Hmm? What other one?”

      “The man currently waiting outside your bedroom with his ear pressed to the wood, listening in on our every word.” Her voice drops to a stage whisper.

      Even thinking about Carter has my stomach doing flip-flops. “I’m not sure what you’re talking about.” I toss the shirt aside and tug on the edges of my robe. “He’s an employee who will be with me until the wedding. You better get used to him.”

      “He’s fine.” She’s still whispering. “I mean, for an old man. What do they call them? Silver foxes?”

      I don’t want to link the description to Carter because it’s absolutely true. “He’s got the temperament of an angry badger,” I tell her.

      And it was a struggle to get him to stay on the other side of the door today. He wanted to keep eyes on me at all times, not trusting me alone with my sister. I’d made a pithy remark and let the door close in his face.

      He probably is listening right now. Isabella is right.

      I shouldn’t care.

      I don’t care.

      A knock at the door sounds a second before Mom bursts in, carrying a fucking color wheel and swatches of fabric. I catch a brief glimpse of Carter standing there before the door swings closed. “Girls, I’m glad you’re both here,” Nicola begins. She doesn't even glance up from her colors. “I’ve come up with a scheme for the wedding. I thought you would want to see what I’ve got, get a feel for it. Not that I think you’ll find anything wrong with the plan.”

      She lets out a peel of laughter.

      Good to see she’s able to amuse herself.

      The caramel highlights in her hair catch the light from the large windows and turn her more toward blond than her natural brunette. The better to keep the grays away, my dear, she always tells the three of us when we tease her that she’s got nothing but hair dye in her brain.

      “Here, take a look.” The spikes of her house heels, as she calls them, sink into the carpet so that Nicola makes no sound as she crosses the room to us. “Let me know what you think, and be honest.”

      Isabella rolls her eyes behind Mom’s back, but I beam at her. “Everything looks wonderful,” I reply. “I trust your judgment. You always know what’s best.”

      She did the decorating in the entire house and likes to change it every five years to keep things fresh. Sometimes living with her themes can be a bit of a struggle. Luckily for her daughters, Mom keeps her interior design to the main spaces of the house. Papa’s office, the boardroom, and our rooms are the only spaces that haven’t fallen beneath her experienced eye.

      Italian ornate is fine, but not when it’s everywhere, all at once.

      I reach out for the swatches in her hand, and she pauses, finally giving me her attention, staring at my robe until her pretty features twist in a scowl. “Mia. I told you to be ready by two. It’s one thirty-five! Your interview is in twenty minutes, and Ricardo will be here any minute!”

      There is no one as excitable as my mother.

      But—

      “Interview?” I ask. “You told me to be ready, but you never said what we were doing.” Silly me, I assumed we would be going shopping for something. Which is why I’d wasted time hanging out with Isabella, as Mom is habitually late for everything in life.

      “I know I told you.” She sounds flustered. “It’s a very important interview. Lifestyle Magazine is doing a feature piece on you for the engagement. You need to hurry up!” She tucks the fabric underneath her arm and gestures for me to get my ass in gear.

      “That seems like the kind of thing I would have remembered.” A pit opens up in my stomach.

      It’s not like our day cover is anything interesting enough to warrant an interview. How did Mom finagle this kind of thing, and why is she staring me down like she’s exasperated?

      “Can you just get dressed, Mia, and stop arguing with me? Please!” She reaches down to the small fainting couch at the foot of the bed and throws a dress in a deep shade of moss green at me. “Just don’t be late. I expect you downstairs in five minutes. Okay?”

      She points a finger between me and Isabella.

      A warning.

      Which is why I do haul ass and get dressed, slipping my feet into a pair of too-tight shoes with a heel I know Mom will approve of and somehow make it downstairs, Isabella trailing me, with thirty seconds to spare. It’s still thirty seconds of buffer time.

      The first person I see is Carter, waiting in the shadowed wings of the living room, just far enough so that he’ll be skipped over visually but close enough to step in if necessary. His attention lands on me the moment I walk into the living room.

      Mama must have made him come downstairs.

      And there’s Ricardo on the couch with his arms stretched across the back and my mother standing nearby, looking anxiously at her watch.

      I’ve done a thousand of these interviews, but today is a special occasion.

      An interview with the new couple.

      Mama set it up and burst into my room last night to tell me the good news. At least I had time to wrap my mind around it, to compose my thoughts. I know just how I want to play this, even if it is fucking inconvenient.

      Especially with Carter watching me.

      “I’m here.” At least I don’t sound out of breath. “Thank you for being patient with me.”

      Mama points down to the empty spot beside Ricardo, and although the warning doesn't show on her face, the message is the same. Sit my ass down.

      I cross slowly and fold myself down beneath the sheltered crook of his arm.

      “You look lovely in that dress, Mia. It’s a wonderful color for you,” Ricardo begins smoothly. “Absolutely stunning.”

      He’s got his hair slicked back away from his face like a Lothario of old.

      “Thank you for the compliment,” I respond. “You look quite handsome yourself.” I tug on the lapel of his suit jacket, going for lovestruck.

      Going for eager.

      I feel none of those things. There isn’t a piece of me that feels anything toward him other than apprehension. Let’s hope he will be able to make it through this interview without muddying the waters.

      At least he’s hot. It does help.

      “Now that we’re all settled in, I’ll have someone show our reporter friend inside. I’ve had her wait in the parlor,” Mama says. “Seemed more professional.”

      She’s gone for only a moment before she returns, and one of our housekeepers escorts a young woman into the room.

      The interviewer gawks around the space, her eyes wide and blue and taking in the scenery. “This is outstanding,” she murmurs under her breath like no one would be able to hear her. “Wow, what a house. And you actually get to live here?” She turns her megawatt smile on me. “Oh, gosh, Mia Balestra. It’s an honor, really. I’ve heard so much about you.”

      “Charmed,” I say with only a hint of dryness and immediately shut that down.

      It’s not the girl’s fault we’re here.

      She seems different from the picture I had in my head. Not a hawk-eyed, sharp-tongued Barbara Walters type but fresh-faced. College age, if I had to guess, with a shock of blue streaking down one side of her hair and the rest dyed a raven black. Yes, very different from a lifestyle interviewer.

      “My name is Alice Charfulle. I just started working for Erie Lifestyle magazine, and this is my first big piece for their lifestyle section. They’ve really let me off the leash for this one as long as I promised that I wouldn’t make this a typical social study. A fluff piece,” Alice explains.

      She jerks her arm out in front of me, and for a moment, I stare at it, unsure of what she wants me to do.

      Finally, I reach out to shake the offered hand, but her grip is soft and weak. I make it a point not to squeeze her harder in response. “It’s a pleasure to meet you, Alice.” Smiling, I continue with, “I’m sure I speak for both Ricardo and myself when I tell you we are quite excited for news of our engagement to reach Lifestyle readers.”

      Yeah, right.

      Ricardo leans to the side to press a kiss against my temples, and although his lips are warm and plump, my gaze flicks over to Carter just in time to see his scowl deepen.

      “Where do you want me to—oh, ha! I see the chair. Thank you. No, it’s no trouble, thank you. I’m just excited.” Alice seems a little scattered even as Mama and our housekeeper help her into the chair directly behind her knees.

      Ricardo's arm over my shoulder does not shift, but his fingers press into my skin above my bicep. A small display of annoyance he wants me to feel as we both watch Alice settle herself down and waste our time with her nerves.

      “Now,” Alice says with a smile once she’s finally seated with her voice recorder at the ready. “Tell me more about this whirlwind romance of yours. It seems to me that the two of you have not been linked in public before now. Have things been developing long in private?”

      “We’ve seen each other, yes, and we’ve done a lovely job of keeping our relationship private until this point. We just adore the thought of sharing our love with the world. Don’t we, dearest?” Ricardo takes hold of the conversation with ease, his grip on the reins tight.

      Leaving me with no further job than to work on my impression of a trophy wife. He plays an excellent match through all of the typical questions.

      “I think it’s sweet that you both value your privacy in the same way. Although I’ve got to say that you make a lovely couple. Both of you are so young, so good-looking.” Alice is staring at Ricardo and about two seconds away from fanning herself with her hand.

      I have to remember to sound like the version of me that she thinks I am. Vapid, flighty, absolutely enamored with Ricardo. And I have to wonder how much he is acting too.

      The interview goes well, my attention divided between Alice and Carter the entire time.

      What does he think of all this?

      Is he calling bullshit on the interview too?

      The interview lasts a grand total of thirty minutes. We’re just starting to wrap up when Alice leans forward, her elbows on her knees, her gaze penetrating. “I’ve just got one more question for you, Miss Balestra.” She narrows her eyes. “What can you tell me about your family’s history with drug smuggling and arms dealing?”
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      Well. Holy shit.

      Alice is either incredibly brave or incredibly stupid. I’m so shocked I’m having a hard time deciding which one. I’m leaning more toward the second one because it takes a giant pair of balls to ask that kind of question, especially here. In our house.

      I’ve always thought it’s impossible to have a completely impenetrable cover story. People get curious, and there’s only so much people can do to cover their tracks.

      It’s impossible to fully erase the truth, after all.

      Beside me, Ricardo stills. His fingers bite down deep enough to leave bruises.

      In the silence, I let out a ditzy laugh. “Seriously, Alice? Don’t tell me you’re buying into rumors? I’ve heard the same kind of thing from a few other people, and it screams gossip.” Condescension drips from every syllable.

      “Most people are happy to accept the whispers as nothing but a rumor and go on,” Alice insists. “Not me. I’m not willing to back down. It also seems to me that it’s awfully convenient for no mention of your relationship to slip, and all of a sudden, you’re engaged to each other.” She leans back in her chair. “Call it a reporter’s intuition.”

      “A reporter who admitted she is only newly elevated to her position,” Ricardo reminds her smoothly. “Seems to me you’re grasping at straws in an attempt to make a name for yourself. What a shame.”

      He all but clucks his tongue at her in reproach.

      “How about this?” I offer. “As a show of good faith against your ridiculous accusations, I’d like to show you firsthand what we do. I’ll take you on a personal tour of one of our family’s country clubs.”

      Select portions of the clubs, of course.

      And if she gives me any trouble, then I’ll slit her throat and be done.

      “Seems more than generous to me.” Ricardo is no longer smiling but staring down Alice in a way that would make anyone feel small. It’s not working on her, however.

      She seems bound and determined to tighten the noose around her neck without realizing what she’s doing. Or maybe she does realize, and she’s just batshit crazy.

      Eventually, she backs down and offers me a smile. “I’d be more than happy to join you on a tour. I’ll be in touch to get it scheduled.” Alice glances at her watch and blows out a breath. “Wow. I’m sure I’ve taken up enough of your time. I’ve got to get back to the office. Thank you again for everything!”

      If she’s flustered, she lets none of it show. Her earlier nerves are gone.

      Alice finally gets her things together and leaves. All hell breaks loose the moment we’re sure she’s off the property. Ricardo pushes off the couch, annoyance evident in every stride when he paces the length of the room.

      “How the hell was she not vetted?” Mama is furious. “We only consider interviews that will make this family look good. Now we’ve got a serious problem. That girl.” She points out the door. “She is not going to back down easily. She’s got the face of a bulldog and the stubbornness of one.”

      Mama reaches into the pocket of her suit jacket and pulls out a phone. No doubt calling someone to yell at them and demand answers. She really needs to look at herself in the mirror. No way I’m telling her any of it, though.

      “Obviously, you’re not actually going to show her one of your clubs,” Ricardo says immediately.

      Ice coats my spine at his tone.

      “Might I remind you that we are merely engaged, and I have a role to play in my family. My role remains unchanged regardless of whether there is a band on my finger or not,” I tell him through teeth clenched in a grimace. “You can either accept my role or move on from me. You don’t actually dictate what I do for my family.”

      “You think you’re the only one with familial obligations?” His expression remains unchanged, but his fingers clench from where his arms hang at his sides. “What role you have to play for your family is soon to impact mine on every possible level. Dear.”

      He stresses the term of endearment, although it sounds like anything but.

      I push up from the couch, hands at the small of my back. “If everyone will excuse me. I’ve got to prepare Meridian and the staff there for the evening. Let them know exactly what will be happening either tonight or the very near future. Something tells me to expect Miss Charfulle sooner rather than later.” I keep my smile in place in spite of Ricardo’s annoyance.

      It’s impossible, however, to keep from looking at Carter. He remains expressionless, his thoughts hidden.

      “If you’re planning on being on babysitting duty tonight, then I’ll expect you to be ready to leave in ten minutes.” I snap my fingers at Carter, making sure I have his attention before I head upstairs without another word.

      Fucking fuming and warring with myself over the correct course of action. From somewhere else in the house, Mom is still screaming at whoever it is she called.

      What the hell is wrong with Alice?

      Whatever made her ask those questions? She’s painted a huge target on her back. Now, certain people might decide the best course of action would be to eliminate her, discreetly, before she becomes a threat. Yeah, I’m certain people.

      Some might even argue that she’s already a threat because of the questions she’s asking.

      I’d like to give her the benefit of the doubt and see if this is a situation that can be smoothed over before it results in an unnecessary death. Maybe because she’s so young. She’s got the future ahead of her, and the world can use more women in it who ask questions.

      Alone in my room, I shove the green dress off and kick it into a corner. Off go the heels. In place of the interview outfit, I sling on a black jumper with short sleeves and a plunging neckline and ignore the grumbling in my stomach.

      What I wouldn’t give to be in my pajamas right now and a comfortable pair of slippers. Instead, I’m trading one pair of torture devices for another. At least the jumper shows off my figure and offers the general public a great look at my tits, not to mention the voluminous pants hide my thigh holster.

      Men talk more when they think there’s a prize at the end. It’s a universal law of the universe.

      Changed, I bypass the living room and head for the garage. Not surprised in the least to see Carter lounging by the side of my car. He bobs his head and moves to the passenger seat to open the door. Not the back seat. Not this time.

      “Bodyguard and chauffeur? What kind of a resume you have,” I purr. “It’s impressive.”

      He doesn't speak, and it’s disappointing when his eyes remain on my face rather than slipping, even momentarily, to my exposed chest. I…wanted him to look at me. And appreciate the view.

      “Are you going to help me with my seat belt too?” My second statement has a bit of a bite, and still he refuses to parry back to me.

      Carter simply closes the door behind me, makes his way to the driver’s seat where Rafel usually sits and takes off out of the garage. He drives smoothly, taking all the right turns without me having to give him directions and keeping a cool five miles below the speed limit.

      Of course he knows where we’re going.

      Meridian is the crown jewel of the Balestra Club empire.

      At least his silence gives me plenty of time to think without interruption. There is no doubt that Carter will have a front-row seat to what I’ll have to do today. He sees everything, I muse distantly, but today he’ll catch a rare glimpse of the real me. My secret will be out in the open, and no matter how necessary it is in the grand scheme, I’m not sure if I can trust him.

      Or Ricardo.

      In fact, it’s more than likely suicide to have blind faith in either one of them, considering they stand to benefit a great deal from marriage to me.

      I pull out from getting lost in my head when Carter rounds the circular driveway in front of the massive double front doors of Meridian. Part country club, part bar, classier than most in the area, with the details to prove that the money is not just in the decor or the size.

      Maybe seeing that I’m not some wallflower will be best. So they know who they are messing with. It’s a risk, though, because I won’t be able to leverage being dumb any longer.

      Carter cuts the engine, and the two of us sit there with the valet waiting patiently outside to help me out of my seat.

      “Are we going to sit here all day, or are we going inside?” Carter finally asks, each word grating on my shot nerves.

      I lean across the center console, staring intently at the side of his face until he slowly turns to make eye contact with me. Even now, here, a zip of awareness slicks along my spine, and the air disintegrates from my lungs. “Do not, under any circumstances, undermine me in front of my men. Do you understand?” I ask, hissing out the words from behind my teeth.

      Carter’s blue eyes flash with a hint of surprise that has me satisfied enough for the moment. “What are you going to give me for keeping my mouth shut?” he asks.

      I blink at him. “You want a bribe?”

      Typical man. Yet my breasts tingle, and my nipples pebble inside my bra.

      “I’ll play by your rules for now, Princess. But if something happens that undermines my ability to keep you safe, then all bets are out the window. Do you understand? My bribe, as you call it, will wait for a time of my choosing.”

      Calling him a toxic chauvinist won’t get us far.

      Finally, I nod to the valet, who opens my door and holds out a hand. “Miss Balestra,” the man murmurs in a respectful tone. “Welcome back to Meridian.”

      “Thank you.”

      I know the man’s name is Jeff, and he’s working two jobs to be able to put himself through school. I keep all the information to myself and stride through the front door. It’s been a while since I’ve gotten back here.

      This is my sister’s club.

      Lucia Balestra is eighteen years old and one of the best business owners I’ve ever seen.

      She’d been gifted the club for her sixteenth birthday, more of a joke than anything else. Papa wanted to see if she would be able to back up her talk of wanting more responsibility by handing her the deed to his greatest asset. At least, according to the US government.

      And I had to give her fucking credit. She’s kept it running surprisingly well.

      Rather than grabbing a seat at the usual table reserved for members of the family, I stride up to the bar and hold out a hand to grab the bartender on duty’s attention. “I have a friend coming in tonight. I need you to treat her well.” A smile flickers across my face. “We’ll let her see how straight laced we are here. Fun, drinks, nothing else. Think you can handle it, Stefan?”

      Thank goodness he’s one of the guys who knows me well enough not to ask bullshit questions or start blubbering and telling me he needs to talk to the boss.

      Stefan knows the drill. He’s been here longer than most of the other employees. He leans in, his elbows on the bar top. “Does Lucia know you’re here?” he asks.

      “Of course she does. You think I’d show up unannounced?” I ask in a sweet tone. Much sweeter than my normal. We’ve flirted back and forth on occasion. It’s easy to slip into the rhythm of it, the sexy back and forth.

      But I can’t forget the man looming behind me or the heat coming off of his body.

      “Are we here to manage, or are we here for you to eye the staff?” Carter leans in close to whisper in my ear. “He’s beneath you in every way, Princess.”

      The sensation of breath on my skin sends shivers along my arms and legs.

      Damn him; he notices.

      “I’ll have a martini, Stefan, my usual,” I tell the bartender before turning slowly to face Carter.

      His arms are on the bar on either side of me, leaving me no room to breathe. “This is a bit different from the Vanguard.” He makes the comment offhandedly, stepping closer to me while alternately craning his head back to take in the gold leaf on the ceiling here. “Your Uncle Henry manages that one if I’m not mistaken?”

      I’d rather not answer him on any of the points he makes.

      My phone vibrates in my pocket. Saved by the bell? I reach for it, the message on the screen clear. SOS. Dead on Arrival.

      “I didn’t realize you were here for business and pleasure,” Carter murmurs.

      I chuckle and stash the phone. “Is a woman not allowed to multitask?” I ask.

      Stefan slides the martini toward me with a distinctive clearing of his throat. It’s not enough of a reprimand to get Carter to back up. “Just how you like it, Mia,” Stefan says.

      I swivel around again, torturously slow, lifting my hips toward Carter close enough to feel every inch of his front.

      “Thank you. You’re sweet, Stefan.” I risk a sip, the cool liquid sliding along my throat like a caress.

      “You really shouldn’t encourage him,” Carter growls.

      “Why not?”

      “You don’t need another man wrapped around your finger. It’s greedy.”

      Luckily my back is to him, so he can’t see the smile tweaking the corner of my lips. “It almost sounds as though you’re jealous, Carter,” I murmur. “Which isn’t the case, I’m sure.”

      “Just go!”

      He grabs me by the back of my neck and hurls me away from the bar fast enough I almost spill my drink. I hastily set it back down on the bar with an unspoken apology for Stefan and allow Carter to lead me off the main floor.

      Away from the empty space that will fill with dancers once night hits.

      “I didn't realize you’re so handsy when you’re tense.” I shrug him off when we’re halfway down the hallway, adjusting the set of my jumper. “Are you upset you’ve been missing all the action today?”

      I catch a flash of his reflection in the mirrors lining the hallway, and much to my eternal delight, Carter is pulling a face.

      “Dealing with you is enough action for me.”

      I stare straight ahead. “You’re dealing with me. Adorable.”

      “Make no mistake, Princess, there are more important places for me to be than a step behind you.”

      “But none of them have this view.” 

      Score one for me. Carter has nothing to add to my last shot.

      It isn’t often that Lucia lets us conduct business here. She prefers to keep things legitimate in as far as she’s able to extend her tether away from the heart of the family and our business. Except, with everything going on…she agreed to have a few shipments sent here after my drive-by shooting.

      It’s another layer of control.

      For me, anyway.

      We’re through the rear doors, past the kitchen and the storage pantry, through the fake door, and down a short set of steps to the backspace no one else knows about. I’m pleased to see that the shipment crew is unloading right on time. I don’t stop to look at Carter, right behind me, the wart. The sexy wart.

      There’s no time to reconsider this arrangement. He’s here with me, and we’re both in it too deep now to turn back.

      If he blabs a word about this and I find out, I’ll kill him.

      It’s that simple.

      “Hey.” I snap my fingers, and my favorite manager, Sebastian, glances up from where he’s examining one of the boxes. He’s taken care of more than a few rowdy people at the club as well as any workers who have failed to do what they’ve been paid to do.

      He’s our version of “crowd control,” and tonight, he’s handling inventory as well.

      Carter stops and slides his hands into his pockets, taking in the room and revealing nothing.

      “What’s the matter?” Bash wants to know once he closes in on the two of us. Only his attention is focused on Carter instead of me. “Who’s this guy?”

      “Any problems?” I ask in an undertone.

      He gestures toward the clipboard in front of him, flipping through pages. A sheen of sweat dotting his upper lip lets me know what’s going on before he has a chance to say anything. Yes. We have problems.

      “We’ve got missing cargo.” Sebastian hands me the clipboard, and I’m surprised his hands aren't trembling.

      Mine certainly are.

      It’s our largest hit yet. My stomach sinks, a dull throbbing ache splintering through my skull. An eighth of the shipment is missing. This is no small attack. I say as much to Sebastian.

      “I’m assuming you know what an eighth is, yes?” It’s not fair for me to take it out on him, but this is like being skinned alive. The intensity of the thefts is increasing.

      My head throbs, the low pulse traveling down my spine, across my ribs, and into my low gut. Shit, this is awful. How in the world is someone getting the jump on us, especially with Papa’s increased security.

      I practically feel Carter judging us from a few feet away.

      “Look, the drivers say they didn’t stop this time,” Bash whispers. His dark eyes search mine. “I’m not sure what to fucking do, Mia. This is getting ridiculous. There are extra men on each shipment, and we’re still losing crates.”

      I shake my head. “Yes, I’ve heard those excuses before, and I don’t have time for it tonight. Neither do you,” I say.

      It’s complicated for me, being here without Rafel. Not knowing where he is. He’d already be moving to take care of the problem without me having to direct his movements. Sebastian is not used to being that kind of muscle in addition to doing line inspection.

      He’s great at physical work, but he’s not in sync with me. Not like Rafel.

      “It’s time to take care of things and send a message,” I say. I look Sebastian dead in the eyes, message clear. “This sort of thing cannot happen again. If they‘re not afraid of the consequences, then it will continue.” I flick a hand toward the gun not-so-subtly tucked in the tight waistband of his jeans. “Get to work, Bash.”

      He grins and takes a step toward the driver for this latest shipment, dropping the clipboard. The man, the upper half of his face shaded by an inconspicuous white baseball cap, takes a step in the opposite direction with his hands held up placatingly in front of him. He’s middle-aged, with a mustache and beady eyes.

      “Where did you stop?” I want to know. Too keenly aware of Carter watching me.

      “We didn’t stop! I swear to God. I’m telling the truth. Please, Miss Balestra, I didn’t stop.” His face goes whiter the longer I stare at him.

      “That’s your story, and you plan to stick to it. Right. Bash?” I say sweetly.

      Sebastian steps right into the driver’s face and slams his fist home, right against the bridge of the other man’s nose.

      “Where was the stop?” I ask the driver a second time.

      He’s doubled over and glares up at me, spitting blood. The globule lands several feet from me, and I stare at it dispassionately. 

      This time Bash slugs the man in the gut. The driver doubles down to his knees, and I shift in front of him, using the tip of my nail to pry his chin up to face me. “The stop,” I repeat. “Where was it?”

      “You’re not just a bitch,” the driver wheezes. “You’re insane! Out of your goddamn mind. You can’t treat people this way.”

      I’ve been called worse. Rather than pressing him when he’s clearly not going to tell me shit, draw in a breath. Force it out through my nostrils. “Please. The staff are sick and tired of cleaning up blood down here. We need a good night tonight. So this is your last chance.”

      Behind me, Bash flips out a knife and, without further ado, jams it into the top of the man’s thigh. The driver howls.

      “They have my wife!” he screeches out. “Please. Stop.”

      I hold up a hand to still Bash from driving the knife further into the man’s flesh.

      “They have my wife and said they’d kill her if I didn’t stop. I swear it.” Tears leak down the driver’s face. “Please. Please, you have to believe me. They have her.”

      “Who?” I demand sharply, vaguely aware of Carter moving closer behind me for backup.

      “I don’t know. It was all through burner phones.” The driver shakes his head, the hat toppling off to the floor. For some reason, that bothers me. The hat, how clean it looks.

      My hands are claws at my sides. “Where was the stop? I’m not going to be able to help you get your wife back if you won’t tell me.”

      His wife is a goner.

      A pit opens in my stomach, and something cold settles there, but it’s true. Sadly…she’s collateral damage.

      “The mount pleasant rest stop off of Highway 60,” the man eventually says. “We were told to pull off and head to the restroom. The call came through saying they were going to kill her if we did nothing.”

      I straighten, knowing the hard part has just arrived. The driver, and everyone else who was around when the call came through the burner phone, are dead men walking. They cannot be allowed to continue working for us because they’ve been compromised, and having it happen once means he may be exploited in the future.

      Even if a miracle happens and we get his wife back. Although I’m willing to bet…she’s already gone. Everything inside of me goes cold. This is part of the job, yes, part of the life. It’s the fact that I don’t have a problem ordering the death of so many men. One magazine, that’s all it will take to clean up this mess.

      When did I become so heartless?

      When did the cost of business stop bothering me?

      The driver turns his pleading and tear-stained face up to mine.

      I glance at Bash, and he knows what’s happening too. “Bash, can you get him cleaned up?” I whisper.

      He nods, knowing exactly what I need from him. I stare at the other men who reach for their guns with a nod of acknowledgment.

      “Text me to debrief once you and the boys are done.” I pat Bash on the arm and breeze past Carter.

      Fully expecting him to fall in line behind me.

      We’re out of sight of the men and back in the main hallway before he grabs me by the elbow and yanks me into one of the linen closets lining the hallway. I don’t even have a chance to scream before his hand slaps across my mouth.
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      Even in the dim light of the closet, I note Mia’s glare, feel the way her lips peel back from her teeth like she’s a second away from trying to gnash against my palm.

      The way she stiffens in my grasp like she doesn’t enjoy being manhandled…I fight back a smirk.

      Trust me, sweetheart, if I’m the one touching you, you’ll enjoy it.

      I shove the thought aside. “Are you out of your mind?” I growl at her.

      She blinks those giant brown eyes at me, innocent and adorable and a fucking liar, and I slowly draw my hand away from her mouth. “What do you mean?” she snaps back.

      “That was arrogant of you,” I continue. “And stupid.”

      She arches a brow. “Which part?”

      A challenge, then. “Your man could have had a weapon. I notice you’re not packing any heat tonight. What would have happened if he chose to shoot you when you got close?”

      “Maybe you’d care to frisk me and find out exactly where I’m hiding my weapon. Because I sure as shit didn’t leave the house unarmed.”

      Okay, fuck, not what I expected her to say. And I left the house too fucking pissed to bother checking her for weapons.

      “You’re seriously going to scold me?” she asks incredulously.

      Saying nothing about the fact that I’m still gripping her arm tightly enough to bruise.

      “If I were a man, you wouldn’t have thought twice about questioning my authority.” Her smart ass is having none of it. “And I doubt your cock would be getting thick like it is.”

      I tug her closer to my front and let none of my shock at her statement show, although it’s work. There is something about a woman like this, who plays her part with such practiced ease it’s impossible for anyone who isn’t watching her closely to even know her true intentions.

      But I’ve watched her.

      Been watching her even when she doesn’t think I am, and I’ve noted every change in her, expressions and otherwise.

      Just like he’s noted the changes in me. Rather than jerking away, rather than excusing myself or offering an apology, I double my grin.

      “You’re too observant for your own good,” I murmur, adjusting my grip so that it’s less a bracket around her wrist and more of a caress, my thumb brushing against her pulse point. “And you talk to me like you’re not a virgin.”

      Mia huffs out a laugh. “I suppose you’re the authority on what virgins are supposed to sound like. Hmm? Care to school me on it?”

      I shake my head and say, “I know what you’re doing.”

      “What am I doing?”

      I might be in dip shit. My sick and twisted mind, along with her bloodthirsty streak, has got me hard as fuck and harder still the longer we’re in here together. Watching her dominate, and reduce her men to nothing at all, force them to spill their secrets without so much as a knife in hand…

      She’s got skills.

      Special skills.

      Rather than giving in to every dark desire, I say, “Right now, you’re supposed to be careful. You’ve clearly got an issue with poaching on your territory, and with your little reporter asking questions, it’s time to watch your ass.”

      “I’m sure Ricardo wouldn’t care too much if something did happen,” Mia replies bitterly. “His family already has the in with the Balestras.”

      I suppress a groan. “If I have a job…” I say every word slowly. Enunciating to the point where she doesn’t miss my bite. “…then I’m going to do it. Even if my client is being a brat.”

      “A brat.” She repeats the words, ending the statement with a little purr of sound that has my cock hardening further. The length pushes against the inside of my pants, and suddenly my boxer briefs are way too fucking tight, and I’m breathing heavily. “You know, you have a really hard time saying anything nice to me. I’m not sure I’ve heard you compliment me once. Unless I count this.”

      She presses her hand directly against my dick, and I suck in a breath fast enough to choke.

      We’re alone in this little fucking closet where anyone might pull open the door. Anyone might find us together. And she’s touching me.

      “What the fuck do you think you’re doing?” I ask her, sounding strangled.

      She tilts her head to the side. “It’s called retribution. For all the times you’ve touched me.” She lifts onto her tiptoes. “Licked me.”

      Does touching something forbidden make it hotter? Does it make you want to place your palm on top of the stove and burn it?

      It does with Mia.

      Knowing I shouldn’t have touched her is an aphrodisiac.

      Especially when she presses against me and brings her lips within inches of mine. “You need to be careful how much you touch.” She slides down my front but doesn’t move her hand one way or another. “Ricardo is interested in his virgin bride.”

      Mia abruptly turns to walk away, and I grab her by the waist to stop her, fingers driving into her hip bones. I draw her back and damn her, but she arches, pushing her ass into my front again to the point where every inch of me is plastered to her, separated only by thin fabric. Her jumper leaves nothing to the imagination, and if my fingers tell me the right story, she’s not wearing panties.

      Is she trying to ruin me?

      “I have no interest in anything beyond my job,” I tell her, intent underlying every word. Except I’m hornier than ever, and the sensation is transferring into fury. At Mia.

      “Your body tells me a different story,” she retorts. She glances over her shoulder at me, grinning at the fact. She knows she’s getting under my skin. “I liked you better at the hospital, Carter.”

      Her words are a whisper.

      “I don’t know what you’re talking about.” She had made me. I fucking knew it. She hadn’t come right out and said it, but a gut feeling had me questioning things.

      I purposely slide my hands down her hips and along the swell of her ass, underneath the roundness of each cheek, and back to her waist.

      “Careful now,” I warn her. She knows she’s got me. “Wouldn’t want Daddy to know that you had to make sure I was in good shape before you truly accepted me to guard you.”

      I grind my erection between her ass cheeks, feeling her heat even with the fabric separating us. Fuck me but she’s intoxicating this way. There are shadows underneath her eyes, but none of it takes away from the heat. 

      Her tongue darts out to lick her lip, and I track the movement.

      Her cockiness and the way she sees a situation, the way she reads people has me completely in shock.

      “Are you in good shape, Carter?” she asks.

      How easy it would be to reach out and grab her by the back of the head, to twine my fingers through her hair and wrench her up, to make her look at me as I drive into her from behind.

      I’m willing to bet if I slip my hand inside her jumper, I’ll find her wet and ready.

      This woman is poison, my own personal variety, and deadlier than a bottle of whiskey on an empty stomach while driving. For some fucking reason, the more she opens her mouth, the more I like it. Each weighted barb, each glare, makes me more inclined to just fuck everything and slide my dick between those lips to gag her.

      I bet she’d be real pretty with tears in her eyes, choking on my cock.

      “Are you asking me how many women I’ve slept with, Mia?” I ask in return. “Judging my prowess?”

      She wiggles her ass. “You’re a pig.”

      “Or maybe you’re asking what my cock looks like?” I drop my voice.

      “Everything out of your mouth is disgusting.”

      And you like it.

      “I’d be willing to show you if you want. Then you can feel my shape for yourself.”

      And she surprises me again when she arches further into my cock, and then walks dead out of the linen closet as though nothing happened. Leaving me harder than fucking cement and about a second away from erupting.

      I take a beat to adjust my dick in my pants to make it less noticeable—yeah, right— and then follow her out with a growl burning the back of my throat. Mia is a handful. A sexy, goddamn brilliant handful who doesn’t bat an eye at seduction or ordering the death of a handful of men who have failed her.

      Which isn’t good for me.

      And I don’t like being taken by surprise, by anyone.

      She stops at the bar, and I stand a few paces behind her in sullen silence while she orders another drink, her last one inevitably discarded with her absence. She’s right about one thing, though—her ass really does make one hell of a view. It’s supple and curved in all the right places. Especially for a woman as slender as her.

      Right now, she’s not paying a bit of attention to me. Our stolen moment in the closet might as well have happened to two completely different people as she pulls out our phone, and a vicious smile lights her face.

      Only once she’s read whatever message must have popped up on her cell does she turn to me with the smile still in place, and this time it reeks of I-told-you-so.

      “I knew it.” I’m not sure if she’s speaking to me or just out loud. “I knew she’d want to come here tonight. Talk about intuition.”

      “Then where is our little reporter?” I want to know. “Since she clearly has your personal cell number.”

      Mia waves me away. “I had the staff give it to her before she left the compound today. She wants to know if tonight is a good time to meet.” Laughter bubbles up and spills out of her lips. “I knew it. She’s trying to catch us off guard. Too bad for her. There will be nothing to see.”

      The bartender slides a dirty martini across the bar top toward me, and Mia wraps her fingers around the neck of the glass before she sets the man with a look.  Clearly displeased. “Where is Stefan?”

      The dude behind the counter is not the same one she spoke to before, and I’m not sure if that makes me feel better or worse. Something about the douche with the bowtie got my back up, the way he looked at her, spoke to her, all of it.

      But this one is more attractive.

      I step closer with my fingers itching to reach for my gun. A little intimidation would do nicely.

      Before the man has a chance to answer her, Mia turns to me. Grabs her drink and takes a slow sip of her new martini. “Will you check on Bash?” she asks me.

      She’s sugar and spice and poison. “You seriously want me to leave you alone here?” I ask right back.

      She shrugs and says, “What’s going to happen to me? It’s my baby sister’s club.”

      I grit my teeth and mull it over. If this is further payback for what happened in the closet…I might be able to play nice. “Will you stay put?”

      “Cross my heart,” she promises.

      She’s still got her phone in hand. Which means she either trusts me to handle Bash—fat fucking chance—or she plans to have a conversation she doesn’t want me to overhear. And rather than fight with her, I bob my head.

      She better mean it.

      I lift a finger at her, point it at her cleavage in warning, and do not miss the slight flare of interest in her dark eyes before I turn on my heel and head toward the back.

      By the time I get there, the bodies have already been wrapped in plastic, and Bash is in the process of getting them hauled away. He’s precise, I’ll give him that. Precise and clean, which also counts for quite a bit when you’ve got to get your dirty work handled in your place of business. For the Balestras, it’s clubs.

      For the Vittorios, it’s strippers.

      “She sent you back here to check on me?” he says without looking up.

      I shake my head, no response, and watch him wheel away the corpses.

      Fuck. It’s just another day in this life.

      The life we can’t escape.

      The life we don’t want to escape. Some of us are born killers, and others are made to be that way. Then there are the people like me who fall into the gray area in between, who know killing is a necessary part of the trade and have no problem with it. Bash is in the right profession if he’s anything like me.

      Mia looks too much like an angel to be this way. Except I know her pretty face is hiding something devious inside.
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      Whoever is stealing our shipments has messed with the wrong fucking woman.

      It’s been a really long time since my actions, and the actions of my family, have horrified me. Whoever it is must consider us an easy mark, and so far, I’d say they’re right. But too damn bad because once I figure out who is behind the thefts, I’m going to make them regret their every move.

      And if they try anything, then I’ll shoot them myself

      It’s simple.

      I take a sip of my martini and swoon. Yes, this is exactly what I need. Feeling a little bit calmer, I settle on the edge of the stool and type out a response to Alice, asking her to meet me here as soon as possible.

      Poor little lamb.

      And if she continues to push me in terms of my connection to the smuggling world, then I’ll take care of her as well. I’ll never stop fighting for this family, no matter who stands in my way.

      Corrupt or innocent.

      I feel a little bit calmer with things falling into place, on one front at least.

      “How’s the drink?” the bartender asks.

      “It’s good. Decent.”

      He’s got his hair shaved on one side and the longer strands on top or bright blond and slicked back with gel. At least he fits the image my sister tries to cultivate for Meridian: young, hip, chiseled.

      Carter is gone for the literal blink of an eye, not even enough time for me to shove a couple of olives down my throat before he’s right back in front of me again with an elbow on the bar top.

      He draws my full attention with his presence, and his face is an odd combination of chill and smirk. Looming, leaning. Leering.

      Why do I find all three of those things attractive? Why did I touch him so inappropriately in the linen closet? I flick a piece of hair behind my ear, torn and wondering what it all says about me.

      “So, what did I miss?” he asks with only a hint of snark. Like he’s shocked to still see me in the same place.

      “Who’s to say you missed anything?” I reply smugly. “Maybe I needed a break from your company, so I sent you on a fool’s mission.”

      “Relax, Princess. You’ll have a break from me whenever you head to your throne.”

      I narrow my eyes and slowly lift my drink to my lips. “You’re disgusting.”

      His face breaks out in a grin, and he nods. “At least it’s good to see you haven’t taken off,” he says.

      “See? I can do as I’m told, your royal grumpiness,” I retort.

      He doesn’t look amused anymore, his features going back to his habitual stone face. “Do you want an update or not? Because the way I saw things, the package is wrapped up and in transport. Sebastian is a good employee. He takes care of things without having to be told twice.”

      “He’s one of the best,” I agree. “A real treasure.”

      Carter has his hands tucked into the pockets of his pants, but his overall energy is anything but friendly. It’s odd to rectify the image he presents here to the one he’s always maintained in the boardroom. He almost seemed to sink back into the furniture during the clan meetings.

      Now he’s taking up all the air in the move and blocking the exit to the main room with his body. As though I’d try to escape.

      He turns to me and chuckles under his breath, his hand reaching out to land at the back of my neck. Fire immediately spreads from the area. “Let’s get this meeting over with so we can get the hell out of here. Bash isn’t the only one who has business to take care of, you know,” he murmurs against my ear.

      I shiver at the contact, and he laughs again, pressing closer so that his hard body is against my back. I feel him everywhere, and his breath ruffles my hair, an intentional move.

      One I have to try my best to ignore.

      I hide my reaction to Carter in the martini, glancing at my phone again. I have no follow-up texts from Alice. Not even left on read.

      “I’m sure it’s fine,” I mutter. “We’ll be on our way momentarily.”

      “You’d think she’d be all about a close-up night. With you. Especially considering the long line to  get into Meridian every weekend.”

      I don’t expect Carter to have a compliment fired up, and I don’t expect the concern that’s clearly evident in his voice.

      Meridian really is the crown jewel. The main room of the space boasts floor-to-ceiling windows of stained glass to keep the outside world at bay. The floor is polished hardwood, and a side door leads to a large outdoor patio complete with its own bar. Lucia kept the color scheme—gold and black and touches of pure white—and added a few lounge couches around the space done in leather.

      There are fresh flowers on tables and on the bar and a small open area for live music. Chandeliers overhead offer muted lighting and a perfect opulent finishing touch. People used to this lifestyle find it tasteful, and those who aren’t will find themselves out of place. Insignificant.

      “Princess, I swear to fucking God, I’m not waiting around here for your nosy little reporter to make an appearance.” Carter glances at the gold watch around his wrist. “Either she responds or gets her ass here in twenty, or we’re out.”

      I agree with him, and there’s no way I’ll say it out loud. He watches me with those bright eyes, noting the way I wrap my fingers around the stem of the martini glass, the way I bite my lip.

      Alice is going to piss me off more than I already am if she drops her bombshell question and vanishes.

      Some people are incredibly fickle. Although I would have bet money that after the bomb she let drop on our laps earlier, she’d be gung ho for a chance to see the operation herself. Surprises abound. Although it makes me feel like an ass, I’m going to call her.

      I drag another sip down my suddenly parched throat and use the excuse of the phone call to avoid looking at Carter.

      The old man.

      Although he’s not really old, is he? Not much older than I am. There’s only about seventeen years difference between us, but the silver-white hair gives him an edge. It makes him the center of attention in whatever room he's in, especially when you get a look at his eyes. There are lines around them and a grizzled tone to his voice speaking of the things he’s seen and experienced.

      The phone continues to ring with no answer.

      At least he’s not old enough to avoid getting aroused when I taunt him. Which is good to know.

      The thought jolts me out of my daydreams just as the call goes to voicemail, and I find Carter quiet and scanning the room. My martini really is well made, at least, with a hint of something citrusy at the tail end of each sip. Not bad for a newbie, and it helps steady something inside of me.

      I down the rest of the drink and scan the area for the bartender but see no one.

      I’m going to have to talk to my sister about his absence. The number one rule we always have to follow, no matter what aspect of the business we’re covering, is to remain well staffed at all times. Especially at the bar. Someone has to be here to take the money, even if it isn’t peak time or season.

      “Call her again. Keep calling her until she picks up.” Carter’s attention turns hawkish, and I’m the mouse.

      “If she can't be bothered to answer, then I refuse to call her repeatedly.” I laugh bitterly and run my tongue along the edge of the glass, wishing for more.

      “Then what are you doing now?” he asks matter-of-factly.

      “I didn’t realize I have to keep you apprised of my every movement. Maybe you should eat something. You’re getting grouchy.”

      Carter ignores me as I grumble, shooting out a text to Lucia. The moment I press send, Stefan rounds the bar, and I lift my hand to get his attention.

      “Darling,” I start, propping my chin on my hands to stare at him. It doesn’t escape me that Carter is giving him a death glare. “I know this is not usually your problem, but your new trainee is a mess. Makes a good martini but could use a few lessons about his people skills.” I keep our interaction flirty but firm, putting Stefan in his place with a loaded smile. The combination usually gets me the best results, like honey and vinegar mixed together.

      “What newbie?” Stefan asks, confused.

      The ire already winding through my blood like poison increases in the silence following his question. Everyone is losing their damn minds tonight. Alice, our newly deceased drivers, and now Stefan.

      “Never mind,” I reply unemotionally.

      “How much time do we have left?” I slide off the stool and straighten, lapping at the last bit of martini around the rim of the class.

      “Fifteen minutes,” Carter answers.

      “Then we’re going home.”

      “What do you expect us to do for fifteen minutes?”

      What a grump.

      “I expect you to stand there sweating while I dance.” The night’s fallen, and the first bodies through the door have inevitably filled the open dance floor. “You do whatever it is you want with yourself. ” I lean in close to whisper against his ear with, “Go jerk off in the bathroom and think about me.”

      I leave him growling as I twist my way toward the other people dancing, the music light and fun.

      He grabs me before I have a chance to head out onto the floor. “You don’t need to be further away from me, lost in a mass of people. No dancing, Mia.” He grits his teeth around the words.

      “I’ve been living my life just fine until you showed up. You were asked to keep an eye on me,” I reply. “Not be on top of me. Unless your boss doesn’t mind sharing.”

      Rather than play this cat-and-mouse game, I wrench my arm out of his hand with my lips tilting up slightly.

      There’s nothing wrong with letting loose in a safe place like this. Everyone expects me to keep it together, but no one realizes that so much stress and anger and energy without an outlet will cause damage. A martini or two, or three. Some dancing and sweating off the alcohol.

      It’s enough.

      With the music thrumming and other people around enjoying themselves, eyes closed and their partners close, a knot inside of me loosens. Carter watches me from the bar. Would it be so wrong to give in to whatever this thing is between us?

      It’s been impossible to ignore since he touched me at the hospital. Even before I knew exactly who he was.

      There’s always been something about his blue eyes, though...

      The glimmer in them that hints of a mischievous bent.

      The dry way he retorts and the wordplay he engages in effortlessly.

      Chemistry is not something you can replicate. It’s either there or it’s not.

      Those are heady, weighted thoughts and once not so easily dismissed tonight. For some reason, the heat swirling through my system after drinking the martini impacts every piece of me, including the apex between my thighs. Heat pools there as I turn around to watch Carter watching me.

      The look in his eyes is a powerful thing too.

      He either wants to fuck me or kill me, and right now, the combination is devastating.

      Going with my gut, I walk over and grab him.

      “How about we see if you can put those muscles of yours to good use.” I draw him steadily out to the dance floor. Inhibitions lowered to the point where I actually don’t give a shit if he says no or not.

      He won’t say no.

      Maybe it was a better martini than I gave it credit for.

      “Mia, stop,” Carter warns.

      “Why? Are you afraid someone is going to mock your movements?” I lean in with my hands trembling slightly—anticipation— and sweat trailing down my spine. “Or are you afraid to show me what you’ve got?”

      His reluctance melts away, and within the next heartbeat, he gives in to me.

      I walk backward, dragging him with me with my gaze locked on those eyes. He might want to show the outside world he’s an old man, to play into the image, but there is nothing old about him besides the years in his eyes. The ancient soul looking out at me.

      And the look I’m getting right now is wicked enough to make me melt.

      He offers up no argument when I stop in the middle of the crowd and draw his arms to my waist. He lands them there slowly as I wind mine above his neck and move up close.

      He’s no longer sporting an erection—which is a damn shame in my book—but he’s strong and warm. Powerful and composed.

      If I’m not careful, then taunting my bodyguard might turn into a dark, delicious habit. Not because he’s easy to get to but because he gives as well as he takes.

      And when he falls into a rhythm with me, the music winding around both of us and his arms caging me, I sigh. Carter lifts a brow but doesn’t stop, doesn’t back away. He only holds me close and grinds his hips to mine, following the swaying movements of my body. We fit together. The thought is distant, more of a realization.

      I shudder. Fuck, this isn’t good. And I can’t bring myself to care. Not when my blood is lightning now instead of poison, and I can’t keep hold of a stray thought. I tilt my head and lock my eyes on Carter as if he’ll somehow be able to keep me anchored in my body. Even he is blurry around the edges all of a sudden.

      My stomach heaves, heat coating my throat. Blood drains from my face.

      “Uh-oh. Come on, Princess. Let’s get you out of here.” Carter yanks me toward the front door hard enough for me to lose my grip on him. I windmill to gain my balance, head fuzzy and the rest of me light, and my cell drops out of my pocket. I fumble for it and manage to catch it in numb fingers before it breaks.

      Back in the car, I settle into the front passenger seat beside Carter. My fingers twitch on my knees, my body unable to still, my gut flipping repeatedly.

      “How long have you worked for Ricardo?” I ask him in a singsong. My tongue is about two sizes too large for some reason.

      “Long enough,” he counters.

      I grip the seat belt, leaning my head against the cool window pane. “Oh, come on, Carter. Give me something I can work with.”

      Carter takes a deep breath, and the sound goes tinny in my ears as darkness creeps closer to the edges of my vision. “I’m not really in the business of making conversation.”

      “Hasn’t stopped you from voicing your opinions before,” I tell him.

      He stares at me sideways. “I’m not sure what you’re talking about.”

      “Come on. Tell me more about you and Ricardo. It seems like such an odd arrangement. Especially since he’s heading your operation so young.” I stress each word, forcing myself to sit there and talk like a reasonable person when I feel half drunk. From one drink.

      What’s happening to me?

      “Why is that odd?” Carter asks. “You’re poised to handle your father’s operation.”

      “Yeah, but only when he steps down. Now you’re arguing semantics with me.”

      He shakes his head. “Not really. Let’s just say we’ve been together for a long time. I've watched him grow up.”

      “I bet you even laughed at his toddler antics. Come on, admit it. You were there the whole time scowling at him, but I’m sure even you giggled a little bit.”

      He’s not really answering me, and I don’t understand why.

      “Talk to me,” I urge him sweetly, reaching out to grip his knee. He jolts but says nothing, doesn’t push me away, and I slide my hand further up his thigh. It’s nothing but muscle there, too, his leg as unyielding as the face of a mountain.

      He grabs my hand as I approach his crotch and says in a low voice, “Next time you touch me, Princess, I won’t be responsible for what happens.”

      For some reason, the consequences are so far outside the scope of my imagination that to picture them is impossible. Rather than push him further, I whistle out a low tune and turn on the radio.

      “Far be it from me to bear any more responsibility,” I reply flippantly. “Fuck, I love this song! I love dancing and music. It’s freeing. Don’t you want to feel free, Carter?”

      He’s so weird. He doesn’t even laugh at me or comment. Rather he pulls the car to a halt at a red light and turns to face me head-on. “How many shots did you take when I was gone?”

      “None, you oaf. I’m not a ‘take a shot at a club’ kind of girl.” Doesn’t he know that about me? He seems to know everything else.

      He watches me enough. He’s always watching, like some kind of big white-haired bird.

      The comparison, along with the mental picture, has me giggling to the point where I lose control of myself, and my laughter ends on a snort.

      “Shit, I’m sorry!” At least, that’s what I try to say. The words come out as a slurred mess.

      Damn. I can’t form a coherent thought to save my life. What the hell is happening, and what the hell kind of martini did I drink?

      I must have dozed off because the next thing I know, Carter’s opening my door and hauling me out of my seat. I beat at his chest, frustrated, confused. Every part of me spirals higher and higher.

      He ends up carrying me up to my room when my own legs fail to hold my weight. It’s a small thing for him to handle me and still get the door closed behind us.

      I slide down his body.

      “Stop looking at me like that,” he says.

      How am I looking at him?

      I don’t really care that he’s older right now.

      Or that he’s my fiancé’s bodyguard. He’s a gorgeous older man, and pressed up against him, it feels right. It feels hot. And maybe he won’t push me away if I try to steal just one kiss. I crush my lips to his, hard and a little fumbling, latching on to him. He tastes like—

      Everything.

      I grip the back of his neck and drag him as close as possible, our tongues tangling together. The distance between us is still too much for me, and I need more, the feel of his stomach, his chest, his hips. The sensation and heat of his hands on my exposed flesh.

      I need him.

      We clash together like an explosion, and even the strange disconnect between my head and my body isn’t enough to keep me from realizing that this means something. Soon even that last bit of self-awareness disappears, and there is only Carter.
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      Mia Balestra’s tongue is a thing of perfection.

      Even when she presses it to my lips in a slurred and possibly drunk demand for me to open. She’s stronger than I’ve given her credit for, and when I’m caught between her body and the door…it’s no excuse.

      No excuse, but I let her kiss me, and my fucking fantasies about her don’t even come close to the way she feels. Soft and hot.

      Sweet and insistent and curved in all the right places.

      How is a man supposed to say no to someone like her? To this kind of situation?

      How does a man keep control?

      Answer: I don’t.

      I wrap my arms around her tighter and bunch the material of her jumper in my hands, rocking my cock into her like I’d actually feel more than her heat. Fuck. It’s not a long stretch to imagine her naked legs wrapped around me or my tongue delving into all kinds of secret folds. How she’ll taste when I have my mouth in her core.

      A desperate moan escapes me, and if I had any decency, I set her down and leave.

      I’m a bad man.

      I push into her fully and grab her ass, hitching her up higher to bring her core in contact with my cock. The contact is so tantalizing my head spins. I skim my fingers along the plane of her back and the golden skin above the fabric of the jumper. Her muscles flex, her skin shivering beneath my touch, and rather than take the hint that she’s not in her right mind, I tangle my other hand in her hair.

      The keening moans in the back of her throat are drugs. The feeling of her against my body has me thinking about the bed, only a few steps away, that precious commodity she’s somehow managed to keep in the modern world: her virginity.

      My cock gives an insistent pulse, straining hard against my boxer briefs yet again, and this time to the point where I know I’ll have to handle business soon, or I’ll hurt myself.

      Mia isn’t scared.

      Her back arches and brings her breasts closer to my face, the sounds from the back of her throat promising ecstasy. The kind I know only I can bring her.

      With one hand in her hair to control her movements, I drop the other to the small of her back, her hip, her ass. I grip one plump cheek and squeeze until she gasps in response. I’m lost. I’m so damn lost in her that I’m not sure where I leave off, and Mia begins.

      She’s also about to keel over, and the only thing keeping her up is me.

      Feeling’s mutual.

      Her fingernails drag a path down my neck, underneath my shirt, and along my back. The energy is everything. She kisses me as if she’s never been allowed this kind of freedom with anyone else, and I lap it up, my tongue dragging along the seams of her mouth.

      I push her away, my chest heaving. “I told you not to push me,” I groan out.

      Mouth tingling and dick throbbing.

      Her lips part, red and plump, and she backs up, saying something only semi-coherent under her breath. Her pupils have overtaken the rest of her eyes, and there’s a sheen of sweat across her forehead.

      I pull myself back from the edge of those carnal desires but keep my hands on her. Uh-oh.

      She’d seemed somewhat with it in the car, and I chalked it all up to exhaustion and liquor, figuring her for a lightweight.

      But this isn’t right.

      “Hey.” I reach for her, and she stumbles back, losing her balance and stumbling until she knocks against the edge of the mattress. I’m quick to follow after her and tip her chin up so she’s facing me, her breathing heavy. “How much did you drink?” I ask again. “You ordered more when I was with Bash. Didn’t you?”

      “No. No. Only one drink.” Her eyes widen. “Carter, I only had one drink. I swear. I swear it.”

      Her words are harder and harder to understand.

      She blanches and drops over onto her side, eyes fluttering closed. Panic rips through me for a split second before I force myself under control. There’s no time for panic in this trade. Not when a second wasted is the difference between things going right and a shit explosion.

      “Hey.” I snap my fingers to get her attention, her breathing shallow and her chest fluttering like a little bird’s heartbeat. “Stay with me, Princess. Stay with me. We can’t have you falling asleep yet.”

      I scrub a palm over the stubble near my goatee.

      Balance issues, confusion…

      Mia grips her stomach and groans, curling in on herself. Maybe some kind of nausea. Definitely lowered inhibitions. I grip her face and peel her eyelids open, her pupils overly large and focused on nothing, not even when I snap my fingers again.

      Vision issues.

      I grab her hips to hold her steady, digging around in her pocket for her phone. There’s a text from her sister, and the message sends my stomach into a sick spiral.

      What are you talking about? I have two vets pouring drinks tonight, Stefan and Rachel. No new bartender.

      One drink.

      Whoever that fucking kid was that made her martini had something to do with Mia’s reaction right now. My fingers curl around the cell, and it takes everything inside me not to send it soaring across the room to smash against the opposite wall. Shit.

      Someone put something into her drink.

      Fucking date rape drugs are out there and easy to get your hands on. Not so easily snuck into the heir of the Balestra family’s martini, but someone got through their security at the club. Just like someone has been getting into their shipments.

      They got through me.

      He did it in the five minutes it took me to check on Bash and return, which makes me feel like fucking shit. I shouldn't have gone. Knowing what’s been happening, I should have stayed with Mia and told her that we stick together.

      Mia groans and curls in on herself in a tighter fetal position. Rocking slightly.

      “It's gonna be okay. It’s all okay, Princess.”

      Hatred burns a hole in my gut, and it’s only the smallest help to picture eviscerating the bartender. If I ever get my hands on him, then I am going to fuck him up. Bringing her back to Lakeside is only going to put eyes on us and her condition. It will be exploited as a weakness.

      No, we need to keep this between us.

      Her room is a safe space where she won’t be at further risk. I’ll stay with her until she detoxes from the substance.

      “How do you know it’s going to be okay?” she pleads. Her voice is muffled by her pillow.  “Carter, I might puke.”

      This is way outside of my pay grade, and yet I find myself saying, “Then I’ll haul you to the bathroom.”

      That fucker might still be at Meridian too.

      Rather than giving in to the sensations in my sternum, ones I’m too pissed to name, I hold the phone in front of Mia’s face to unlock the screen and send off an encrypted text to Sebastian, who better get to the bottom of this quickly. Telling him to look for the bartender, along with sending him a quick description of the kid.

      Nondescript.

      The kind of face you skip over in a crowd because it’s the face of any average boy next door. Round chin, brown eyes, blond hair.

      “I don’t feel well,” Mia whimpers.

      “I know you don’t, baby, but we’re going to make it right.” And I’m going to find the kid who did this and strangle him with his own intestines as he bleeds out. I swear to fucking God. “I’m going to stay with you. Okay? I’m not going anywhere.”

      I toss the phone without waiting for Sebastian to answer and help maneuver Mia closer to the side of the bed. “Hold on.”

      It hurts me to see her like this. To see Mia brought to her knees with her face pale. Although even now, she is still lovely. A princess but one of the most graceful creatures I’ve ever seen. A little too unpredictable for my taste, but then again, I’m not sure I’ve ever reacted to a woman at such a primitive level before.

      Too bad now is not the time for distractions.

      There’s an empty glass on her nightstand, and I take it into the bathroom to grab her some water. This house is the worst kind of ostentatious, but her bedroom seems to have the least amount of fluff and gold filigree.

      Simple, clean, elegant. Like the woman herself, the room is done in shades of cream and a pale rose blush with soft fabrics and sturdy wooden furniture. A spider plant is perched near the window though the shades are drawn tightly shut.

      An insular, healing space. At least, it better fucking be.

      By the time I get back, she’s still clutching her stomach, but her eyes have closed, and she doesn’t seem to be sweating as much.

      She’s so small, I think as I manhandle her into a seated position, pressing the glass to her lips and urging her to drink. So much smaller when she’s not spitting fire, and delicate in a way that makes me want to break the neck of anyone who ever hurt her.

      Even her father for forcing her into a position where she has to accept a wedding ring without love.

      For keeping her virginity intact and requiring her to accept a shackle around her ankle, a ball on a chain, without any say in it on her terms.

      Fuck duty.

      Concern keeps me there until she’s had more than half the glass of water, sputtering a little and pushing me away ineffectually. She blinks, catching my eye.

      Water trails from the side of her mouth down toward the soft curve of her cleavage. Behave, I order myself. Especially when she’s not looking at me with anything close to fear.

      It’s almost…relief.

      “Don’t leave me,” she whispers.

      I turn away and set the glass down on the bedside table. “I’m not going anywhere.”

      The bed is fit for a queen, but that’s like throwing a red flag in front of a bull. There’s no way I want to stay so close to her through the night, not when it’s too easy to roll over and drag her into the curve of my body.

      There’s a chair off to the side, covered in clothing, and I stand only long enough to take my suit jacket off and unbutton the top three buttons of my shirt. “I’ll stay here tonight. Is it time for me to start worrying?” I ask her, pushing my sleeves higher until my elbows are exposed.

      There’s no answer, and when I turn around, Mia is sleeping soundly.

      Honestly, I have no idea what I’m going to fucking do with the woman. Part of me thinks this debacle is a huge lesson for me and for her. Not to turn our backs or let our guards slip even for a second. Not knowing exactly what happened, with her drink and with the shipments, pisses me off even more and leaves me pacing the room like a caged tiger. How the hell am I going to sleep now?

      I prefer to know exactly what and who I’m up against and where to point and shoot.

      How much money am I willing to bet that whoever is stealing their shipments and threatening their drivers is behind the drink spike?

      And depending on what was in her drink, she might wake up in a few hours feeling hungover or be fatally sick. Leaving her, even to start my own research on what’s been going on behind the scenes, is not an option.

      A beep sounds from nearby. Sebastian, responding. Luckily the phone still recognizes Mia’s face with her eyes closed. Settling in on the edge of the bed, I read the text from Bash.

      We didn’t find anyone matching the description, but one of my guys saw someone disappear through the back door.

      Once Mia recovers, we’re going to have to have a serious talk about upping security. One man can’t do it all himself, and I’m fucking tired. She’s enough of a handful on her own.

      If anyone thought the attack on her to be an isolated event, then it’s time to rethink and strategize.

      When watching her sleep feels a little too intimate, my cock a little too insistent, I drop to the chair and cross my arms over my chest. I keep watch for hours. Jumping every time she stirs. And wondering who the fuck was brave enough to try and drug Mia in her own club.
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      Holy fuck.

      How much did I…no. No thinking.

      Not just yet. Not when everything hurts and coming out of oblivion leads to a pounding head and dry mouth. Worse than a hangover. So much worse because every part of me is achy and hot and tight at the same time. As though my skin shrank at some point during the night, and everything squeezes too tightly, inside and out.

      The slight slits of sun shifting in through the curtains have turned me into a  vampire. I shrink deeper into the cocoon of my covers, hissing.

      The light practically burns me.

      I melt into a pathetic puddle and reach out for my pillow to cover my head. The pillow is nowhere to be found when I slap my hand around, and I finally manage to peel my eyes open, the movement ripping a whimper out of me. Damn. A hangover coupled with the flu is more accurate.

      What do I remember?

      There are great big holes in my memory, so not a whole lot of anything. Going to Meridian with Carter in tow. The shipment being light and setting Bash on the culprits. The linen closet.

      Things get a little blurry after that. Splintered images of a dance floor and heat, light, fill my mind before melting away into a singular remembrance of hands on my skin. Of a tongue sliding against mine and a flash of teeth.

      Carter.

      I’d thrown myself at him.

      Practically assaulted him.

      Embarrassment wars with the sick feeling of heat in my stomach, the queasiness, and I roll over onto my stomach like the pressure of my body will make it all stop. No such luck. Sighing, I wait for the sensation to pass or at least lessen.

      Despite my blurry vision, when I open my eyes again, my gaze trains on the figure folded into my chair. Carter’s asleep, his arms over his midsection and his head dropped down toward his chest, his massive form making the chair look like uncomfortable kid’s furniture.

      He seriously stayed with me all night?

      He isn’t exactly adorable in sleep, but he’s softer, more approachable, and damn. Why does it make me feel even funnier to see him here? Rolling onto my stomach took everything I had, so I stay in the position, staring at him for as long as I dare and gathering enough strength to move.

      I run my tongue over my teeth. How on earth are they fuzzy? It’s fucking disgusting.

      Carter’s chest rises and falls rhythmically. The Vittorio guard dog and the heiress. Isn’t it the start of some fucked up joke? I’m laughing on the inside.

      I never stop to envision what life would be like if I stopped putting my family first. Because family is everything to me. They’re all you have in this world. Or, as my father is keen on telling all of his girls, I brought you into this world.

      Not like he’ll ever take us out of it, but still, the core of his statement is a demand for respect and attention. My stomach whirls and dives, my head a million miles away and yet still stuck on Carter and how he fits into the picture, the family. Once I marry Ricardo, Carter will be a staple in the household. It shouldn’t bother me, but it does. And I kissed him.

      Why?

      Why him?

      Why does he get under my skin the way he does? I’m not even able to blame it on the martini because the feelings have been there for longer.

      And I shouldn’t let my guard slip, but Carter is the first thing I’ve really felt selfish about. I wanted the kiss. I’d wanted to feel his body on mine, in mine, uneven when it’s wrong and might damage literally everything. We’d both be in serious fucking trouble if anyone found out about the kiss.

      I can’t imagine what Ricardo would do to his bodyguard if he knew Carter crossed a line. And my father, fuck. He’d be furious.

      At least my virginity is still intact. I think.

      My father has damn doctors on his payroll to check that I have a hymen if he even suspects I’ve been sexually active as if it’s worth more than gold.

      The thought makes me shudder because it’s a seriously screwed-up part of this life. And I’ve never cared about sex, really. It hadn’t been on my radar because it was so far outside the scope of my reality. Other women are allowed to explore their feelings on their backs. Not me. Never me.

      Not until those damn piercing blue eyes. And the way he watched me do my job last night, the way he didn’t back down from the fact that I’d ordered a man to die—Carter didn’t tell me not to play my role but worried about me doing it, more concerned and cautious in the moment.

      I hadn’t expected it. I expected him to immediately shut me down and tell me I should not do anything that would impact Ricardo. Or not to act rash. But no, Carter warned me about the driver having a weapon.

      My head throbs, and a warm sensation floods my stomach when my brain returns to the memory of kissing him, how hard he had felt in the closet.

      “What did I do?” I grumble in an undertone.

      My eyes are still closed, but I hear Carter’s dark chuckle, and I stiffen.

      “Talking to yourself now, Princess?” he asks. “What dirty little thoughts are in your head? Or maybe you dreamed about me last night.”

      My grumble becomes a groan, and I shove the pillow down harder on the side of my head like it will somehow keep him from noticing my embarrassment.

      “Please don’t,” I start.

      Carter snorts, poised for a retort if I had to guess. When I say nothing, he asks, “Are you okay?”

      I shake my head back and forth, the movement also hidden by the pillow. “No,” I force myself to say out loud, no matter how much it kills me. I’m not ready to face him yet. To look up and blink away the grit in my eyes and see him smirking at me. 

      “Where does it hurt, Mia?” His voice sounds from beside the bed, deep and rough from sleep.

      “You don’t call me that.” My own voice trembles but not out of fear. No, the opposite, in fact, because the deep roughness does something to me.

      “You don’t act the way you did last night.” My face flushes with heat, and I swear he’s about to bring up the kiss when Carter instead says, “Unless you never hold your liquor well. I’ve gone back and forth on the thought, and I find it hard to believe you ever get close to drunk.”

      “I do hold my liquor well, normally. Even though—” Empty stomach, but still. I shouldn't feel the way I do from drinking one martini without eating. “I’ll be fine,” I continue. “I’m just a little hungover. The feeling will pass.”

      “Actually,” Carter starts. He breaks off in a sigh. Finally, I turn toward him, peeking out from under the pillow and meeting his penetrating gaze, and he’s shaking his head. “I believe someone slipped a little something extra into your drink.”

      “Wait…what?”

      “You were drugged.”

      I swallow hard over the lump blocking my scratchy throat. “What gives you that idea?”

      Slowly, Carter stands, stretching his arms overhead, and I allow my eyes to run down his body. He crosses to the bed and drops down on his knees so that we’re eye level, licking his lips. I jump when he reaches out and drags a calloused finger along my hairline, pushing dark strands away from my face. And almost as soon as he releases me, he scrubs the same hand over his face to break eye contact. I don’t miss the quicksilver second of relief I see there.

      “You have no idea how sick you got last night.” He watches me and seems to go back and forth on my question in his head. “You scared me.”

      My heart starts to race. For some reason, his statement scares me. Something hard presses against the inside of my ribs before I shift, and his eyes drop to my cleavage.

      Okay, better.

      “You’re going to have to increase security around here. I’ll have men do a sweep of staff anywhere you plan to go,” he tells me as he stands.

      I brace for impact. “You’re not locking me in this house. I have a job to do. How dare you think you can keep me from—”

      “Mia.” My name on his lips is a prayer and a curse. “Stop.”

      “If you think for one minute you are going to keep me from my work—” I counter, my voice deathly calm.

      “I don’t have a death wish, Princess,” he interrupts. “You just need to understand that increased security for you, at this point, is a no-brainer. Trust me. I get it. You’d rather not increase security for a number of reasons.” He holds up his hands to tick them off. “It makes you look weak like you’re expecting an attack. It sends the wrong message. And it’s a tangible reminder that this scares you.”

      “I’m not scared.”

      “It’s okay to be, even if you aren’t. Because you’re not the type of woman who lets her fear or any other fucking emotion control her. You’re too smart for that.” He reaches for me again before stopping inches away, pulling his hand back.

      “Not so touchy-feely when I’m sober, huh?” I laugh to take some of the tension out of myself and some of the weight from the statement.

      My joke falls flat as Carter jerks away from me, and his arm drops to his side. “I warned you what would happen if you pushed me,” he reminds me.

      Yawning, I force myself up to my elbows and scratch a little until my body starts to protest. I don’t miss the flash of hunger in Carter’s eyes before he steps away from me.

      “And what will Ricardo say?” I wonder out loud. “If he ever finds out about last night?”

      I shouldn’t push, and the logical part of me screams that taking my mood out on Carter is unfair. To everyone. It’s not his fault I let someone slip something into my drink. And it’s not his fault I lunged at him the second we were in this room alone.

      I’d do it again.

      Carter pauses only for the briefest heartbeat before he stands to his full towering height, looming over me. I follow his movements, tracking every minuscule change of his face, but he’s wearing a mask of apathy when he tells me, “Ricardo is on his way over here as we speak if he’s not here already. I tried to let you sleep, but your family has already been made aware of your predicament. So it’s time to make yourself presentable. Go shower.”

      My stomach drops. Shit. Everyone knows? And here I am struggling to keep up.

      Always a step behind.

      I throw a pillow at him, but Carter is already backing out the door and shutting it softly behind him.

      He stayed with me the entire night only to drop a bomb on me now. Drugged, and everyone knows. I don’t even get a chance to compose myself and come up with a story to lessen their worry.

      Weak.

      They’ll definitely consider me weak for letting something like this happen to me. A smarter woman would have recognized the new face at Meridian for what it was: a threat.

      I somehow manage to drag my ass into the shower, curling up on the white tile floor with the hot water pounding over my shoulders. My dark hair forms a barrier between me and everything else, the water strong and boiling hot but not loud enough to drown out my thoughts. At least it washes the tears away.

      By the time I’m out of the shower and dressed, I’m presentable and clear-headed. Not like it makes a difference. My outside is polished within an inch of my life, but inside, I’m a mess. I feel like shit on so many levels I’ve lost count, but I’m not close to breaking down as I stride through the door to my father’s office.

      Put together, but my head throbbing, and my mouth still dry.

      “Will someone please get me a cup of coffee, or will I have to resort to begging?” I begin.

      As suspected, there is Ricardo, already watching me, and I wonder what level of monster hides behind his charm. Is it the same as mine or something different? I’m too damn tired to be wary or considering any future moves in this game we all play.

      Ricardo pushes up from the chair at the left of my father’s desk, his mouth turned down with a hint of disapproval.

      What the hell is his problem? So soon after arrival too?

      My gaze flicks to Carter. There’s no way the dude told Ricardo everything that happened last night, right?

      “Of course, sweetheart.” Edward offers a tense facsimile of a grin before he snaps his fingers, and one of the guards lurches out the door to grab me a cup from the kitchen.

      Everyone waits to speak until I have my favorite mug in hand, painted a garish green and yellow with the words “Hang in there!” scrawled on the side. The first sip burns the roof of my mouth, and I couldn’t care less.

      No sugar and no cream. At this point, I’ll take black.

      “I’m sending some of our men to increase the security around you, Mia,” Ricardo says. The first to speak. “It sounds like you’ll have your hands full with whatever shipment issues you’ve been having. Leave the rest to us while you figure it out. A larger detail will make sure you have the necessary time at your disposal to batten down the hatches, so to speak.”

      Now I do glare at Carter the way I’ve been itching to. He’s not smiling, but there is something about his posture that screams amusement. The rat bastard. “There isn’t anything going on that I can’t handle, including hiring extra men for my own security detail,” I reply.

      I glance at Papa, but in this case, once he’s handed me off to my next assignment—aka my fiancé—he seems content to sit and be more useless than tits on a bull. He’s seconds away from holding his hands up in a gesture of surrender. I bury my anger in another sip of coffee, black as the devil’s own heart.

      “You’re my fiancee and poised to become an integral part of the Vittorio family,” Ricardo reminds me. “You are our responsibility now as much as you are to your own family. I wouldn’t dream of taking the reins from you when it comes to your business with these shipments, but I must insist on the extra men, my dear.”

      I’m not in my right mind. That’s the excuse I’ll use later for crossing the room and patting the young heir on the arm patronizingly. “Ricardo, darling, we have much to discuss on how our relationship is going to work. At the moment, I suggest you swallow your precious male ego and understand this: I’ve been doing this just as long as you have. I do not need you.” I pause for a beat. “You need me. More specifically, my family’s name and our connections. So let’s just cut the bullshit, and maybe we can learn to grow on each other.”

      Carter snorts, covering the sound with a coughing fit, and Ricardo and I turn in tandem to gawk at him.

      “Mia, my angel,” Edward says, his tone only slightly wheezy from holding back laughter. Or rage. It’s hard to tell with him sometimes. “The engagement isn’t final, and our families won’t be united until you’re actually married. Try to keep your…stronger…opinions to yourself until then. If you please.”

      I’ll pay for it later. For snapping, for my lack of control.

      There is so much more to say, and none of it good. None of the words will get me where I need to go or fight against the dull throb in my head. The best I can hope for is a little caffeine high to see through to the end of this already fucked day.

      The phone I shoved in my pocket starts to vibrate. Ignoring the others, I pull it out and answer.

      “What?” I say the word sweetly and earn an eye roll from Ricardo.

      “Cops are heading to you within the next twenty-four hours. Your reporter is missing, and her roommate told us that the last place she knew the girl was going was to your house. For an interview,” Uncle Paolo starts.

      “What do you mean?” My grip on the cell goes white-knuckled. “How do you know?”

      “Your mother wanted eyes on the girl. I staked out her house, but she never came home.”

      My father’s right-hand man took on the duty himself? Something about this stinks.

      “Just because she never came home doesn’t mean the cops are coming our way,” I reply with a frown.

      “Well, you might want to prepare. Her roommate is in a panic and pointing fingers. Someone that loud? The cops listen.”

      I press the button to disconnect the call, blood rushing from my face. “I believe,” I tell the others with forced calm, “we’ve got a bigger problem than some stolen merchandise, Papa.”
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      Ricardo stares at me with his fingers absently twisting the gold ring around his middle finger, the only sign of his irritation with today’s meeting. It seems like Mia just got a call about a threat to the business, and having it come so close on the heels of his verbal beatdown at her hands?

      Spells trouble.

      I step close to my nephew, leaning down so that he’s the only one who hears me whisper, “Ricardo, perhaps we should allow them to discuss their private issues while we review changes to security.”

      He doesn’t even look at me.

      Like the obstinate little fucker I helped raise, Ricardo shakes his head. “This involves us,” he snaps back loud enough to draw Edward Balestra’s attention, which is the last thing we need, considering the shit hitting the fan.

      “Come again?” he asks Ricardo, cooly.

      Mia is practically nuclear at this point, and all the coffee in the world isn’t going to help her.

      Ricardo sighs and offers them both a smile. “My apologies. Carter simply wonders if the issue with the phone call would best be resolved with our assistance.”

      This fucking punk is getting his rocks off testing me. Why he wants to come across as some kind of badass now has nothing to do with Mia, I’m sure. The two could not be more opposite, and up until this point, he’s shown no indication of wanting to make a good impression on her for any kind of long-term relationship.

      Which is fucking fantastic in my eyes.

      In fact, Ricardo has always been preferential to blondes with huge asses and a docile temperament. Not women like Mia.

      So why the hell is he pulling this hotshot shit now?

      “No,” she answers quickly. “Thank you.”

      Mia turns her back on both of us. It’s a dangerous move and is sure to strike a killing blow to Ricardo’s ego. I might actually enjoy watching the two of them go at it. Verbally, at least. The thought of him touching her anywhere on her body, the thought of him kissing her and tasting the sweetness of her tongue—my cock jerks awake at the absolute wrong moment.

      Because Ricardo needs to keep his grubby little hands off of her and start watching his tone.

      “Are you sure?” he pushes.

      I’m seconds away from gripping the back of his shirt and storming out with him in tow. Maybe throwing a few punches and getting my aggression and exhaustion out on him.

      “Papa, there's more to the story than meets the eye,” Mia is saying, ignoring Ricardo entirely. “It goes beyond whatever happened last night with the reporter and the shipment. We need to move quickly to find the leak, plug it, and make sure the cops find nothing when it comes to Alice.”

      She starts her talk, and Ricardo shifts away from me, physically inserting himself between her and the desk. “What we need is to discuss a course of action together,” he insists. “Both families are involved now. Your reporter covered our engagement story. Whatever is going on, if it involves her, then it involves us all.”

      The punk is right, in a way, but this is not a good tactic to get on Mia’s good side, or her father’s, for that matter.

      “Ric—” I start to say.

      “Stop.” Mia cuts me off with a sweep of her hand, her chin jutted out, and her sideways look cold.  “You don’t talk.”

      I clench my jaw tightly, muscle ticking, as she turns to the boy to no doubt put him in his place. “Ricardo has been told about everything that happened at our club, matters I assumed would be confidential for at least five minutes. Here he is speaking to me about our stolen shipments. Want to tell me what’s really going on between the two of you because it seems to be secrets spill from your lips faster than lies, Carter.”

      I clear my throat. She has to know that a bodyguard will tell his employer everything he sees. Doesn’t she?

      “While I appreciate loyalty, we are a unit,” she continues. “We might as well start acting like one since our secrets are out in the open.” The flash of warning in her face says I’ll be in for it whenever the two of us are alone again.

      And I have a gut-punch feeling she’ll be after a few of my secrets in return.

      “Did you have the reporter killed?” Mia asks the question of Ricardo and turns her back on me this time around. Dismissing me.

      She fucking dismissed me. This tiny, infuriating princess thinks she can act like I don’t exist?

      “No, we didn’t have the reporter killed,” I answer for both of us.

      Mia gives me a once-over and looks back at Ricardo. “Did you?”

      So my answer isn’t good enough for her, either. 

      It’s infuriating. It’s degrading. It’s—

      “Carter knows more than anyone in our syndicate,” Ricardo replies, butter smooth. “No, we did not have the reporter killed. But we will both have to face consequences if the police try to pin it on us.”

      “I understand,” Mia says.

      So easily we both skip straight to murder. As though the disappearance of our reporter friend Alice is only a placeholder word while the police begin their investigation. We all know what’s happened. We all know…someone struck.

      “I’m sure we all appreciate your offer of extra security,” Edward adds. “Deep down.”

      Playing the peacemaker now?

      “If we plan on a club visit of any kind, it would be a good idea to have extra men at our disposal. Men we trust,” I say. “In the meantime, we need to figure out where your reporter has…disappeared to.”

      In other words, it’s time to go hunting for a body.

      Mia takes over, just like that, ordering people around. If she hadn’t unleashed her truly frightening tongue, I might have admired the vista. The shorts she wears show off the long expanse of her legs, and the softness of her dove-gray top practically begs a man to run his face along her front. Her hair, still wet from the shower, hangs in a braid down her back with small tendrils curling loose around her chin.

      “Papa, I’ll have Archie review any footage he can find of us leaving Meridian last night. See if he can hack into the city traffic cams to track the progress of our reporter once Alice exited the compound.” Mia shrugs. “It’s the best we can do with such short notice.”

      Fuck, I’ll have a few of our contacts look into her now as well. It doesn’t hurt to cover the same ground twice.

      I trust my men.

      More than I trust anyone on the Balestra container, considering the issues they’ve been having.

      Their operation has been impenetrable until now, though. What changed?

      Through the course of the conversation, Daddy Balestra says nothing to shed any light on the inner workings of his syndicate, not like I’d hoped he would. The kind I’ve been scouting for since the beginning.

      Either way, I hope the strings he and his daughter plan to tug aren’t nearly as pathetic as the punks I’d questioned about Mia’s whereabouts the other day.

      “Oh, come now. Neither one of you plan to question me and tell me how you can do it better?” Mia quips.

      We stare each other down for the longest time until the door to the office swings open hard enough to slam into a nearby table. The knob rattles, and several picture frames on the table topple over as a tornado enters the room disguised as a beautiful woman.

      “What did I miss? Mia! Are you okay?” The human cyclone practically floats across  the floor and drags the much smaller Mia into a hug.

      “Isabella, I’m fine. I’m fine!”

      I catch Mia’s hasty murmur before she pushes out of the embrace. Her coffee cup is on the edge of the desk, half full and forgotten, too close to the edge for comfort.

      “What do you need me to do?” Isabella asks, her hand skittering along Mia’s face, her head, her shoulders, and her arms. “Anything? Please! I want to help my sister.”

      “Isabella, my dove, please.” Edward offers up the scold, but there is no heat in it. In fact, it’s the first time I’ve seen him smile genuinely since I started coming to these meetings.

      I turn in time to see Ricardo’s eyes flick over the sister’s body and warm.

      He hasn’t once looked at Mia in the same way. Thankfully. Maybe sister dearest is the source of his badass act since it doesn’t appear to be the first time he’s come across her today.

      Either way, I’m going to smack him around for the attitude the first chance I get.

      “Since everything appears to be settled here, and surely Isabella has pressing matters to discuss with you, Papa, I need the basement,” Mia says to Edward.

      Isabella clings to her side. Or, rather, clutches Mia to her side since she’s the taller of the two. “I’m not going anywhere. I came looking for you, and someone said you were in the office. I swear, Mia, I was so worried about you I barely ate breakfast.”

      I might have believed her, and on one level, I certainly do, except Isabella is staring at Ricardo, looking ready to eat him alive in only the best way. The kind of way involved with an open mouth and sucking sounds.

      Hmmm.

      “You go ahead. It’s at your disposal,” Edward says in dismissal.

      “Can I go alone, or does my babysitter need to be there with me?” Mia continues. “Lord knows I should be grateful it’s only him for the time being.”

      It takes me way too fucking long to realize she’s talking about me.

      Edward sighs. “You already know the answer to that, Mia. Be good. The only way a bodyguard can be effective is if he’s used to your movements and prepared and available for whatever happens.”

      Amen to that, but it doesn’t stop Mia from scowling at me.

      “Let me know if you find anything since I’m sure you’ll be digging into your own research.” She’s speaking to Ricardo now. “I’ll keep everyone posted once I speak to Archie. If anyone is going to find where Alice went, it’s him. Our tech guy works miracles.”

      “I’ll have to take your word on it, my dear,” Ricardo replies.

      Isabella might not be a blonde with a fat ass, but he’s looking at her like she is. It spells nothing but fucking trouble.

      Mia pushes away from her sister, flashing her a grateful smile before she saunters out toward a set of double doors at the back of the room. The glass leads out onto a private patio. I refuse to hustle to catch up to her like a fucking lap dog.

      Rather, I move with purpose, ducking my head in a silent farewell to Ricardo but quick enough to not let Mia completely out of my sight.

      She is determined to take the scenic route to the basement and whatever’s down there. Archie, maybe, in a cave of glowing screens.

      I hadn’t gotten close enough to anyone to find out the full layout of the house. Today must be my lucky day.

      Mia heads across the grass toward the main patio beside the bulk of the house, a living area I see when we stride through more glass doors, these accordion style and left open to the elements on this beautiful day.

      The way she moves, it’s almost impossible to tell what she went through last night. At least, to anyone who isn't looking at her closely enough. I note the way her fingers tremble when she lets her arms hang loose at her sides. Or the slight downcast to her eyes, emphasized by the eggplant-colored shadows beneath her eyes.

      We head through the living room into a hallway with another set of doors at the end.

      She’s quiet.

      “Someone’s in a mood,” I finally say. Needing something to fill the tense silence between us.

      “You went behind my back and told Ricardo who knows what,” Mia continues. “Now you expect me to want to play ball with a grin? I don’t think so, Carter.”

      With a growl, I grab her around the waist and herd her into a decorative alcove along the hallway, almost knocking over a ridiculous gold statue of the head of Daddy Balestra. It rocks on its marble column but doesn’t drop.

      “Let’s get one thing fucking clear,” I tell her. “Family is everything to me. We have that in common. If there is some shit going down that we need to be aware of, then I’m going to tell the people involved. To whatever end and whether it feeds the bug you’ve got up your ass or not.”

      “Well, whatever you said to him seems to make him think he can decide what I do and don’t do. Neither of you are in charge of me.” Mia lifts large dark eyes to my face. “I’ve worked too hard to get where I am.”

      “I understand that.”

      She cocks her head to the side. “Do you? I’m not sure you’re in a position to understand me.”

      “You don’t think I’ve had to work hard?” I gentle my hold on her, every instinct in me rising in a desperate need to keep her protected, even at the expense of my body.

      “I don’t know you well enough to make an assumption,” she retorts.

      “I want you to understand that it’s not personal.”

      She pushes against my chest, but I refuse to let her go. “It sure as shit feels personal, Carter. Especially after…” she trails off, tongue darting out to lick her lower lip.

      “After what?” I can barely breathe.

      “Nothing. Just fucking forget it and take your hands off me.”

      We’re both breathing heavily. Staring at each other. Waiting for something to shift and change, and when it remains the same, the tension reaches deep inside me and threatens to pull out my heart.

      “No one's saying you can’t do what you do. You have to act smarter. Not go off on a whim because you think you know best and you want to prove a point,” I remark.

      “You are.” She sneers at me. “I know your kind, Carter. You see what you want to see, and you diminish any other ability I may or may not have based on my looks. Tell me it’s not true.”

      I blink at her, leaning back to take her in. She’s…right. I did it to her too. Checked her off as a pretty face when she’s clearly keener at picking up small details than I ever gave her credit for in the past. And she’s not afraid to get dirty no matter what kind of designer labels are stitched into her clothes.

      My cock twitches, pressing uncomfortably against the inside of my pants. I don’t need this; I don't need another complication in my life right now. Not until I’m in a better mental space to handle it. My body doesn’t give two shits about my resolve.

      My cock is ready for action and heavy, wanting her. In my head, I see this afternoon going differently. Rather than stashing Mia with someone else and going home to fuck my hand and get a little sleep, I see her bent over. Me ripping off the jean shorts and thrusting right up into her virgin pussy until she moans my name like the word of God.

      “If you stare at my lips again, I won’t be held responsible for what comes next, either,” she adds breathlessly.

      With that, she pulls out of my hands and continues down the hallway like she hadn't just thrown my own words back at me with such lusty intent it gave me an immediate half chub.

      Fuck it. She’s under my skin.

      Badly.

      Now the question remains: what am I able and willing to do about it?
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      Somewhere in the course of this cursed morning, insects have dug inside me and taken up residence in my veins. They’re crawling and biting and causing a hot flash to send sweat along my spine.

      I’m starving for more than food.

      He’s my enemy. If he’s not a Balestra, then he is my enemy, so why does my heart pound whenever I’m around him? Why do I come alive when I look at him and those deadly eyes?

      There must be something wrong with me.

      Although he’s behind me, my lips curl up in a sneer. There must be something wrong with him, too, because he’s always there to play with me. Gruff and threatening and never able to follow through with any of them. A little taunt is the least of what he deserves.

      The doors at the end of the hallway lead to a curving staircase in cream-colored stone; the banister is smooth, polished by my hands, my father’s, and his men. Any and all who come down to the basement playroom to conduct business.

      Now I’m showing Carter into those secret parts of our home, and it has me on edge in all the wrong ways.

      I know Papa has to have a plan for what’s been going on with his business. He’s invested way more time and energy, and blood than anyone else.

      But forcing me into an engagement while we’re struggling does not strike me as a sound decision. It’s less a matter of protection and more a reach, a tactic that may or may not blow up in our faces.

      And since the marriage isn’t final yet, I have to wonder why Edward is so comfortable allowing Vittorio and Carter this close to our operation. Ricardo must have said something to Papa to put him at ease, something about Carter’s prowess when it comes to protection. There must be an impressive resume to back him up. That’s all I’m saying.

      I pause at the base of the stairs.

      This part of the basement is for show only, in case someone decides to spill the beans and our compound is raided.

      Knowing Carter will follow, I head over to one of the panels on the wall, the button for the elevator hidden in a decorative swirl in the wooden molding.

      I tap my nails against the wood, an erratic tattoo.

      “Look,” I start slowly.

      Carter stops behind me, and he’s close enough for the heat of him to seep into my bones.

      “I have no fucking clue if I can trust you or not. My head tells me I’m better off putting a bullet between your eyes and calling it a day, even if my gut…tells a different story.” I pause beside the elevator. “But I’m warning you right now, Carter, that if something goes south and you sell this family out in any way, I will ensure that every Vittorio who can possibly take over your empire is wiped off the face of the earth. Got it?”

      I’m too anxious to stick around and wait for his answer. I slam my finger into the button, and the doors slide seamlessly open in an instant. Once inside, I press my code in to reach the underground basement, and the doors start to close while Carter is only halfway inside.

      I’d rather he not have full access to the house just yet with my code, no matter his proximity to me.

      He stands at my side with his posture deceptively relaxed. “And where are we going?”  His voice holds a hint of amusement now.

      The walls of the elevator close in around us, too small, too cramped all of a sudden. Not to mention it’s fucking hot in here.

      “The basement,” I repeat as though he’s dull. “Or were you too distracted to pay attention earlier?”

      He reaches around me, slowly, and gestures toward the control panel. “You might have input your code, Princess, but you didn’t actually push the button for the right floor yet.” His arm brushes against my waist, and my insides go molten.

      I suck in a breath, the air burning all the way to the bottom of my lungs. It seems like being pissed at him, threatening him, does nothing for the chemistry we’ve got. It’s too much for me to ignore for much longer. Especially when he’s too close to me. I don’t have any alcohol in my system now, no drugs. Only a small bit of coffee, and it’s not enough of an excuse to justify touching him.

      I do it anyway.

      Grabbing his arm to stop him, I say, “I’ll get it.” My voice breaks as I speak, and an instant later, I’m pinned to the elevator wall, spun around at the last second, and his hands are in my hair. Tilting my head up to face him.

      He stares at me, searching my face. What is he looking for? “You drive me batshit crazy,” he growls.

      My chest tightens. “Is that a problem?”

      “Yeah. It’s starting to be a serious problem, Princess.” He steps between my legs. “I’m an old man, and I’m set in my ways. I’m used to doing what I want when I want it and trailing after you, sleeping in your godawful uncomfortable chair—”

      “No one asked you to stay,” I put in.

      Carter shakes his head. “Like I could leave you.”

      It must be my imagination. He sounds insulted. By…that?

      “I don’t understand what it is between us because you’re an entitled brat who thinks she’s designed to rule the world, and god dammit, but I’m starting to believe you’re right.”

      “You’re not old.” I blurt it out, the thought circling in my head, and Carter’s smile holds a chill.

      I lose my breath entirely when he slides his hands down my face, the sides of my neck, my arms, and finally down to my torso. He hoists me up, and I wrap my legs around his waist on instinct, angling to press my core against the hardness at his front.

      Fuck.

      He presses me against the wall of the elevator and slams his hand against the buttons to pause our descent. The elevator grinds to a halt, and then his palm is pressed down on my throat and squeezing, enough pressure to get me hot in places that have no business being hot. I swallow against him knowing he feels every minuscule move.

      “This is a terrible idea,” he grinds out, his back teeth clenched. “You and me. It’s a fucking awful idea, especially with everything going on. I don’t know you. You don’t know me.”

      I nod but say, “Right now, I don’t care.”

      It’s the first time either one of us has spoken about this living, breathing beast between us.

      So what is happening?

      He leans his forehead against mine. “I can’t do this,” he warns. His voice makes me shiver, the sensation racing down my spine.

      Every breath is ripped from somewhere inside him to the point where the syllables grate against my nerves in the most delicious manner.

      “Me either,” I reply. Because he’s right. He’s honestly right.

      Yet I tighten my legs around him in an attempt to get some friction at my core to help ease the building energy there. No matter what my mouth says, my body sings a completely different song.

      Carter slides his hand up and yanks my hair back to expose my neck to him and kisses it. Reluctantly and reverently. Trails fire from his lips even as he drags his scruff against my skin. He pauses at my collarbone, breathing against the area before he nips at me. Soothes the slight ache with a swipe of his tongue.

      That damn tantalizing tongue.

      He trails it up my neck toward the whorl of my ear, tugging my lobe between his teeth and sucking it.

      Fuck.

      I want him in my mouth. So many parts of him I’m not able to put the desire into words. I need it. I grab his face in my hands and kiss him with everything I have inside of me, caged between cool metal and hot muscle.

      He tastes like danger and forbidden fruit, and I don’t want to think about why he’s allowing me to act this way. I just…want. My fingers dig into his muscles to keep him with me. His body braces me against the wall, and he’s the only thing keeping me from fracturing into a thousand pieces.

      The hard ridge of his cock in his pants presses against my core, and I gasp, my nails slicing into his skin, and both of us too far to care.

      “Touch me, Carter.” The words are out of me before I even finish forming them in my head.

      He snarls, his fingers moving from my hair down to one breast and squeezing there.

      “I can’t,” he replies, his tone dark.

      Except he does.

      He kisses me ruthlessly, shifting his fingers lower yet to the place where my ass curves into my leg and my shorts end. There’s no resistance from me, absolutely none when he slips his fingers inside my shorts and flicks them against my dripping wet slit.

      He barely touches me, and I feel every bit of him, every callus and ridge as he drags them across me.

      We’re on a collision course, and there’s no stopping us.

      “More.” I’m practically begging. “More.”

      Goose bumps travel along my skin as he deepens the kiss, circling my entrance with his middle finger. The rough stubble on his chin is an exquisite burn on my face. He kisses me like the world is coming to an end, thrusting his fingers against me in a mockery of the act itself, his rhythm rough.

      And when he sinks a finger into me with a growl, I come apart, the sensation strange and perfect.

      This might be the absolute worst timing, but this stolen moment is everything.

      It makes me want to forget everything and beg him to fuck me senseless. That thought is the only thing that brings me back to the moment, restoring my sanity so that I can push against his chest for some breathing space.

      He pushes the heel of his hand against my clit as he works my pussy with first one finger and then two, testing the limits and forcing me to stretch around him. Energy builds inside of me and takes me right to the edge. Oh, those magic fingers.

      “No.”

      It takes me a moment to realize he’s talking to me.

      Carter reluctantly breaks our kiss, withdrawing his finger from inside of me and slowly releasing my body with one final rock of his hips. His chest heaves, but he gently sets me down on my feet.

      “This will not be repeated,” he warns.

      Then he brings the digits he fingered me with to his lips and sucks them inside his mouth to taste me.

      I’m too turned on to think straight, let alone breathe, as I watch him.

      At last, once I’m semi-composed and Carter has stopped cleaning me off his fingers, I reach out behind me and press my palm into the Balestra family crest. The elevator shifts from its position.

      “Bedrooms and elevators are off-limits from now on, Princess.” He keeps eye contact as he reaches between us to adjust his dick in his pants, and my mouth goes dry. “Clearly, you can’t be trusted to control yourself.”

      “Me?” I squeak as the doors open.

      By the time the lights in the room beyond automatically click on, my braid is fixed, and I’ve stopped blushing.

      There’s no time to get distracted.

      The antechamber leads into a large warehouse-like space echoing cavernously with the sounds of the command center. The operation floor bustles like it’s a fucking NASA operation. This is where the magic happens.

      I remember coming down here on Papa’s shoulders before I really understood what he did with the syndicate. I remember several of the women he had as secretaries talking on the phone while I played under their desks, and Papa took care of business with his closest circle of men. One of them, a nice lady with striking white-blond hair, used to hand me pieces of watermelon gum covertly. Always watermelon flavor.

      Always to be snuck out and enjoyed when I was alone.

      Those memories I treasure, and they have no place now.

      I head toward the rear of the room where the boxes of shipment are marked and ready to be offloaded to third-party distributors.

      What does Carter think about all of this?

      Hoping against hope I don’t have scruff burn on my face and neck, I head toward the back right corner, and shock stops me in place at a familiar face. Rafel sits belligerent behind a desk.

      “You’re here,” I blurt out.

      He’s pale and more than a little exhausted looking, but he nods his head at my approach. “Miss Mia,” he says.

      His voice is a balm to my soul.

      “I worried about you,” I admit. “No one would tell me what happened to you.”

      Rafel isn’t the type to smile. He never has been. All business, all the time, and one has to get used to the nonexistent changes in his expression. He’s tired; I can tell that much. And unless I’m mistaking things completely, happy to see me. Happy to be back.

      “I’m fine, Miss Mia, as you can see.”

      Okay, also maybe a little pissed about being stationed on desk duty. But over the past ten years he’s worked for our family, he’s become invaluable. Trusted, if any employee can be trusted that far.

      It counts for too much to just let him go. Or let him die. “You pulled through.” It’s less a question than a statement.

      “Docs gave me a sixty percent chance of survival if I made it through surgery. I did.” It’s as simple as that for him.

      And no way he’s getting back behind the wheel. Not when he’s still recovering. The back of my eyes burn with tears, and I bob my head in acknowledgment of this man’s strength.

      “Good to have you home.” It’s all I’ll allow myself to say before gesturing for Carter to follow me.

      “Friend of yours?” he says once we’re out of earshot.

      “Jealous?” I ask. And before he has a chance to answer, I continue with, “You already know who that is, thanks to your incognito stint in scrubs. He’s my driver. He took a bullet for me.” I steel myself for this next part. “Since this involves you, I suppose you can watch what I’m doing.”

      When I turn to look at him over my shoulder, Carter pointedly ignores me and takes in the room with his eyes narrowed. Is he impressed?

      How do our operations here compare to the Vittorios, who are relatively new to this game?

      Their income is mostly from their strip clubs as they carve out new paths to move goods, from what I understand. Papa must have separated them from the chaff due to their team, not their income. From what we’ve gathered in terms of information on the Vittorios and Ricardo’s mother, Yvette, they ruthlessly vet anyone who gets close to them.

      It’s a tactic we can all appreciate.

      I show Carter the room, taking a slow stroll around the perimeter before landing right back in front of Rafel’s desk, where he’s conversing in low tones with Archie, our tech guru.

      “I’ve been tasked with checking the stops where we’ve lost goods previously,” Rafel tells me without hesitation.

      And I have to wonder who set him on it. Papa, more than likely.

      “Here is a map of the stops, as well as several other suspicious activities we’ve marked as hits,” Archie continues as he slides a sheet of paper toward me. “Seemed like the most likely places for someone to approach the drivers, using their families as collateral.”

      I stare at it, grabbing a pen and marking Meridian on there.

      Someone drugged me. If that doesn’t count as something suspicious, then I have no fucking clue what I’m doing.

      “It’s a smaller circle than I thought,” I say out loud. “Most of the targeted stops are along Highway 60 from Arizona to here.”

      A small radius, always along the same route, and getting closer to a cluster of bright red dots added by my man. “What’s here?” I ask, pointing.

      “Industrial facilities. A handful of them.” Rafel digs into a stack beside his desk and hands off the folders. “Before you ask, yes, I pulled all the ones that are large enough to house the goods cleanly. You’ve got six buildings total.”

      “We thought it would be a good place to start, on the ground,” Archie agrees.

      He looks like a surfer dude from California, and he’s the most talented person I’ve ever seen when it comes to computers and technology.

      “Also, I’m running a search for your reporter,” he continues. “When I find anything, I’ll let you know.”

      “We’ve got this covered, Miss Mia. We’ll figure it out.” Rafel is adamant.

      I’m much too aware of Carter pressing closer behind me when I loop my arms around Rafel in a loose hug. “You are brilliant, and I don’t deserve you.” I smile at Archie. “Either one of you.”

      Both are true statements.

      Rather than answering me when I lean back, Rafel sets his sights on Carter and narrows his eyes. “Don’t get too comfortable,” he warns the older man. “The moment I’m cleared, you’ll be relieved.”

      His defensiveness has me grinning. “And it can’t happen too soon. This one drives like a grandmother,” I reply. Turning, I slap the folders against Carter’s chest so that he’s forced to take them from me. “I’ll keep you posted, Rafel.”

      Carter follows only a few footsteps behind on our way out.

      This time when the elevator doors close, I allow a secret smile. “Your hands are full of paperwork,” I tell Carter. “Maybe now you’ll be able to keep them to yourself.”
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KEEP MY HANDS TO MYSELF.

        

      

    

    
      She wants to talk about accomplishing the impossible?

      There’s no fucking way I’ll be able to keep my hands to myself, especially when I can still feel her on me. Still taste her.

      Even with the folders, I want to let them flutter to the ground like dying leaves and take her again. Just to feel the way her legs tighten around me as she presses her heat against my hardness. Just to revel in the softness of her skin and maybe cross another line, a toe over, and taste other parts of her besides her mouth.

      Such a pretty girl. And the mouth on her.

      There is something about Mia that tantalizes me. Gorgeous, off-limits, untouchable, and utterly intoxicating.

      My eyes land solidly on her ass as she keeps her back to me, the space in the elevator tight and hot, making it hard to breathe. Once we’re upstairs, I grab her by the back of the neck, the tips of my fingers biting lightly into her skin, and steer her down the hallway toward the kitchen.

      “You’re not going anywhere until you eat,” I ground out.

      “You planning on spoon-feeding me?” she asks.

      “There are a number of things I’d like to slide between your lips,” I lean closer to whisper. “Today, it will have to be actual food. We’ve got shit to do.”

      Much to my surprise, she doesn’t argue with me.

      I make sure she eats an entire plate of eggs and mashed avocado on toast with a side of fresh fruit before I let her up from the table to go on with the rest of her business. Even after she begrudgingly admits she’s hungry…Mia glares. Argues.

      “I feel like you’re my goddamn nursemaid,” she grouses, slowly lifting the fork to her mouth.

      “It’s important to keep your energy levels high.” I watch her with my arms crossed over my chest. “And important that we erase whatever traces of drugs in your system that we can. Eating will help.”

      I also kind of like the way she glares at me while she chews. A prim and proper princess who hates being told what to do despite the fact that she’s had to endure a hierarchy her entire life.

      Is that why she fights so hard with me? Because she’s never been allowed to fight with her father? With this whole male-dominated business?

      “What happens if I want to get up from the table?” she taunts, already on her last bite, and we’ve only been here for a few minutes. “Are you going to strap me down and force-feed me?”

      My cock clenches at the thought. “Stop giving me ideas.”

      She barks out a laugh before cutting her last bite into two smaller sections. “Which one? The strapping down?”

      “I can think of a few ways to accomplish both of those tasks at the same time.” I tamp down my amusement. “Don’t push me.”

      “Don’t tempt me,” she snaps back. “And stop making it easy for me to come at you.” She twirls her fork over the top of a slice of kiwi before spearing it.

      Easy for her? None of this is easy. Not a goddamn second I have to spend with her.

      I’d thought this babysitting gig would be a ridiculous waste of my time, considering the difference in our ages. Considering who she is. Now? Do I feel differently?

      I thought we’d have nothing to talk about. Yet there she goes proving me wrong again when she blurts out, “You like Bruce?”

      I stop my under-the-breath humming. “Excuse me?”

      “Springsteen. You’re humming ‘Glory Days’.” Mia arches a brow.

      I pull up a chair and turn it around to rest my arms across the back. “I’m also showing my age, apparently. That song is from the eighties. How do you know it?”

      Mia shakes her head. “So because I’m young, I’m not allowed to appreciate hits? Or amazing performers?”

      “You’re a fan as well, I take it.”

      There’s something in her voice when she talks about The Boss.

      “I’ve been to a show or two,” she replies with a casual shrug. “Not that I’m allowed to get out much, with business keeping us busy, but even Papa makes time for Bruce. Are you going to make another old-age comment if I say that you look like a Springsteen fan, Carter? Not because of the hair but, you know.” She waves her hand vaguely in the air between us. “All this.”

      “All this,” I reply, adding extra weight to each word. “Explain.”

      “The shoulders, the way you dress. It’s casual yet businesslike. You blend no matter what kind of room you’re in, even though you should stand out with those tight shirts and your eyes. Not to mention your gruffness,” she says with another shrug.

      I don’t exactly dislike her assessment of me.

      “I’m not gruff,” I growl. “I’m authoritative. There is a drastic difference.”

      “You look like the type of guy who will shove a bottle up a man's ass, broken neck first, then belt out ‘Born in the USA’,” she teases.

      Been there. Done that.

      It’s my turn to shrug, but listening to her tease me is a greater high than I imagined it to be. “It’s a classic for a reason. As you’ve said. About as American as you can get. Hot dogs and fireworks and Bruce. I’m a simple man who likes simple things.”

      “You forgot the bottle up the ass,” she adds, pushing her empty plate away.

      I flash her a grin. “Oh, I never forget about bottles up assholes. There is something gratifying about making a man scream.”

      “Tell me about it.” The tenor of her voice changes, and before I have a chance to do anything with my hands, touching myself or her, Mia rises from the table.

      “Seems to me you’ve done your fair share of watching me,” I tell her.

      “You’re not the only one with eyes, Carter. I’ve been learning you the same way you’ve been learning me,” she quips.

      It’s damn near impossible not to watch the sway of her hips as she carries her plate to the sink. Or to notice the fact that we’re alone in the kitchen. The rest of her guard detail, the one Ricardo and her father agreed was important to implement, have either not arrived at the house yet, or they’re giving us a wide berth.

      I like to think it’s because they trust me.

      They shouldn’t.

      And I haven’t given them much thought.

      Either way, it’s only the two of us, and how easy it would be to corner her at the counter, to spin her around slowly and slide my body along every inch of hers. To see just what kind of screams she makes when something long and hard is thrust into her.

      A virgin.

      In this day and age.

      A glance at the clock shows me it’s well past noon, though.

      “I’ve got to check in with Ricardo on a few things,” I tell her instead. Standing and readjusting the chair to fit neatly beneath the table yet again, I grab the folders and slip them beneath my arm. “I’ll have someone else take over for me while I’m gone.”

      Mia whirls around, bracing herself on the counter. “You don’t have to go so soon.”

      “So soon? You kept me up half the night with your sleep-talking and the other half because I was in a goddamn uncomfortable chair. Give the old man a break.”

      “You’re not an old man,” she replies softly.

      “No, I'm an asshole. Which divorces itself from age.”

      It’s harder than I expect to leave the room and have someone else from the team take over. Harder yet to alert Balestra as to my movements like he’s entitled to know them. Then I’m in the car, cutting across town toward my house where my bed beckoned, and I know it will be miles to go before I sleep.

      Thank you, Robert Frost.

      By the time I find Ricardo in the lounge off the living room, the lighting dim and his hands already around a bottle of whiskey, I’ve worked up a good mad. Remembering his attitude at our morning meeting and his cocky-ass swagger.

      “I swear,” I begin, just inside the room, “if you come at me again in front of that family, Ricardo, we’re going to have a fucking problem.”

      He’s changed out of his suit and into a button-up shirt and khaki pants. Rather than turning him into the picture of a country club elite, he looks rough. Ready to sweep any woman who gets in his way off her feet.

      Does Mia think about that when she looks at him? I wonder.

      Rather than be properly cowed the way I intend, Ricardo bursts out laughing and pours a glass of whiskey for me. He hands it off before pouring his own and taking a sip. “Don’t be mad, Unc. You’ll give yourself a coronary. Then where will we be?”

      I grimace, taking a sip. “You little shit.”

      “I might be a little shit, but you know I’m right.”

      “About the coronary?” I question.

      He turns to face me and says, “About what I had to do back in that office. We can’t be pulled along behind the wake of a ship, waiting for something to drop in our laps. We’ve got to act.” Ricardo takes a long draw of his own whiskey and holds eye contact. “I did what I thought I had to do. You know that.”

      I tighten my hold on the glass, whirling the amber liquid inside around repeatedly. “Your attitude needs serious adjusting.”

      “Did you find anything?” Ricardo asks, ignoring me entirely.

      The folders are still in the front seat of my car, and I haven’t bothered to look at them. “Oh, you mean while I was being pulled along behind Mia’s wake?” I throw his own words back at him.

      Ricardo at least has the decency to look sheepish. “Sorry?”

      “You’re not one fucking bit sorry. And I did find out a few things. Some of which I’m sure she regrets admitting to me.” I hesitate in telling him about their operations despite the fact that she’d let me right into the heart of things. Right where I’d been wanting, needing, planning to go since we got into this game.

      The Balestras are the big boys.

      We’re small fish in comparison, and the only way to get to their level, besides cutting them off at the knees by stealing their business, is to find out something that will bring those at the top to their knees.

      Blackmail.

      “Did someone actually try to drug her?”

      Ricardo’s question draws me out of my head.

      “Yeah, some punk-ass at her sister’s club.” I finally take a sip of whiskey. “We’re going to have to keep our eyes and ears open because someone isn’t too happy with her right now. And it feels personal.”

      “First the hit on her the other night, then someone manages to get in through security at Meridian.” Ricardo shakes his head, his lips rounding. “It’s seriously fucked up. Isn’t it?”

      “It wasn’t all talk about increasing the security detail.” I start pacing, my grip tightening around the glass. “There’s something I don’t understand, though. They clearly have employees under them who are willing to do whatever it takes to protect them.” The girls, in particular, if I had to guess. The way her man Rafel had looked at me…like he was already planning how to dissect me piece by piece if anything happened to her.

      “Look, it’s not good if we leave her alone for too long. I don’t trust any fucking person she’s got on her team. Not really. I’ve got to get back there.”

      “Looks like you’ve got the itch, Unc.”

      “What?” I snap.

      “The itch. It’s when you want to fuck so bad you can’t get her pussy off your mind. Like she’s burrowed inside your brain or your cock.” Ricardo grabs a handful of his own dick for emphasis.

      I slowly drop my glass down on the table, setting him with a look. “Watch how you talk about her.”

      “I’m not saying anything bad about Mia.” He shrugs.  “You know that. But you look horny as fuck. Go find some random bitch in the meantime. It will take the edge off.”

      What I want to say? That I have too many years on Ricardo to have him lecture me on fucking. Or worse. Launch into a tirade about the way he talks about women. I’ve said the same in the past. I’ve said worse, much worse.

      I storm out of the room, ticked the hell off at the laissez-fucking-faire attitude. Especially when it comes to Mia. Like you can put one in place of another, interchangeable and faceless entities, and be satisfied that way? He’s been at the strip club too often. If his attitude has shifted in such a disrespectful direction…

      It’s none of my business what he does. None of my business how he wants to conduct himself or who he wants to bury his cock inside, even if I noticed the way he looked at Isabella Balestra. Right now, my focus is on Mia, the lost shipments, and the hit on her.

      One or both of us will have to check out the warehouses as a potential storage for the lost shipments, and hell if she’s going to be left behind.

      I pause in my house only long enough to take the quickest shower of my life and change clothes before running through some things with Ricardo. Every bone in my body aches from the goddamn chair last night. And, I half suspect, from worry. From getting up every half hour to check on Mia and make sure she was still breathing, still healing.

      Staring at myself in the rearview mirror, I look older than my years. Older than Mia, for sure. What kind of fool am I to think she actually likes me touching her? The worst kind of fool because I know I won’t be able to stop myself. If the door is open even a little bit, I’m going to keep my proverbial foot shoved in the space and take advantage of any inch she grants me.

      I’m fucked up, horny—as Ricardo noted—and about as close to release as the Titanic to the surface of the ocean.

      My expression screws into a pained grimace, causing the lines around my eyes and mouth to deepen. I’m sporting a few days’ worth of stubble, and the hair that used to be on the dirty side of blond is now completely white. Aging is bullshit, but I've never minded.

      Not until now.

      Now it seems like I’m forcing myself on a young woman who is probably only interested in kissing me because I’m off-limits. What will Daddy Balestra think if he catches his oldest daughter tongue fucking the help?

      It’s a ridiculous waste of time for me to even think about it, but the mind goes there regardless.

      I can’t even be too pissed at Ricardo at the moment. When I was his age, I’d taken my fair share of women in whatever way they’d have me. I always made sure they were okay, always used a safe word when warranted, and stopped to indulge in aftercare if it was used.

      Now?

      When was the last time I’d buried myself in a sweet cunt?

      They were all willing. But they were not all the same. And it’s been too long.

      I make it back to the Balestra compound in record time, a little shocked when the guards at the front gate allow me entry without so much as a word from their boss. Looks like I have my all-access pass.

      Arm out the window, I take the car up the winding drive toward the circular asphalt in front of the house. It’s perfect here. Money will do that for you. Money can do anything if you’ve got enough of it.

      What does Mia think about this palace?

      Has she accepted the confines of her cage as easily as she accepted the marriage proposal? Or does it start to chafe at her?

      I scrub a hand over my lower jaw and wonder if I should have taken the time to shave before coming back.

      Unwilling to fuck around any longer and having had time to cultivate a plan on my way here, I stalk inside and find Mia in a small sunlit library slash parlor. She looks up from her position, curled cat-like in a chair.

      “Someone's as fresh as a daisy,” she comments.

      “If you’re done with your fairy tales, Miss Balestra, then it’s time for us to get our asses in gear.” I watch her expression closely, noting the way her eyes widen despite her guardedness. “I figure there’s no way on god’s green earth you’re staying behind, and there’s no way I’m not checking out those warehouses.”

      Her face lights. “About fucking time, Carter.”

      “I’m willing to bet money you have not dispatched any of your men to do it for you.” I slide my hands into the back pockets of my jeans. “I bet you haven't even told Daddy what you suspect yet.”

      The way she staves off a grin tells me I’m right.

      “You waited for me?” I can't help but ask.

      She huffs out a sigh and unfolds herself, stretching her arms overhead while I’m captivated by the small movements of her toes against the bare wood floor. Painted nails. Pink. I want to suck each one into my mouth and fuck me but I’m not a feet guy.

      She’s changed her clothes as well, going for a black jumpsuit that hugs her curves and looks like it’s made out of some delectable Lycra spandex.

      “I wouldn't call it waiting,” she clarifies. “More like I’ve used this time to carefully peruse my intel. See if there is any kind of pattern I’ve missed that might help narrow our direction even slightly.”

      “And?” I press. “Anything?”

      She saunters past me, deliberately swinging her hips to full effect, knowing I’ll follow. She’s the siren, and I’m a walking hard-on. “I’ll tell you on the way,” she replies tauntingly. “We’ll have plenty of time with the way you drive.”

      “Bitch,” I mutter good-naturedly under my breath.

      Mia tosses me a look over her shoulder. “Old fart.”

      We understand each other.
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      We’re just out of sight of the house when Carter grabs me, shoving me against the wall and forcing my lips open with his tongue. I gladly relax for him, our tongues sliding together, his kiss rough and claiming and enough to send a wave of wetness right to my core. If he didn’t pull away, I might have let him slide the zipper of the jumpsuit lower and creep his hand from the front of my breast to capture the entire thing. And lower.

      Everything.

      Whatever he wants, he can have.

      The decision is split second, and it seems to me once it’s made, there is no changing my mind.

      I want Carter.

      And whatever happens in the future, I plan to have him.

      He breaks away, swiping a hand across the front of his mouth and grinning before he walks to the car. “Never again. That was a parting gift.”

      “A parting gift, like I’m sort of a charity case,” I mutter.

      As if to really hammer his earlier point home, he drives slower than his normal speed. A consistent kind of slow but worse than a grandmother any day of the week. Especially mine, who used to have a lead foot and weave dangerously in and out of traffic.

      Whatever he’s thinking remains inside the thick-skulled confines of his head, and he must see no reason to share with me.

      This is my game, though, I think as I tap my fingernails against my knee. I’m the one with real skin in it, which makes me the one who has to figure out a way to navigate and plug the leak in our operations.

      I gnaw on my lower lip through the last fifteen minutes of the drive and stare out the window. A second away from starting to count trees.

      Someone has been working overtime to undermine us, and they’ve gotten away with it, as well. I think that rankles me the most. Carter pulls silently up to the front of the first warehouse with broken panels of glass gleaming like empty eye sockets. A shitty part of town and one that is just off the route usually taken by our trucks.

      I stare hard at the crumbling facade.

      “This is the address,” he mutters.

      It doesn’t look like anything special. Which is probably why someone chose it.

      “What do we do now?” I reach for the door handle only to have Carter click the locks.

      “Now I welcome you to the bullshit, and you pull on your waders.” He draws away from the warehouse and several streets over. There’s a patchy area of semi-dead grass and a handful of spindly limbed trees. Nature finding a way to carve out a path in this urban sprawl.

      We’re far enough away from any sort of action, the sort of forgotten place where no one goes. There’s no reason. Whatever business used to be here took off and drew the lifeblood of this section of town along with it.

      Carter parks the car in the shade of the trees and stretches his arm out along the seat behind me.

      “We stake out the building, and you keep quiet—” he begins.

      “You keep trying to tell me what to do like I’m green,” I reply with a sniff. “I understand the procedure as well as you do.” I stare him up and down and hide the way my tongue wants to dart out to lick my lips. Has there ever been a man with such broad shoulders? Jesus Christ on a cracker.

      “We wait for a bit. See what or who shows up, what we can catch. Whatever is between the lines.”

      “You sound serious about catching this culprit. I’m shocked.” I slide my hands beneath my legs to keep from reaching out to touch him. To see how he will react if I slide my fingers along the planes of his muscular thighs and higher.

      “Or maybe I’ve planned a stakeout to spend more time with you,” he grumbles.

      Laughter bubbles up and his eyes narrow at the sound. “As though spending time with me is a pleasure?”

      Carter doesn’t look amused. Ouch.

      I clear my throat and say, “While you were showering, I had Rafel pull up whatever info he could regarding extra goods flooding the streets.”

      Stamps keep our products safe, tying each delivery to the source so that the buyers know the quality. There are no mistakes on that end.

      “Oh?” Carter’s forearm flexes and the movement has my attention.

      “So far, there hasn’t been any one dealer inundated with stock without stamps. Which makes no sense. If someone is purposely stealing from us, then the idea would be to sell the stock for their own.” I glance at Carter for affirmation.

      “So what did your man ferret out?” Carter wants to know.

      “Not enough,” I answer under my breath.

      “Then he clearly didn’t dig deep enough because I found a few middle-of-the-road dealers on the outskirts of town with extra stock. Word of mouth, at this point.” Carter yawns, stretching his arms out. “I haven't had time to check the truth of those claims.”

      “You really think your lines of communication on the street are better than mine?” Different, maybe, and separate from the ones the Balestras use.

      His eyes light. “Yes, Princess, I absolutely do. It helps that I’m a mean son of a bitch.”

      I shake my head. “You keep insulting yourself.”

      “Oh no, it’s not an insult when it’s the truth. I’ve butchered my way to the top for my family the same way your people did, and I’ve liked it,” he says. “I’ve put a bullet between eyes, through ears…”

      “Still trying to make me hate you,” I murmur.

      “Who says I have to try?” He holds my gaze, and the air in the car goes ten degrees hotter.

      After thirty minutes of absolutely nothing, we both decide to check out the warehouse ourselves rather than waiting. Footsteps silent, I follow behind Carter and watch him snap open one of the flimsy locks on the back door. A push button deal, I realize as we make our way inside.

      Easy to manipulate. Easier to destroy. And brand new shiny brass. We trace the outskirts of the building without seeing anything out of place and settle in one of the empty upper rooms, the phantoms of old furniture casting shadows across the worn concrete floor.

      It’s not exactly uncomfortable, but the scent of old dust and age tickles the inside of my nostrils, and I bite back a sneeze.

      “What do you do, then? When you need to push for extra income?” I ask. My voice echoes through the hollow space.

      Carter checks out the room to make sure it’s safe before settling the edge of his hip on the window ledge, staring down at the empty alleyway below. He picked a great spot, I realize with a start. It clicks suddenly that he really has done this before. That he has so much more experience in the field than I do.

      Not just in the field, fuck. He has more experience with everything. I wrap my arms around myself.

      “We always manage to find a way,” Carter says dismissively. “A new venture, avenues not yet explored…Ricardo is always good at taking a risk when it comes to exploring his ideas.”

      “Which tells me absolutely nothing about you or your life. You are a master of deflection.”

      He casts me a sideways look, the afternoon sun streaming in through the window, lighting his profile. Illuminating the strong planes of his jaw and cheekbones. “I’m a master at a lot of things. Deflection is one of my many talents.”

      This time I refuse to rise to his mini innuendo no matter how those words fill me with heat. It’s a ripple effect, cascading from my chest all the way down to my legs until my pussy tingles.

      “Where do you source your own security from? Or is that above your pay grade?” I push.

      “Don’t worry about our security.” His smile is a little placating. “Trust me when I tell you that, unlike the Balestras, the Vittorios have their shit together.”

      “Ah, so you have a lot of time on your hands.” Leaning into the lust crackling like electricity between us, I take a step forward. “You’re telling me you have enough time to help me with my little problem.”

      His chest hitches when I press my hand to it, his Adam’s apple bobbing. “Take it any way you want.”

      Oh, I plan to.

      “You’ve managed to make a name for yourself, to the point where my father chose Ricardo as my fiancé. I simply want to know more about how your people would handle this situation were the roles reversed. Are you telling me you’ve never had a leak in any of your business ventures?” I purposely stress the last two words in an affected tone and wait for his reaction.

      Carter looks uncomfortable and reaches between his legs to adjust himself.

      I bite down on my smile. “Don’t tell me you’re turned on from a few questions.”

      “Arrogant child,” he returns.

      I know I’m getting under his skin. I smile at him, a quick flash of teeth, and lean into him. Stopping right before our knees touch, but I’m close enough now to catch the hitch of his lungs with his next inhalation.

      “Do you get off on it, I wonder. Calling me a child. Calling yourself an old man.” I’ve listened, filed things away over the past few days. Carter makes no moves to hide his age and seems to lean into it harder than most people, who would fight to take away every year they could from their appearance or with their actions.

      Why does he go the opposite way?

      “I’m impressed,” he says eventually. “You see more than people assume you do. I know I haven’t said it, but I’ve been watching you.”

      “You’re always watching me,” I murmur.

      “It’s true.” He turns to stare back out the window. “You think you can mask your inner shark, but she’s there. Waiting beneath the surface to eat anyone who gets in your way. Swallow them down whole while they’re alive, and you love the way they kick and scream on the way down.”

      I want to jerk back in surprise and force my body to still. “I’ll take it as a compliment.”

      “Good. I mean it to be one.”

      “Are you being truthful, or do you think you’re making things better for Ricardo if you butter me up with compliments?” I wonder. I’d rather not bring the other man into this moment, but the thought of him being there anyway…I need to know.

      “We both know my decisions haven’t made things better for Ricardo.” Carter sounds so solemn that my chest aches. “Yet I can’t stop making them.”

      “Will you…tell him?” My fingers clench against his chest, bunching his shirt. “What we’ve done?”

      “No.” It’s a whip of sound, that single syllable. No. “Nothing is going to happen again.”

      The comment sets my skin prickling, and I stare at Carter imperiously.  “Isn’t it?”

      Maybe it's because he’s acting as though the line is drawn, or maybe it’s because the fire inside me only stokes higher and hotter when I look at him. This man, this strong and stoic asshole who somehow has gotten to me in a way that no one else has been able to. Who has reached me in a way no one else has.

      Or maybe I’m fucked in the head.

      Both are no doubt true.

      I can’t control myself. I drop my hand down the plane of his chest, lower, and Carter stops me before I reach the bulge in his pants. The bulge growing harder and more pronounced with each passing second.

      He slowly lifts his gaze to meet mine and holds my attention there, sliding his hand from my wrist all the way up my arm to grab my neck. He squeezes the back of it but rather than pushing me away, he pulls me forward. Lower.

      “I mean, if you wanted a blowjob…” I purposely trail off.

      “Shut up, Princess.”

      Something in the periphery of my vision shifts, and Carter breaks eye contact as fast as he made it, shattering the moment. 

      Men, two of them, make their way toward the warehouse door as a third waits in an innocuous gray sedan to pick them up again. I hold my breath and hardly dare to move as distant scraping sounds from below. The men are only downstairs for a few minutes before their laughter sounds from outside.

      Carter keeps his hold on my neck until the sedan drives out of sight. “Come on.” His attention is already fractured. “Let’s check. See what they were up to.”

      There’s nothing downstairs aside from their tracks, and Carter looks ready to burst, his cheeks going red and his jaw clenched.

      “You’ve got to be fucking kidding,” he blurts out, his voice echoing off the rafters overhead.

      “You didn’t think it would be that easy, did you? Where is your sense of adventure.” I’m a little disappointed but excited in equal measures. “Guess we’re on to the next site.”

      Carter chuckles, and I breeze past him.

      “I have plenty of adventure,” he says. “It’s you I’m worried about.”

      “I’m not sure you’ll be able to keep up with me.”

      Carter shifts close enough to take my chin between his thumb and forefinger. Fuck, they’re calloused and sexy on my skin. “You need to watch that mouth of yours, Princess.”

      I blink, a come-hither gesture. “Why?”

      “If not, we’ll end up getting caught before we find the information we need.”

      It’s no surprise to find myself soaked, needy. The friction of my panties against my core is unbearable. What has Carter brought out of me? I’ve denied myself and excused it as fine because men are just playthings. The opinion made it easy to keep denying. But now I’m dying to push the limits.

      With my fiancé’s bodyguard.

      He keeps close enough for me to feel the heat of his body all the way back to the car.

      We pull up to the fourth warehouse, the twilight sun casting peachy golden rays across the land. No lights on the car, either. Far enough away to not be observed. Rather than heading toward another location, Carter stays in the driver’s seat and pulls a pair of binoculars out of the center console.

      “There are two cars over there, and one of them is the gray sedan. Parked behind the building rather than in the front parking lot. I’m going to bet this is more our scene.”

      From this angle, we can only see one car, but two men appear in the next five minutes, loading a box into the back seat.

      My heart leaps to attention.

      “Bingo,” Carter whispers at the same time. “If you want adventure, Princess, you’ve just found it.”
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      “You’re too close to them!” Mia hisses as she slaps at my forearm from the passenger seat. “Back up, or they’re going to make you.”

      “And how many of these have you done? Hmm?” I ask with only a hint of bitterness. My grip on the wheel tightens. “I get that you are a badass, but leave the actual execution to the skilled professionals, please.” I blow out a breath, shake my head. “I know how to tail someone.”

      “You’re just jealous because I’m a fast learner.” She’s leaning forward in her seat as though that will somehow help put us where she thinks we need to be.

      I’m maintaining a good deal of distance between our car and the sedan, which took off as soon as the last box of what I suspect to be Mia’s last missing stock had been stashed in the back seat. We’re moving at the exact right speed.

      “What? No comment?” she presses.

      Definitely no comment because my thoughts shift to her, spread beneath me, learning far more than this business bullshit from me. I have so much to teach her and only a tenuous hold on my resolve.

      And it’s not the time to indulge in fantasies.

      “You’re either too fast or too slow,” Mia teases. “You’re going to draw attention to yourself by not blending in with the rest of the traffic patterns.”

      I change lanes without turning on the blinker.

      “Well?” she presses when I’m silent for too long.

      “Yes, exactly. I’m speeding and drawing attention to myself. Do you know why?” I spare a glance in her direction.

      She’s quiet, thinking through her answer rather than immediately launching into our usual banter. Mia might be playful, but she always tries hard, harder than any person I know. Part of that is ego and always wanting to be right. The other part is pure heart.

      I respect both pieces.

      “How many people actually go the speed limit on a highway at midnight?” she finally replies. “If someone is looking out for suspicious or sketchy behavior, then they would not necessarily pinpoint the person speeding. They’d look for someone falling behind traffic when there’s no need.”

      “Fucking bingo, baby. I’m impressed again.”

      She cuts a fake bow at the waist. “I live to impress you.”

      “You like learning.” It’s a fact. “Admit it.”

      “If I have a good teacher or interesting material, then yes. Who doesn’t? It works the mind.” I glance at him, and damn, her smirk is back in place and looking oh so perfect. “I enjoy studying people more. Situations. I want to pick up on things faster than anyone else.”

      Her smile widens when I press down on the gas and zip past our target sedan.

      Their windows are tinted, so there’s no seeing inside, but we don’t need to. Not yet.

      “I noticed who you were the second we were in the boardroom after the hospital,” she continues. “Do you realize that you stand a certain way when you’re watching people? It’s in your posture. Plus, your eyes give you away.”

      “I…” Should have. But it escaped my notice. I slow the car enough to have the gray sedan pass me on the right.

      “Most people don’t notice the small details that make others who and what they are. And it gets them killed,” she adds, crossing one leg over the other. “I refuse to lose my life to some punk-ass bitch who thinks they can pull one over on me.”

      I laugh deeply from my chest and gut. “Then tell me what you’ve noticed about these guys so far. And no, before you say anything, I’m not trying to test you. I’m genuinely intrigued.”

      “They’re working from a small radius. Inexperienced at hiding what they’re doing, clearly, as they were overt with their movements and the newness of the lock on the warehouse door,” she replies. “This implies a smaller scale than anything we operate on and, more than likely, someone trying to get their foot in the door who found an opening with us through luck rather than guile. They don’t seem to be very good.”

      “Not at all,” I agree.

      “The Accardis, perhaps?”

      It takes me a moment to realize she’s looking at me, expecting an answer. Waiting for me to either agree with her or deny the implication that the third big player in our game might have someone in their operation who overstepped their boundaries.

      I shake my head. “They're skilled at getting the stock away from you by threatening your people. Unless one of the Accardi’s guys have moved over a line…this reminds me of when the Vittorios first started. The very first months. Whoever it is has gotten too close to you, too many times.” And made it personal. At least, in my opinion. I’ve slowed enough that our target passes us, and they take the next exit. It’s a small matter to follow them.

      A not-so-small matter to realize that I’ve enjoyed talking shop with Mia.

      Hell, she pays more attention to me than Ricardo does, and he’s my nephew. I always thought he’d be the one eager to learn, to want to absorb every bit of knowledge I have to impart.

      The sedan pulls into the parking lot of a two-story motel done in shades of red, orange, and brown, a color scheme that needs to be left to rot in the seventies. Paint flecks off the walls, and rust stains are part of the decor. I purposely keep going around the block before taking a right and turning around in a circle to park on the other side of the building.

      “Think they’re making an exchange?” Mia asks.

      I drag out the binoculars, just able to make out the other car through the hallway connecting one side of the building to the other. Watching. Unsure what our mystery driver is doing.

      This place is not exactly off the beaten path; it’s only a few miles from a major highway exit. The motel sign might flicker, but the parking lot is half full.

      “It might be an easy getaway spot but not secretive,” I say out loud.

      The reception office is on this side of the building, and a few minutes later, our guy walks out of the room, palming a key. He heads past us, Mia and I ducking our heads, and disappears into one of the last rooms on the first floor.

      “Looks like he’s planning to stay for a while,” Mia says. “Getting comfortable.”

      “Looks like we’re hunkering down for the night,” I correct her.

      She starts. “Here? Are you kidding?” Her eyes widen in disgust.

      “Do you want to risk losing them? It’s not like we have much of a choice if you want to catch this guy.”

      This wouldn’t be my choice for an overnight stay either. Judging from the look on her face, Mia has even more reservations about the place than I do.

      “I’ll grab the room,” I say, filling in the silence. “And I’ll ask for room 8.”

      Two doors down from him.

      “I need to let my father know what’s happening and not to expect me home.”

      Mia stays in the car while I sweet-talk the receptionist.

      Once the sweet young thing with freckles across her cheeks pockets the cash and hands me the room key, I take the time to check the perimeter of the motel. I haven’t missed anything important, even with my attention fractured. Seems like our mystery driver is still entirely alone, no sign of anyone joining him.

      Once I’m relatively satisfied the perimeter is clear, I grab Mia from the car. She palms her phone, her face tight, eyes now narrowed.

      Guess the call didn’t go well.

      I bite down on the inside of my lip to keep from asking her how it went. It’s none of my business. Not at this point, anyway.

      The key slides into the old-fashioned lock, and a single twist has the door gliding open and the scent of bleach trickling outward. The inside of the room is typical for a motel of this age but cleaner than I would have given the place credit for being. The decor is somewhat lacking, but then again, I’ve never stayed in a motel that has been top-notch.

      It will do for tonight.

      “Well this is…quaint,” Mia says with a sexy wrinkle in her nose.

      “We should try to get a few hours of sleep.” I press my ear to the wall. There are sounds of a scuffle from the other side, but nothing out of the ordinary. A man’s footsteps head from one side of the room to the other. Seconds later, a toilet flushes.

      Walls are thin.

      “You really expect me to be able to sleep here?” She points to the bed. “There might be bedbugs.”

      “Judging from the scent of cleaner, I’m going out on a limb and assuming it’s safe. But if you need me to check for you, Princess, then I’ll be happy to do so.”

      “If we sleep, we’ll miss him if he leaves.”

      Mia stares at me with her hands going to her hips and her foot tapping out an arpeggio on the threadbare carpet.

      I grin at her. Let her think I don’t know what I’m doing. Let her underestimate what I’m capable of doing. “I’m a light sleeper. I’m not concerned about missing him.”

      “Cocky,” she says.

      “Confident.” It’s a small but accurate correction.

      “Then tell me, Mr. Cocky. Do you really expect me to sleep with you?” She’s pointing again.

       I’m not following. “What?”

      “There’s only one bed.”

      “I didn’t realize you had a problem sharing, although I should have. My mistake.”

      “Did you do this on purpose, Carter?”

      I sigh and press my fingers to the bridge of my nose. My cock aches, my body is all but begging for sleep, even a light cat nap, and Mia is sexier than any woman has a right to be when complaining. Doesn’t seem fucking fair.

      Her father will kill me if I wring her neck, but it might be a pleasurable experience for both of us. “Why would I do it on purpose?” Especially not after I told her I’m keeping my hands to myself.

      No matter how tempting she looks.

      “You want me in your bed,” she says.

      “You sound very sure of that, Princess.”

      She shakes her head, and her long dark hair falls into her face, obscuring her expression from my view. “I might not have been with a man before, but I understand people. I read it in your face, in your body, in everything you say. And don't say. You might seem sure that nothing will happen again.”

      “But?” I fill in for her.

      I catch my breath when she moves closer to me and presses her tits to my chest this time rather than her hand.

      “There’s no but,” she says slowly. “It’s going to happen, Carter.” Her eyes flick over my shoulder toward our single bed. “Here. Now.”

      Holy fuck. My dick fills and hardens to a full-fledged boner. “You don’t know what you’re asking.” I hardly know myself because the look on her face is nothing but determination and a relaxation of those mile-high walls.

      “I know exactly what I’m asking.”

      “And the consequences?” I demand. “Are you prepared to deal with those?”

      I shouldn’t even entertain her. I need to draw the boundary firmly, put her in her place and keep my hands to my goddamn self, even if it means jacking myself off in the bathroom. My hands move on their own to cup her waist, and I don’t push her away. Those breasts remain pushed to me, my erection between us, and everything hanging in the balance.

      Claiming a woman’s virginity is a big deal, and never in my wildest dreams would I guess Mia to want to serve hers up on a silver platter. To me.

      She moves her hands and rests her fingers on the top of my pants, pressing slightly. “Consequences?” she repeats. “As in, you plan on punishing me for admitting that I want you.”

      “There’s nothing good in me to want, Mia. Fucking me is a mistake.”

      Not a princess right now. A woman and one who is finally expressing her own mind.

      She takes a deep breath and says, “I understand exactly what I’m asking, and I want it to be you, Carter. If I’m going to have to marry Ricardo, then for once in my life, I want to know how it feels to give myself freely to a man of my choosing. My choice. I want you.”

      Her words are a knife through my system, and it’s all I can do not to flinch.

      “There is something about you... Your presence. Your charisma. And that fucking awful mouth of yours where you think you can say whatever you want.” A grin breaks out across her face. “I say damn those consequences and let’s see what happens. But I’m not leaving here until you fuck me.”

      My cock jerks again. “I’m powerless against you,” I admit. The last of my resolve crumbles away into dust. “You know that, don’t you?”

      Her smile fills me with light, and then she’s in my arms, forced to wrap her legs around my waist and hold on tight when I grab her.

      She tastes of life and sin and all manner of things I hadn’t hoped for myself. Yes, damn the consequences straight back to Hell. They are worries for another day when I wake up from this dream and realize exactly what happened and the meaning of her words.

      The heat of her burns straight through me as I maneuver us to the bed. Unsure how to take this and knowing I have to fight against the urge to rip her clothes off.

      A virgin.

      Damn the consequences, sure. Damn anything that keeps me away from Mia. My heart thumps painfully against my ribs, the same thing that happens every time I look at her. Her lips part in a smile. Almost as though she knows what’s happening to me, and every part of me wants to keep her at my side for fucking ever. I’ll never get myself under control again. Not where she is concerned.

      I drop down to the side of the bed with her in my arms so that her legs fall on either side of my hips.

      I’ve never felt this way for a woman before, but I know. I know what it means.

      I’ve fallen hard for the heir to the Balestra empire.

      And I don’t want to save myself.

      There is no backing out now, and nothing else matters when it comes to her. There’s no stopping.

      My heart thuds again, harder this time, when she smooths her hand through my hair.

      “How about you show me your moves, Carter?” she murmurs, my dark-haired siren. “Unless you think you’re too tired to have what it takes to please me.”

      Like she’s giving me a chance.

      A chance that no one else has given me, for one reason or another. My age. My position. The coldness when I look at someone. Until Mia.

      “Are you sure this is what you want?” I rest my hand on her waist. Respecting her position as an innocent in this matter. “Last chance to back out now and then I’m not going to stop myself again.”

      I release a long deep exhale.

      She tenses on top of me. “Maybe you’re the one trying to back out.” She laughs, but the sound holds no joy. “Do you not want me, Carter?”

      “I’ll go to Hell for you, Princess. If that’s what you want.”

      “As long as I’m there with you, and you’re inside me, then Hell will be just fine.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            21

          

          

      

    

    







            MIA

          

        

      

    

    
      “I’m on birth control.” It’s embarrassing to admit that to him, but important. “It makes my periods lighter. And it goes without saying that I’m clean.”

      So embarrassing.

      For a moment, Carter stares at me in shock, and I shift my palms to his shoulders, resting them there. I shouldn’t be the dominant one in this situation, and it’s not like I want to be because I have no damn clue what I’m doing. I’ve had no past partners to show me the ropes.

      I only know that in life, I am dominant, and I like having others submit to me. But I’m tired. I’m so fucking tired of always having to have control of myself. I want someone I trust to be able to take the reins and handle things.

      Handle me.

      “I haven’t been with anyone for months,” Carter admits. He rubs the side of his face along my cheeks, and his stubble grazes my skin in the most delicious way. I tense at the idea of him being with another woman. It makes me physically sick to my stomach. “But I was tested after the last partner, and I’m clean as well.” He swipes a hand through my hair. “Which is pretty fucking great because I don’t have a condom with me. I wasn’t planning on—”

      “I know.”

      And I don’t give a shit because I want to feel him inside me. Every inch of him bare and making his mark on me in an undeniable way. Without any barriers.

      I’m absolutely ready for whatever he chooses to throw at me.

      “Then give me everything, Mia. Fuck it.”

      His arms go around me, and I melt against him, eager. His kisses are a brand in and of themselves but not nearly what I want or need. Not the extent I’m craving. His hands are everywhere, sliding between my legs and caressing the inside of my thighs before racing toward my hips.

      “Carter!”

      He’s driving me crazy. Working his hands along my body and memorizing me. It feels…wicked. In the best possible way.

      “Go stand by the bed, Mia,” he commands. “I’m going to undress you.”

      I start at the tone of his voice before I soften, realizing the instinct to fight back isn’t one I want to indulge in this time. I want him to take control. Breasts heaving, I pull away from him and corral across the bed with my ass in the air while he studies me.

      “You’re perfection.” He trails his hand along my spine and tugs at my pants. They’re down to my knees in an instant, and his hand is on my ass. “Beautiful. So goddamn beautiful it hurts. Hold still.”

      His face is eye level with my panty-clad core, and I struggle not to squirm away from him. To do as I’m told when he’s eyeballing the black lace and pert black bow.

      Carter removes my pants all the way and tosses them out of view. The panties follow a half second later so that I’m bare for him with only a thatch of dark hair to hide me.

      I shift, uncomfortable, especially when he slowly lifts his eyes to meet mine, and there is so much desire in those blue orbs I lose my breath.

      “On your knees, and take your shirt off.”

      I keep eye contact, staring at him as I slowly shift onto the bed, on my knees, and tug my shirt off. His eyes run across the exposed skin.

      “Spread your legs for me.”

      Every part of me has heated, and I’m dripping wet for him, my core throbbing. He’s still fully clothed, too, which only adds to the sensation of being owned. I jolt when he moves his hand between my legs and places his face only inches away from my pussy. He pushes my legs even wider and adjusts my hips so that he’s got a front-row seat to the festivities.

      “No one has tasted you before,” he says, his voice holding a hint of a question. “Only me.”

      “Only you,” I agree as he dips his head and flicks his tongue against my core.

      One lap, two, sliding it to my entrance and a little inside of me, curling. A shock runs through my system, and my hands curl on his shoulders to keep still. Holy shit, the sensation of it…the focus on my clit, the little shocks of lightning in my system. I’ve been the only one to touch myself there in the path.

      Now Carter is devouring me.

      He’s bent over with his lips pressed to me.

      “I can’t wait to have your legs draped around my head,” Carter murmurs, his face still buried.

      I gasp when he latches down on my clit and suckles, only to break contact to spear his tongue inside. There is nothing like having a powerful man gripping my ass to keep me still while he licks at me like a damn ice-cream cone.

      Carter brings me to the edge before pulling back, and when I peel my eyes open to look at him, he rips off his shirt. Tossing it the way of my pants and staring at me. His chest is a network of scars amid the smattering of light hair. Perky nipples peek out from the thatch, his muscles on display, and his wounds a testament to how far he’s come. What he’s had to overcome to survive.

      I drop down onto my side, naked and sprawled, staring at every glorious inch of his torso.

      His sparse chest hair is a little darker than what's on his head, speaking to his natural color before he went prematurely gray. A Celtic knot tattoo does little to disguise the mass of scars on his side, directly beneath his nipple.

       I commit every detail of him to my memory. Every gorgeous scar.

      “One day, I’ll have those pretty lips of yours wrapped around my cock.” Knowing he has my full attention, Carter slowly drops his fingers to the zipper of his pants and pulls it down quickly. A sharp burst of sound that sends goose bumps skittering along my arms and legs. His gaze lands on my breasts, on the hard buds of my nipples, and he licks his lips.

      “There are a lot of things I want you to do to me,” I manage to get out.

      He pushes his pants down until he’s in front of the bed in nothing but a pair of black boxer briefs. So strong and sexy. At forty-two. I never would have guessed it or guessed at my reaction to him. The way my body and senses come alive when I’m with him.

      This is right.

      There is nothing righter in this world than the two of us together.

      “Now it’s your turn, Carter,” I tell him with my mouth going dry in anticipation. “Take it off. Right now.”

      He strokes a hand over the front of his boxers, where his erection presses against the fabric, giving me a hint of that massive outline. I have no idea if it will fit in my body or not.

      I crawl to the edge of the bed as well, no longer content to keep my distance and watch him. I want to play. I want to get my hands on what’s beneath those boxers.

      With infinitesimal, tortuous slowness, he shoves his boxers down, and I stifle a moan at the sight of his cock bouncing out. Hard and pulsing and already gleaming for me. I drop my gaze to it hungrily, reaching out to wrap my hand around the base and pumping once.

      “What would you like me to do with this?” I ask. “Suck it? Fuck it?”

      I squeeze him until he moans, wondering at the power of being able to control a man like him with one touch. His dick is long and not too thick, the head of it bulbous and already going dark with his lust.

      He watches every move I make. “I’m your slave, Mia.”

      “I don’t want a slave,” I tell him, shaking my head as I work his cock. “I want a partner. I want you.”

      “And I’ve never heard anything as sexy as that.” His eyes are the color of a perfect day, a deep and vibrant blue, and they’ve captured me. “On your back.”

      I drop to my back with my legs splayed, and Carter waits only a beat before he places his fingers to my core where his mouth had been seconds ago. Minutes ago? It feels like we’ve been here for an eternity, and yet it’s gone by in the blink of an eye. My entire body is on fire and lit from within, moisture pooling and his fingers gliding over me in the most sensual way. He thumbs my clit and toys with two fingers at my entrance in tandem. Working me up into a frenzy before he slips a digit inside. He works my core to the point where I’m panting for him. Chest heaving.

      Everything in me trains on him and that glorious cock of his, bobbing, reaching for me. His muscular thighs show the same kind of dedication to his physique and health as the rest of him and are covered with bruises and the marks of old wounds.

      “Do you like what you see?” He sounds almost pained to ask.

      I nod, my tongue darting out and my mouth dry. “Yes. I like it. I want it.”

      “You’ll have it. Once you come like a good girl. Make it quick, though. I don’t want to wait much longer. ”

      “You can just—” I start to say.

      “No.” He slides a second finger inside to join the first and moves the way I hope his cock will move. There’s more pressure on my clit as he circles the nub, and sensation builds at my apex, growing and electrifying until I’m sent over the edge. “It’s important. Now come.”

      On command, which I’ve never done anything on command in my fucking life, the orgasm slides through me with my nerves alight and my head dropping back toward the pillows, eyes closing.

      “There’s a good girl. You are beautiful, Mia. Those breasts…” Carter trails off, and I’m empty when he removes his fingers.

      In my next breath, he covers my body with his, his masculine presence blotting out the rest of the room and filling my vision once I open my eyes.

      “Are you ready for me?”

      He presses the head of his cock against my entrance, and I still. The sensation is…different. Strange, but not unpleasant. I widen my hips to make more room for him and wrap my legs around his waist as he leans to whisper in my ear. “You are so fucking hot. You drive me crazy, and you feel better than paradise.”

      He hasn’t moved an inch, but I feel him waiting for me. Waiting to make the first move. I trail my fingers down to the curve of his ass and back to the small of his back as he circles his hips.

      Then slowly sinks into me.

      “So tight and wet. You like how your pussy feels with the head of my cock inside you, Princess?”

      I shake my head, jerky, the words formed but stuck at the back of my throat. Another inch, and I moan. My body has to wait and readjust to the intrusion, my muscles clenching around him as he slowly sinks into me. 

      “This is going to hurt. I’ll be quick.”

      Carter slams all the way down until he is sheathed to the hilt, and I gasp at the small crack of agony left in the wake, how my muscles burn slightly, filled in a way I’ve never been before.

      His fingers tangle in my hair as he waits for me to adjust. Drawing me to him for another kiss where our tongues tangle together.

      “I’m all right.” Tears prick the corner of my eyes. “I’m fine.”

      Carter rolls his hips without breaking the kiss and starts to move, pulling out of me so that only the head of him remains inside and then gradually pushing home. Delicately. Reverently. “You can take all of me and then some, so deep I’ll always be there,” he says.

      I’m not a virgin anymore.

      A small moan burns the back of my throat at the feeling of him looming over me, his powerful body keeping me pinned to the mattress as his hand skims down my breast. I’m not a virgin, and Carter is the only man I’ve been with.

      I crane my head to watch the length of him disappearing inside of me. It’s outstanding. And without the barrier of a condom between us, the friction of skin on skin is a heady experience, going straight to my head. Carter fucks me unhurriedly and pauses, only to take my wrists and shove them above my head.

      “Let me fuck you,” he urges. “Let me touch you and make you come again.”

      He drags his hands down my arm, bracing himself with one and bracketing my throat with the other, his forehead against mine as he continues to thrust.

      Then my nipple is in his mouth, rubbed between his teeth as he tastes me. Biting down just hard enough that I cry out.

      Every bit of pain subsides with his next stroke, and I rock against him in a clear demand.

      My inner muscles stretch around him, gripping him, and I’m too desperate for him to go slow anymore. To savor.

      We’ll have time later tonight, no matter how scared I am. Slowing down isn’t going to keep me from worrying about tomorrow.

      “Harder,” I demand.

      “Are you—”

      “If you ask me if I’m fucking sure, then I’m going to be mad. And you don’t want me mad. Not when I’m dripping around you.”

      My head falls back as he winds his hips and thrusts punishingly forward, taking me. Pounding inside of me. He impales me with his length until I’m crying out, my eyes wide as I stare down at our connection. A flush burns my cheeks. Skin to skin, sweat on sweat, and he’s slamming inside of me. My legs automatically wrap around him, and I hold on tight through the thrusts, our bodies slick. His full length filling every available inch of space and his pubic mound rubbing my oversensitized clit.

      “I’m close,” Carter manages to get out. “Do you want me to come inside of you, Mia? Will you let me come in you?”

      Rougher. Unyielding. Chasing his release.

      “Yes, please.” I pull him closer, reaching out even though he told me to keep my arms overhead and my nails digging into his shoulders.

      His movements go jerky, and he holds my hip with one hand. I’m clenching him so tightly he’s not going anywhere as he roars his own release, his seed filling me. He thrusts through the orgasm until every last bit of him belongs to me, and his cock softens.

      I’m panting, shaking, my body spent as I struggle to draw air into my lungs.

      Carter balances on his arms and legs, and his forehead drops to mine, his own chest heaving. He’s just as splintered as I am.

      “You are going to be the death of me,” he whispers. “You and that tight fucking pussy spasming around me.”

      Good.

      I’m not sure how long we stay there linked together, his member soft enough to slip out of me. We somehow end up on our sides beside each other.

      He’s not leaving me, and I’m unsure why I expected him to bolt at the first sign of softening from me. He’s not acting like he regrets it, either. It’s odd, I think, trailing my fingers up and down his chest until he groans. It’s odd to lean into the vulnerability in a way I never have before. To feel this alive. To feel so seen.

      “What have we gotten ourselves into?” I whisper, replacing my fingers with my lips and kissing his chest, his arms, whatever piece of his body I can reach.

      I drag my nails along his side and over his hip bone toward his thighs and hesitate at the last moment.

      “Don’t stop, “ he grumbles. “It’s soothing.”

      “What is?”

      “The way you touch me.”

      We’re both too quiet for a moment, and I can only speak for myself, but I’m reeling. There are thousands of tiny thoughts and overwhelming emotions tangling together inside of me, and all of them struggle for dominance. Is that how you’re supposed to feel?

      Or does it always feel this special to be with a man for the first time?

      Not just any man, I remind myself. Carter.

      I’m here with Carter, and he isn’t turning me away or treating me like I’m precious and breakable.

      “You know,” he says, and I start at the sound of his voice. He notices. Draws me closer and wraps me up tight in the crook of his arm so that I’m fully pressed against his side. Draped over him, more like. “My age makes me overlooked. In more situations than not, people take one look at my hair and assume that I’m old enough to be out of the loop. To be expendable.”

      “The way my looks do for me,” I add.

      “Yes.”

      It’s a small word. A simple word, but this time it conveys more meaning than any paragraph.

      “We have that in common,” I continue. “We are underestimated for simply being what we are. You, a bodyguard who no one expects to do more than act like a brute and use your muscles. And me, the beautiful brainless heir. Not that there's anything wrong with being beautiful. It opens doors. It lulls people into a false sense of complacency.”

      “Perks, you mean,” Carter replies with a chuckle. “No one sees what a capable badass you are.”

      I snuggle closer, pressing my breasts to his side. “Thank you.”

      He sees me.

      “You’ve got a sharper wit than anyone in the Vittorio family. I don’t say it lightly.”

      “I’ll be careful not to repeat that to Ricardo.”

      Carter turns to cup my face, his eyes meeting mine and searching. I warm, melting at the look. He’s letting his guard down too. “Whatever is happening here might get us both killed. I need you to know that.”

      “Will he…hurt you?” I have to know. “If he finds out about us?”

      “He can try.” Carter gives me a deadly grin, and I lurch forward to kiss him.

      “But he’s your boss. Maybe we—”

      Carter grabs my wrists and rolls over to top me in the same move. “Everything is going to work out,” he interrupts. “Trust me. I promise you.”

      “You can’t possibly know that,” I insist. I huff out a breath and watch his eyes heat. “I don’t get to be the kind of person who leans into hope when there isn’t any available. You know that. You’re just like me. It seems shortsighted to pin my future on something in such short supply.”

      And I know him well enough to know that he might offer platitudes, but there is always a plan to back it up. Carter is nothing if not prepared.

      “Our future hangs in the balance, and you think I’m going to leave anything to chance?” he asks.

      Reading my mind.

      I wrap my arms around his torso and hold him close.

      “Do you trust me, Mia? Do you trust me to keep you safe?”

      “I’m here, aren’t I?” I crane my face up to stare at him. “I trusted you with the only piece of me that my family considers worth anything.”

      Carter shakes his head, his salt and pepper brows pulling together. “Not fucking true. You are worth so much more than that. There is so much more to you than anyone thinks.”

      I’m falling, and a part of me really hates the way my chest clutches when I look at him. I’m getting to the point of no return, where I might hesitate or make the wrong decision due to my feelings. Which is ridiculous because I’m engaged to another man. Carter belongs to Ricardo, just like I do. We can never be together.

      Even when he’ll take my bleeding heart with him when he leaves.

      “Mia?” He blinks at me, and I push all those sappy and revelational thoughts away. “Stop frowning. You’re going to force me to wipe that look off your face.”

      He shifts, and I slide a leg up to his hip, arching my hips to bring my core into contact with him. Here in the dim hush of the room, in the faded shades of dull gold and gray, he’s a wraith. A monster, come to claim me with an insatiable thirst. And I fucking love it.

      His cock hardens against me, and I hold his gaze.

      He nestles between my waist and jerks his hips once, his cock already hardening and pressing against my folds. His kiss sears through me, dominant and possessive and sweet at once.

      I let out a yelp of surprise when he rolls over onto his back again, dragging me with him and forcing me to straddle him. He hitches my waist up. “No more talking. I want you to ride my face.”

      I blink at him, heat moving through me and my pussy clenching at the desire on his face. Those words… “I’ll suffocate you.”

      “Trust me, sweetheart, I’ll die a happy man. I want to taste you again.” He pushes me higher, and I’m off balance, forced to grip the headboard.

      I’m too weak to fight him or even worry about a shower, about sleep. I carefully position my legs on either side of his head, exactly as he wanted, and lower myself above his mouth.

      “More,” he demands.

      I’m jelly, and my pussy is still coated with his last release. Carter latches his mouth on my clit until I’m groaning and thrusting my hips against his face. Clamping down on him so that he’s practically suffocating between my thighs, and he only holds on. Eating me through my release.

      If we get nothing but tonight, then I want to make the most of it. I want him to coat me inside and out the same way I’m dripped all over his face, my core glistening and pink and raw.

      For the rest of the night, we play with each other, and if sleep came, it wasn’t long enough to keep me from taking him again.
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      “Wake up! He’s out of the room. Come on, we’ve got to hurry.”

      Mia’s voice comes out of left field, but the full weight of her slap against my cheek isn’t missed. There’s a flurry of sound, and the mattress bounces. The light in the room increases tenfold as she pulls open the curtains, and I grimace, sore.

      “He’s heading toward registration! Carter.”

      Shit.

      I’m a light sleeper normally, but I’ve royally fucked this up. Too distracted by her pussy to think straight. 

      I scramble off the bed and grab my pants, foggy-headed, and my damn dick drained dry. Seconds later, I’m dragging them up my hips and hooking them fast before joining Mia at the window. Not like there’s anything to see, but her frantic pointing shows me the tail end of a gray sedan pulling out of the parking lot.

      “You paid in cash?” Mia asks. She worries her lower lip with her teeth and breaks away to draw on her panties, sadly covering her lower half.

      “I know what I’m doing,” I insist.

      I don’t feel like it.

      “Well, we’re clearly a step behind because he’s already checked out, and he’s getting away. Just leave the key on the table, and let’s go. Carter!” Now she snaps her fingers, and I focus on her face. On the mess of her hair and the dark, sated eyes.

      Her bossing me around is the sexiest thing I’ve heard in years. Which makes me all kinds of crazy, apparently, because I’ve never been the type to want an alpha female.

      Except she isn’t all alpha.

      And neither am I, judging by the way she wraps me around her little finger. Only for her. No other woman has been able to break me. With so little effort too. But she’s right. We’re about to lose our tail.

      We dress as quickly as possible and duck into the car with our heads down. The moment the overly loud engine explodes from the McDonald’s across the street, I realize we’ve been given a fucking fantastic break. It’s not too late. Moments later, the gray sedan pulls out of the drive-thru line, and we follow the guy out.

      “Are you still going to stay at the house?” Mia asks me out of the blue.

      I glance at her. “What has changed?”

      She blushes, and I know exactly where her mind has gone.

      “I’m not staying in your room if that’s what you’re asking.” I focus my eyes on the road. “Greedy girl.”

      Out of the corner of her eye, I see her shoulders tighten, and she’s back to nibbling on her lower lip. A sure sign she’s starting to overthink things. My own frustration bubbles over as I watch her face soften, then harden, off and on throughout the entirety of our drive.

      If I focus on her now, then it’s going to take away from the current moment, which is too important to botch any further than we already have.

      I let her stew. Let her sit and process things. I need to be processing my own shit over what happened last night, what it meant. Yet worry for her keeps me preoccupied.

      She’s silent. Brooding.

      The wild goose chase we’re on leads us back into the city, and our guy parks in front of a four-story apartment building. There isn't any other space on the street, so rather than making ourselves a target, I loop back around. We’re in a pretty nondescript car, but it’s daytime. There are people around, and there’s bound to be someone who isn’t distracted by life or their fucking phone who will notice something peculiar.

      It’s not the right time to stop. Decision made at the last minute, I throw the car into reverse and head for the highway.

      “Are you kidding? We need to corner him!” Mia blurts out. “What are you doing?” judging by the look on her face, if she had a gun, she would have pistol-whipped me.

      “We need to change our plan,” I tell her. “At least now we know what the guy looks like and where he is.”

      “None of this makes sense.”

      She’s right, and it’s bothering the hell out of me. Like ants under the skin.

      “It doesn’t have to make sense right now. We’ve got a starting point. We can point our men in the right direction.” Whatever our guy was doing at the motel last night, he hadn’t met anyone. No one came to talk with him regarding a drop-off or otherwise.

      Which meant he’d been there for other reasons, personal reasons maybe, and I’d taken advantage of the situation by fucking Mia.

      That’s the only thing we accomplished by our little side trip.

      Mia reaches over and squeezes my leg to get my attention. Electricity zips through me at the contact, and I find myself smiling when I glance back at her.

      “What’s that for?” I ask.

      “You know. In case we aren’t alone again for some time. I want to touch you while no one is watching us,” she murmurs.

      Well fuck me.

      The next time we’re stuck at a red light on our way to the highway, I take her by the back of the neck and kiss her smartly.

      It’s not enough. It’s never going to be enough. Mia is the kind of woman that is irreplaceable, and a single taste of her barely scratches the surface of what I want to do.

      The way she softens around me, how she’s so willing to give herself over to passion, it’s exciting to witness. To partake in.

      Things were not supposed to go this way, I wonder to myself. The on-ramp is clear, and I manage to merge onto the oncoming traffic with ease, even as they all pass us at ninety or so miles an hour. Things with Mia were supposed to be simple. She stays in her lane, and I’m in mine, the two of them crossing only when business necessitates contact.

      How the hell am I going to get my shit accomplished now?

      How the hell am I going to keep my hands off of her and act like she means nothing to me?

      Surely her father is going to see right through to the core of me, then my charade is done. Blown right out of the water.

      I’m an actor, but I’m not that fucking good.

      Especially not when looking at her, studying her, makes me smile like a fool. A lovestruck sap who can’t control himself even when everything depends on said control. If I slip too far, then someone else is going to take advantage of the lapse and finish what they started, putting her at further risk. Or worse.

      There are far more horrible things in our world than death. The thought of anything like that happening to Mia has me grinding down my back molars.

      Once we pass through the front gates of the Balestra compound, things change. We’ve got no choice, but the change is abrupt, and I hate it more than I want to admit. My shoulders draw back, my face hardening just as Mia throws her cold persona over her features like someone donning a coat in winter. She leaves no hint of the vulnerability or the softness from our time at the motel.

      We’re strangers again at worst and on different power levels at best.

      The moment she’s out of the car, she’s taken over control of the situation again and strides forward, keeping a few paces ahead of me.

      “I need to meet with my father immediately,” she demands once we’re inside.

      The housekeeper takes one look at the two of us and races off to grab Edward while Mia crosses the foyer like an empress. She keeps me near her with a flick of her hand but a few steps away, as is prudent for a guard.

      And nothing more.

      She doesn’t act as though she’s inclined to wait for anything or anyone. She expects her will to be done by a single statement. And judging by the way the housekeeper hustles out of the room…it will be.

      I trail behind Mia, bobbing in her wake as Ricardo once observed, and a huge part of me is utterly in awe of her.

      “Stay close to me.”

      I might have missed her whispered words if I hadn’t been focused on her ass and loving every minute of it. We make ourselves comfortable in the office, Mia lounging in one of the comfortable chairs in front of the desk and me with my hand on the back. Possessive. Fingers curled an inch away from her hair.

      Edward stalks into the room a second later, looking as unkempt as I’ve ever seen him. Which is only to say that the knot in his tie isn’t centered, and several strands of dark hair are out of place across his forehead. He’s wide-eyed, bristled, and pissed as shit.

      “Mia? What the hell is going on?” He has eyes only for his daughter. I don’t even exist for him, and I’m content to fade into the background the way I prefer it.

      She offers him a soft smile in return. Placating and ready to pacify if things got too troubled.  “My apologies, Papa. I thought my text last night was clear. We’ve been on a stakeout.”

      “You could have at least told me where you went,” he blusters, slamming his hands down on the desktop. “Considering everything that has been going on, you should know better than to go off on your own.”

      “I wasn’t alone.” She keeps her voice calm and firm rather than acting cowed by her father’s chastisement. “I’ve had your babysitter with me. All night long. He barely let me out of his sight.”

      I don’t miss the slight innuendo in her tone and struggle to keep any emotion from showing on my face.

      Edward is now glowering at me. “He’s one man. Only one man, and if the others had been armed, if they’d found you—”

      “I would have died to protect her, sir,” I interrupt. “Having the other guards around would have only painted a brighter target on us.”

      It’s the truth. And the realization of it shocks me down to my core. I would have died for her and without a second thought. What wouldn’t I do for this woman? This delicate, terrifyingly strong woman who is as much a dichotomy as anyone I’ve ever met.

      Mia only shakes her head, her hair hiding her expression. And although Edward is surprised at first, eventually, he offers me a nod, hopefully assuming it is my loyalty to my own family rather than any sort of intimate connection to his daughter.

      “This is only a courtesy meeting, Papa,” Mia continues. “I’m handling the situation. Carter and I found some information that will be useful in plugging up the leak. Once we’re done here, we’re meeting with Rafel to discuss gathering intel for our next step.”

      Clever girl.

      “Mia.” Edward slams his palms down on the desk and purposely takes a beat to compose himself before he flies off the handle. There are red blotches on his cheeks and down the sides of his neck. “This is serious. You can’t just play with my business so easily. I have to know that you well and truly are taking everything into consideration.”

      “I’m handling it seriously. I’m not asking you to trust me. I’m telling you that I have it under control.” She unfolded herself slowly. “I have calls to make. Someone needs to run the plates while we…I…tell Ricardo what has happened. He deserves to know as well.”

      Her father is just as helpless as I am, the two of us now following behind this powerhouse as she whips out her cell and starts debriefing. Firing off commands and preparing for further recon on the warehouse while Rafel checks out the plates and the address of the apartment building.

      “What do you need? From me?” I manage to ask her.

      “I’m running point,” she tells me, holding the cell against her ear. “I’m fine.”

      She hasn’t eaten. Nothing besides the shitty cup of coffee I managed to grab on our way back from the motel. She needs something solid in her stomach.

      For the first time since I started my business—maybe even longer— I trust someone else to make the plan. It’s my second gut-wrenching realization in less than thirty minutes and just as hard a pill to swallow as the first. Mia is the one paving the way for us, confident, streamlined. There's no need for me to step in to correct her beyond offering several observations. And worrying about her health and well-being.

      Fuck me.

      What a force she is, the beautiful heiress no one sees coming.

      For the next hour, the only time I leave her alone is when she’s speaking to Rafel, and only then to head up to the kitchen and grab her food. Water. Anything I can carry back down to the basement on a tray. She’s not too happy with me looming over her, but she eats. One bite at a time.

      We break in the afternoon, her men gathering supplies for an evening raid on the warehouse with the full force of their operation behind them. No one has been able to gather information on the plate on the car, but we’re assured it’s only a matter of time before we turn up something. Rafel, however, managed to intercept a signal from multiple cells coming from the apartment, and one call stood out above the others.

      Tonight, we move, and if we’re right, we’ll intercept our culprits.

      Mia excuses herself after a time, and I follow her upstairs, my stomach clenching and my mind out of control.

      She stops at her bedroom door, her hands on the door jam, waiting for me to catch up. “Do you dare come in?” she asks.

      I glance around the hallway to make sure there is no one else around to hear us. “Is that what you want?”

      “Wow, Carter. I’d think you’d be stealthier about sneaking into women’s rooms, but you’re not. At all.” She sounds amused. “You’re pounding up the stairs like a damn elephant.”

      She quickly grabs me by the shirt and drags me into the room, the heel of my foot sending the door swinging shut behind us.

      Once I know we’re alone, I step up and whirl her around to grind my dick against her ass. “You’re the one talking loud enough to wake the dead.”

      “Maybe your cock has me temporarily out of my mind,” she tosses back at me. “I need more. I need it right now, even though you are the last thing I ate.”

      And she swallowed down every bit of my cum too.

      “Fuck. What I want to do to that mouth.” I maneuver her further into the room toward the bed. A mistake, but I have to keep my hands to myself no matter how many fingers I want to slide into her pussy.

      Don’t I?

      Isn’t that the better thing to do?

      When have I ever been a good man?

      “Tell me. Tell me everything you want to do before we move out.” She arches against me, her ass fitting perfectly against my front. “Want me to bend down and touch my toes? Show you how flexible I am?” she asks.

      “I want you to actually prepare for tonight.” I change the subject fast before we both get into trouble. The little princess is nothing but trouble, and the longer we’re alone together, the more she tests my resolve.

      “Is anyone ever really prepared for death? Make no mistake, that’s what it’s going to be if we get there at the right time.” She slowly rises and turns in my arms, looping her hands behind my neck and pressing close. “It’s going to be a bloodbath if we find our culprits there tonight.”

      “A little blood doesn’t scare you,” I reply. “You want to bathe in it like an immortal countess.”

      “It doesn’t,” she agrees. “I know how to handle myself.”

      She knows how to handle me too. Without pause, she bends and shucks her pants aside, delighting me with an unimpeded view of the swell of her ass. Her shirt follows, and she leaves me with my gaze trailing after her. Hooked. Captivated.

      “Do we chance a shower?”

      She holds my eye contact as she flicks open the clasp of her bra, not turning. Only waiting, for me, for whatever I’ll say.

      And I want nothing more than to watch the water slide down her body and follow the tracks with my tongue.

      “Shower if you want. I need to get ready.” My hands clench at my sides.

      “We need to get ready,” Mia corrects.

      “I don’t want you coming. I wish you would let me do this alone.”

      Mia pauses with her hand outstretched toward her dresser. I expect her to fly off the handle and rage. I certainly deserve a little bite after dropping such a huge statement. Instead, she comes out with, “Don’t hold me back. Please, Carter. Don’t hold me back.”

      “I’d never hold you back…but I want you to be safe.”

      How do I express myself in such a way that she understands? It’s not out of any doubts about her capability. It’s the opposite; the other people I won’t be able to control, who will be gunning for her if they see her.

      “I’ve been shooting a gun since I was five,” Mia insists. “I’m probably a better aim than you are.”

      I know, deep down, I won’t be able to talk her out of this. And the last thing I want to do is to incite a riot.

      “...What happens when this is done and I have to start planning my wedding to Ricardo?”

      Her question comes out of left field for me, utterly unexpected and damaging. I tense at the mere thought of it.

      “I have a plan,” I finally manage to get out. It’s not the right time to tell her. Not now. Not when we’re closing in on her leak. “If you manage to stay out of trouble on this one, then I’ll tell you.”

      She lets her bra drop. “I’ll hold you to that.”

      She fractures all of my resolve. Every last bit of it. She is an impossibly delightful sin I’m powerless to resist no matter how I grit my teeth and hold myself back. So I don’t. I bend her over the side of the bed, spanking the sides of her ass until her skin turns bright pink, and push inside her wetness until I’m lost.
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      We move on the warehouse at dusk, five cars from the Balestras and three from the Vittorios. It’s a show of solidarity between our families, on the brink of uniting and coming together in order to eliminate a common threat. A leak will only expand unless it’s permanently plugged, and no one is willing to let it get that far.

      Whatever I have to do to make sure this stops, I will do it.

      Something inside of me jerks at the thought of ending things tonight, on my word. At the thought of using the knife strapped to my inner thigh on a warm, beating heart, the gun in the holster at my waist, and the extra clip beside it.

      If I have to.

      Whatever it takes to get this done and to protect my people.

      Carter doesn’t want me to get hurt, and I understand his concern on a basic level. Protecting me is his entire reason for being here in the first place. His entire job is to keep me from harm.

      But who is going to protect him tonight?

      Who is going to stand at his side and make sure that he’s safe by the end of the day?

      And how is he going to divide his time between protecting me and Ricardo, who insisted on being present for the raid?

      Those thoughts weigh on me, and I chew on my cuticle until a thin sliver of skin separates from the quick, and blood wells in the wake. The first drops spilled like the opening flag drop at a race.

      I glance behind me at the trail of black cars behind mine. This kind of show from the Vittorios, for a mission that does not impact them as much as it does my own family, impresses me. I know the same is true for my father.

      Soon, though, they will all be owned by us. All the wares pushed by the Vittorios will be branded by the Balestra stamp instead.

      At the cost of my happiness.

      I glance in the rearview mirror at the car following mine, with Ricardo in the front passenger seat. It’s not him I want. The thought of building a future with him while Carter stands and watches from the sidelines makes me sick to my stomach.

      I’m supposed to go on with my life and just forget about Carter? And what plan can he possibly have that will get us out of this mess?

      Sooner or later, I’m going to have to fuck Ricardo to make our marriage real. Legitimate.

      Fingers snap by the side of my ear as loud as any gunshot. “Focus,” Carter tells me as we drive.

      “I’m focused,” I reply woodenly.

      “On this. Not on whatever else is going on in your head.” His tone holds a warning.

      I scoff, tucking my bleeding hand underneath my leg. “Don’t act like you know me now.”

      “I do know you, Princess.”

      “Not as well as you think you do.” I’m arguing for nothing.

      I want him to know me. Except there’s no way we can possibly be as close as my mind says we are now. Not when we’ve only started fucking. Not when there has been nothing intentional about this beast between us.

      “Would it be so wrong to want something that doesn’t fall in line with the direction of my family's vision?” I wonder out loud, intrigued by what Carter’s answer will be.

      He shoots me a sidelong glance. “You’re asking me?”

      “You’re the only other person in the car with me.”

      “I…don’t think it’s wrong,” he says hesitantly.

      And Papa? What would he think if I told him to shove his proposal up his ass? That a part of me wanted to run off with my bodyguard and damn the entire operation just to be with Carter?

      Yeah, that wouldn’t blow over well.

      “It’s unnatural for me to even consider going against the wishes of my father. It seems antiquated when I say it out loud, but it’s true. He’s the decision maker, and he’s planned the entire trajectory of his life and mine.” The gun is hefty at my side, the knife blade too warm even with fabric.

      “Your sisters don’t carry the same weight of responsibility that you do,” Carter replies.

      “No, they don’t.” It’s another fact.

      “So what do you want, Princess Mia?” He’s looking at me again.

      We pull off the highway leading the line of cars toward the warehouse. The setting sun casts shadows through trees and buildings, slats of gold and peach and gray.

      Do I really need to spell it out for the man?

      “I’ve never seen you be intentionally obtuse,” I object.

      His smile is a thin sharp line. “Humor me.”

      It’s probably nothing. Probably just a surge of chemicals reacting to being intimate with a man for the first time in my life. Why do I want it to be more? Why does it need to be more?

      Why do I want this connection I feel to be everything for both of us?

      I’m not sure what to say, but I reach out across the middle console separating us, and I link my hand with his, our fingers fitting together perfectly when he turns his palm up to me. I’ve never felt this way about another person before, and a part of me hopes to God it isn’t just because I’ve never been with a man. That sort of thing can seriously fuck up a woman’s radar, I think.

      But I’ve been around men. All of my life, I’ve watched them and watched my sister’s date. I’ve even been on several dates myself but no serious boyfriends.

      Would it be so unheard of to slip into something serious with the first man that I’ve slept with?

      The ludicrous part of it is expecting him to feel the same for me.

      Carter pulls up in front of the warehouse, and the rest of the cadre of cars files in behind us.

      “Are you ready?” he asks, lifting my hand to his lips and kissing my knuckles.

      I never answered him.

      Carter breaks away, checking his guns to make sure the safety is off before he hands one off to me. “This is a powerful piece of machinery, and I’ve got enough clips to take down an army.”

      “I’ve had my hands on better.” I glance down at his crotch and leave no room to misinterpret my meaning.

      His brows furrow down in a clear gesture telling me to hold my tongue.

      We’re a short walk away from the warehouse, and even from this vantage point, I see cars, the gray sedan among them, gathered near the back door of the place. Rafel’s intel was spot on again.

      And I’m willing to bet the inside of the place looks a little fuller than it did when we arrived yesterday. Judging from the trucks…I’ll find our stock inside.

      With the rest of our men behind us, and Carter leading the bust, we break our way into the warehouse. Adrenaline rushes through me and blocks out everything else, every worry for the future or fear for my own life. There’s only the gun in my hands, and the surprised looks on the faces of the men in front of me.

      I point the Magnum pistol at one of them, his arms loaded with a box of goods stamped with the Balestra crest.

      Right fucking time. Right fucking place.

      I shoot him a wolf’s smile. “Put the box down if you know what’s good for you,” I tell him, clicking the safety off for effect.

      The man doesn’t drop the box, but the two behind him do, the wood cracking against the cement with a bang.  The sound spurs the others into action, and one of them whips out a gun, firing off a round that goes wide. A handful of shots follow before the Vittorios move into place, and the Balestras follow behind, rounding up a total of fifteen others.

      Through it all, the man I have my sights trained on hasn’t moved a muscle.

      He looks exactly like the guy we trailed to the motel. Now that I’m getting an up close and personal look, I’m absolutely sure he’s the same one. His hair is much thinner this close, and his face is pockmarked. He glares at me, his nose hooked slightly like a vulture.

      “Why are my goods in your warehouse?” I ask.

      The high of figuring this out runs through my veins like my own personal drug.

      I expect him to lie. I expect to hear all manner of excuses. He slowly drops the box in his hands and sets me with a small smile. “We wanted to get your attention,” he answers at last. “You finally figured it out.”

      He speaks with a heavy southern accent that automatically grates on my nerves. Much worse than anything else, probably because it’s unexpected. Not to mention his grubby paws on our goods. The missing boxes from the shipments that have been disappearing from us over the past six months. They’ve all come through here. Probably all have been touched by this man.

      “Insulting my intelligence isn’t really endearing,” I reply.

      I’m distantly aware of Carter moving into place behind me with his own gun trained on the threats. My arm doesn’t waver.

      “We were dispatched to do this…for you. To prove our mettle to you in hopes we’ll be able to work together.” The man gestures to the others we’ve rounded up, who cluster behind him. None of them look like they’re older than thirty, and several of them have probably been tapped straight out of high school.

      None of them are familiar, either. Until my gaze snags on a man in the back of the group, and I catch my breath.

      The guy from the club. The one who made my martini. My fingers start to tremble.

      “Stealing from my family is not the best way to do it,” I reply louder than necessary.

      “Neither is drugging my daughter,” Edward chimes in from my left. “There must be consequences for these actions and your stupidity.”

      He won’t let this insult stand. 

      It’s a surprise he hasn’t fired yet.

      “Drug her?” The leader of the ragtag wannabes looks ready to argue. “We’d never drug her.”

      I stare at the man in the back, who looks so uncomfortable he squirms. “Would you like to try your story again?”

      “We shot her driver, and that was as much as we were willing to do. We would never hurt your heir, Mr. Balestra.” He speaks directly to my father. Not to me. “Our employer said it was the best way to learn from you. Honestly.”

      “I don’t have time for liars.” Edward cocks his gun and fires off a shot that hits the man in the shoulder rather than the head.

      Unfortunately, the tension in the room has reached a shattering point, and all hell breaks loose.

      Several of the group behind him react to his wound by drawing out their own weapons.

      “Stop! What are you doing? Put your guns down!” The leader lets out a plaintive wail, sprawled on his back and clutching his bleeding shoulder.

      Bullets start to fly, and all of a sudden, we’re back in the Wild West.

      A bullet whizzes by my head, and I duck, hopefully fast enough not to lose a piece of me with Carter at my side with his hand on my back. His eyes are wide but clear, no hint of anguish on his face. Only clear resolve.

      He pushes me down and fires a round. One of the men drops in front of us.

      “This is going well,” I manage to get out. A little breathlessly, but at least I wasn’t losing my shit.

      He wraps an arm around me and drags me closer. My human shield. “I swear, woman, I am going to drag you out of here over my shoulder if I’ve got to,” he grumbles. “These punks are certifiable with this shit.”

      He pushes me forward, and we race through the melee toward the wall and the barrels there, hiding.

      Both of us reach over the top, at the same time, to shoot. The shots ring out clearly, and one of them—I like to think it’s mine—hits the nearest guy in the arm and sends him spinning to the floor.

      The rest of the rounds explode out of my gun until the chamber is empty, and I have to stop, reload. Shit. Faster. I have to be fast about this; otherwise, they’re going to—

      A bullet crashes through the top of the barrel, shattering the wood.

      “Go!” Carter pushes me again.

      One of them, a faceless problem with an automatic weapon, runs at me with a cry and cuts us off before we make it to the door. Without thinking, I kick him in the nuts hard enough to send him to his knees.

      Another set of grabbing hands reaches for me, and I bring my elbow up and over, smashing it into the man’s chest. One hit, then another. A fist knocks me in the wrist, and my gun drops out of sight.

      Angry and utterly alive for the first time in my life, I swing out with my arm like a woman possessed by the devil. My knuckles smash into the side of the man’s head, and Carter fires off a round at his cronies at the same time.

      Arms band around me from the back and haul me off of my feet. “Look who I’ve got!” Hot breath tickles my ear, and I slam my head back and connect with whatever part of the man is closest. He drops me, and I stop on his toes, turning in the same breath and firing off a round into his gut.

      My breath catches in my chest, heart thundering, and Carter knocks me to the left in time to avoid getting shot in the shoulder in the next second. “Go. Go! Now, Mia,” he urges.

      I scramble to my feet, his hand finding mine. The bedlam has turned the open area of the warehouse into an ever-changing obstacle course. We run. Moving among boxes, and in the back of my head, it’s obvious we’re good together.

      A team.

      Like we’ve been working together for ages.

      From around a stack of boxes, the man from the bar, who’d drugged me, steps out of the shadows with a wicked grin lighting his face.

      I open my mouth to say something, anything, just as Carter knocks me out of the way, and a bullet slices through the air close enough to home to have my ears ringing. I land on my hands and knees, turning in time to see blood ripple down from Carter’s side, staining his shirt.

      His eyes go wide.

      Screaming, I scramble to him, grabbing the knife from my thigh and slamming it between a man’s ribs before I dive on Carter.

      “No, no.” Panic ripples through me. I press my hand to his side as Carter sags to his knees, staring at me in a mixture of pain and confusion.

      Blood seeps between my fingers.

      “Where is it?” I mumble, searching. “Where is the exit wound?”

      I run my hand all over him, over his back, under his shirt.

      No exit.

      My screams refuse to silence, and my throat burns with them. The shots eventually quiet down until my sobs are the only sound in the room.

      Carter drops onto his side, his breathing shallow and the blood continuing to rush.

      Through blurry eyes, I catch sight of two of my own men, watching us with shocked expressions.

      “Don’t just stand there! Get the car! We need a doctor,” I yell.

      Carter. Carter. Carter.

      My thoughts are just as much a blur as my eyes, and I focus entirely on him. On the paleness of his face and the lines around his eyes and mouth.

      “You can’t leave me. Do you understand?” I press my hand to his side. “You cannot fucking leave me here alone.” I don’t care who sees me clinging to him.

      Ricardo is at my side a moment later. “Mia, get a hold of yourself,” he murmurs. “People are confused about why you care so much. You can let go of him now. Let go.”

      I won’t stop pressing my hands to his side, Carter going in and out of consciousness. His fingers graze my chin a second later.

      It’s okay.

      He mouths the words, and my tears spring free. “Get the hell off of me,” I screech at Ricardo.

      “Let me handle him. Okay? You’re not strong enough to lift him.”

      Eventually, the cool resolve in Ricardo’s voice cuts through the panic.

      “You’re going to be fine.” I have to say it out loud as if it will somehow make the statement real. “You’re going to be okay, Carter. You have to be fine.”

      Ricardo kneels next to me and practically elbows me out of the way. “Mia, let me take him.”

      “But I’m putting pressure on it,” I tell him unnecessarily.

      He nods, and I realize then he’s got his cell pressed between his head and his shoulder. “Yeah,” he says into the phone. “This is the address.” He rattles it off before saying, “It’s Carter. Make sure there’s a private room available.”

      “Is that the hospital? Who are you talking to?”

      “On my authority. He’s not able to speak to himself. You know who I fucking am.” Ricardo scowls. “I’m his second. You’ll do as I goddamn say, or else you’ll face his wrath once he’s healed. Get here now.”

      My lower lip trembles. What did he say? I blink away the tears. “What do you mean, second? Carter? What’s going on?” I stare between the two men; Carter finally passed out. My head is light and spiraling toward the ceiling with each passing beat of my heart. “I don’t understand.”

      “Hey, it’s okay.” Ricardo places his hands over mine to put pressure on the wound in my place. “Someone is coming to get him.”

      “Mia? Sweetheart, come away from there. Come.” And there’s my father, dragging me away. “Are you hurt? Where is all this blood coming from?”

      It’s too hard to pay attention to them. To struggle against the pull of my father and the crowd, people asking too many questions. The only thing I know is that I’m being taken away from him.

      “I’m fine, I’m fine,” I insist. “No, I’m fine.”

      I’ve lived this story before, struggling to get back to the man who means something special to me, the man bleeding out from a gunshot wound. The stress and trauma of watching the same thing happen to Rafel cascades over me and brings me right back to that night. Only compounded. A thousand times worse because this is Carter, and I’m too far away to see if he’s even still breathing. Or not.

      It doesn’t matter that I’m fine. I’m being taken away against my will.

      “What does he mean, second?” I say loudly. “Ricardo?”

      But he’s refusing to look at me, and I’m tumbling his words together on repeat in my head. On my authority. I’m his second.

      And that means…it means…

      Carter is the Vittorio heir, not Ricardo.

      Carter is my fiancé. And he always has been.
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      “Where the fuck is he?”

      Somehow in the chaos, we make it to Lakeside though it feels like the rest of the world is going on without me. Like I’m somehow stuck in time and space while reality swims. Carter’s been taken into surgery, and that’s all I know. Sometime between them wheeling him away on a stretcher, ashen and still, and now, someone shoved a cup of coffee into my hands.

      Carter is my fiancé.

      He’s been lying to me this entire time.

      And I can’t focus on the betrayal. Only him, him, him. Where he is and how he’s doing and why Ricardo is standing there like a patsy not telling me shit.

      He holds his arms out to his side, about half a second away from shrugging. Again. “I told you, he’s fine. Why don’t you go home and let me handle things?”

      If I hadn’t lost my weapons…if my father hadn’t been downstairs in the hospital lobby waiting for me to get my act together and come home…

      I drop the coffee, the lid exploding off, and lunge for Ricardo. He goes wide-eyed when I grab him by the lapels of his shirt and drag him down so that we’re nose to nose.

      “If you don't start talking, then I’m going to—”

      “What?” he interrupts. Sounding a bit shaky. Good. “You’re going to threaten me?”

      “Yeah, I am, you little fuckhead, unless you start telling me what I need to know.” My brain spirals in a dark direction. “Where is Carter? Start talking, or I’m going to shove your head through the vending machine glass and start busting into rooms.”

      “I’m sure your daddy won’t take kindly to that,” Ricardo replies.

      Gone is the smarmy yes man I’d come to see, both during his meetings with the families and during our interview. I have a feeling I’m staring at the real Ricardo now, without masks, without the leverage of whatever game he and his fake bodyguard had been playing.

      He’s a little dead-eyed, a little tired, and clearly not willing to put up with my shit. Or my hysterics, as I’m sure he’s about a breath away from calling it.

      “I’m not leaving here until I see him for myself, and my father can go to hell if he’s too impatient to see that. I’m fine if he takes you with him.” I pull Ricardo down to me further, and when I’m sure he’s off guard, I reach around to drag the gun from the back of his pants.

      Only then do I put distance between us, the muzzle trained on his heart.

      “Your man isn’t going to like you shooting his nephew, Princess,” Ricardo says slowly. His smile is easy but a little frayed at the edges.

      “Ah, the truth comes out at last,” I reply with a drawl. “And Carter is the only one who gets to call me that.”

      The halls of the hospital offer no real privacy with so many people coming and going. Then again, I don’t care who sees the gun or hears my threats. Not when I fully plan to follow through on every sick, depraved thing I know how to accomplish to make him talk.

      To make him tell me where Carter has been taken.

      Ricardo covers my hands with his but makes no move to pry me off. “I’m not the one who should be giving answers right now. Not when you cheated on me.”

      “Cheated on you,” I snap. “You’re joking. Right?”

      He stares off to the side, guilty as anything, and I have to laugh.

      “None of it was real.” Carter is the real heir. No bodyguard. A powerhouse occupying a phantom role to do what? To get close to me?

      I need to talk to him.

      “And if none of it was real between us, then no, I didn’t cheat on you. Tell me everything, or you are going to have a serious problem.”

      Ricardo lets out a sigh, and something about the sound has me loosening my hold on his shirt. “Come on.”

      He presses light fingers against the small of my back to guide me down the hall toward an unoccupied room, my arm going limp at my side and the gun hidden there.

      Checking to make sure we’re alone, he closes the door behind us. “Yes, okay. Fine.” He looks deflated. “I’m not the real heir to the Vittorio clan. My mom is Carter’s sister.”

      I start. “How long did you guys think you’d be able to pull this off?” They look nothing alike. Except for the way they move sometimes or certain inflections when they speak. Which I attributed to the two of them spending time together. Carter working for Ricardo. Not working together.

      Not…anything like reality.

      “Keep this to yourself, please,” Ricardo continues. “If it gets out that I’m not who we said I am, then it jeopardizes everything. And everyone.”

      My hands go to my hips. “I don’t understand. Why lie?”

      “Carter thought it would be a better decision, strategically, for him to hang back and act as bodyguard.” Ricardo grabs the gun and pries it from my limp fingers before returning it to his back. “People take one look at me and assume I’m the one in charge. Not sure why. We decided to use it to our advantage since it happens anyway. It gives him more freedom, in a way. He realized he’d see more from behind the scenes while the spotlight stayed on me.”

      Things click into place slowly, like someone focusing a camera lens.

      It’s exactly what Carter told me. People always assume less of him based on his age, his looks. His position. People expect a guard to do one thing and one thing only; shoot first and ask questions later. They can go anywhere, be anyone.

      And watch everything because of their access.

      It really is a strategic decision, the two of them concocting this absolutely brilliant ruse, and I hate that I understand it.

      “You lied to me. Both of you lied to me, and you played me for a fucking fool,” I growl.

      Ricardo flashes me the ghost of a smile. “Don't be too mad at me, sweetheart. We lie to everyone. It’s nothing personal.”

      I think that’s what stings the most right now. That I gave myself to Carter only to realize he’s deluded me from the start. Thinking I was going against the grain and seizing one perfect moment for myself, for once in my life, only to find…

      I’d slept with my actual fiancé.

      Nothing forbidden about it.

      I want to slap myself in the head for not realizing it sooner. He’d probably talked up all the I’ve got to keep my hands to myself stuff to keep me from getting too close before he was ready.

      “What were you hoping to find when it came to my family? No.” I smooth a hand through my hair, feeling like I’ve aged a hundred years. “What were you planning to do when it came time for the wedding? You were going to marry me under false pretenses.”

      “To be fair, I never actually planned on marrying you. Unc…didn’t really want to discuss you yet. But I know he really does care about you, Mia. He never wanted you to get hurt.”

      “Then tell me where he is.”

      Ricardo shakes his head. “Sorry, I can’t do that. It’s safer for you to stay with me. Better yet, go home. Rest. We’ve gotten everything fixed at this point.” His phone bleats in his pocket, and he reaches for it, reading the incoming text. “At least I can tell you that he’s fine. The bullet lodged in his ribcage but didn’t do anything besides fracture a rib. He’s going to be okay.”

      Relief crashes through me to the point where my head goes light, and I have to grip the windowsill to keep from keeling over. “He’s okay?”

      “He’s a tough guy, Mia. I’m sure you’ve realized that already. It’s going to take more than a bullet to keep him down," Ricardo says.

      Yes, but will it take more than a bullet to keep him from me?

      I want to ask and find the words strangely lodged at the back of my throat. “I’m really glad to hear that.”

      Ricardo tips his head to the side, studying me. Whatever he sees there has him chuckling darkly. “Get some rest,” he repeats. “He’s not going anywhere. It’s better for you to protect yourself right now than worry about him. Leave that to me.”

      “And I can trust you with him?” I want to know.

      “The man practically raised me.” Rather than acting incredulous, he tips his head back and laughs. “You can trust me.”

      It might be a bad idea, but I do. Right now, I have no choice.

      “Fine.” I walk past Ricardo and pat him on the shoulder. “I’m going out to grab a breath of fresh air.”

      “Take your time. Grab more coffee.”

      I get the feeling he’s teasing me. But the ordeal is over.

      That’s what I have to keep telling myself.

      The ordeal is over, and the shipments are fine. I’m fine. Carter is safe, and…he really is mine. The realization strikes me, and I press a hand to my stomach, still feeling his impression inside my body. The aches in my lower abdomen and core where he made his mark.

      Shit, this isn’t how I thought things would go. Not by a long shot.

      “Ma’am! Ma’am, are you all right?”

      It takes me way too long to realize that several nurses have gotten close, and the ma’am they’re addressing is me. One of them grabs me by the arm and inspects the blood caked on my skin. Despite my best efforts to pull away, the bitch is strong.

      “I’m fine,” I snap. “This isn’t my blood.”

      “We need to get you to one of the observation rooms. Jeff? Do you think three is open?” the woman asks.

      It’s a strange sense of deja vu, being back at the hospital. Arguing with people who lack the capacity or the willingness to hear me out.

      “You need to start believing that I’m not stupid enough to walk around after I’ve been shot.” I wrench my arm back, holding it close to my chest. “It’s not my blood.”

      The nurse eyes me, surprised. “I’m sorry.”

      “Yes, and you should be.”

      I’m not going to waste my time arguing with hospital staff. Once the elevator reaches the ground floor, the doors opening with a ding, I cross the lobby and head out the sliding glass doors toward the parking lot. The full parking lot, I note. Must be a full moon. The place seems crazier than usual. Or maybe it’s just the nurses forced into go mode.

      Either way—

      The night air doesn’t do wonders for my psyche, either. If anything, it clogs my lungs further, and I press a hand to my chest to physically push. The motion does nothing for the tightness there.

      Carter’s okay, but nothing feels fixed yet. As though there are still several hurdles for me to surpass before I can get to a semblance of peace again. The three of us are going to have to sit down and have a serious talk once Carter recovers. Without Papa, I add. Having my father there will only make this entire thing worse than it already is.

      A stray thought tickles the back of my head.

      The men from the warehouse…they said they did all this to get our attention. They also mentioned working for someone else. Hadn’t they?

      I don’t remember. Not in any great detail. Maybe Carter will once he recovers enough for an interrogation.

      A car drives by and slows.

      By the time I look up to see who is behind the wheel, it’s too late.

      Someone grabs me from behind, pressing a cloth over my mouth and forcing me to inhale some kind of noxious fumes. Their arms are iron banded around me, and I struggle to kick back, to elbow them, and free myself, but they’ve got me gripped.

      I can’t breathe.

      I can’t think, every part of me hot and tense and woozy. Panicked, I struggle, but the chemical is already in my system, choking me. It happens too fast. Even the fear eventually fades, and soon there’s nothing but darkness.
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      Everything hurts like a goddamn motherfucker. From the tips of my toes to the top of my head and in between. Even my hair pulses. And when I open my eyes, and Ricardo’s face swims into view, shifting from blur to steady, I frown. “Yours is not the face I was hoping to see,” I manage to grunt.

      Even talking causes my muscles to spasm.

      The rest of the room sharpens. Ricardo says nothing as he makes himself comfortable on the edge of the hospital mattress. The space is filled with the steady beating of the heart monitor, which is a pretty good thing, I’d say. The closed door blocks off most of the sound from the hallway.

      “Your girl caused a big scene when I refused to tell her where you are,” he says, staring off into the distant dust-filled corners. “She even stole my gun. Told her you wouldn’t be too happy if I turned up dead.”

      Amusement flickers through me. “Sounds like her.”

      I’ve taken bullets before and hits too numerous to remember them all. For some fucking reason, diving in front of the gunshot meant for Mia hit harder than most on multiple levels. Left on a surgeon’s glistening table, for one. Two…

      If it took her down, I wouldn’t be able to live.

      “She went outside for a breather, but she’s coming right back, and she’s sure to raise hell,” Ricardo continues.

      “Think you can go easy on her and let her know I’m right here?” I ask. “Maybe even bring her up?”

      I lean heavily into the pillows at my back, working my fingers just to make sure I still can. The pain is a bitch, but even now, I’m getting used to it.

      Ricardo chuffs out a laugh, his lips twisted in a small smile. “Sure. I’ll do my best. I’ll even scoop her up and hand deliver her to you if that’s what you want.”

      Without moving the rest of me, I shift my head to face him and make sure he’s looking me dead in the eyes when I say, “You keep your fucking hands off of her.”

      Oops. I hadn’t meant to go that feral on him.

      Rather than cowing or smiling, Ricardo simply stands there. Long enough to make me tense. “She, ah…she knows, Unc. She knows the truth. All of it.”

      I don’t have to ask him to clarify. My brows furrow down in a sharp V. Mia finding out about my deception now isn’t the best in terms of timing. She’s got to be absolutely furious. Did Ricardo get his gun back from her? He must have.

      Well, fuck me gently with a machete. Maybe I can use my bullet wound as leverage?

      I sigh. “Go find her and bring her in here. Now.”

      Ricardo looks like he wants to say something but zips his lips. Finally, he pushes off of the bed, and he’s out the door in his next breath.

      My chest feels too tight for comfort, my lungs spasming, and I have to force myself to calm the eff down. Mia knows the truth. Every bit, according to Ricardo, which may or may not be the truth. But how far does her knowledge really extend, and what did he tell her?

      About me? About…the real man she’s engaged to and how I lied about it from the start?

      The back of my head and neck start to pound, and I swear I’ve broken out in a cold, clammy sweat at the thought of her fury. And worse—any sense of betrayal. What can I say to start smoothing it over for her?

      Maybe she won't want to hear it.

      Worrying about her reaction is worse than the fucking gunshot.

      What if she thinks my lies were big enough to have caused her irreparable damage, and she calls off the engagement? She’d talked about it in the car, back when she thought Ricardo would be the one waiting for her at the end of the church aisle.

      “Unc, she’s not outside.”

      I jump at the sound of Ricardo’s voice and immediately regret the movement. “What do you mean?”

      “I mean,” he says easily, “that she must still be out catching her breath, but I didn’t see her. I ran into her sister and said to send her over.” Ricardo rolls his eyes. “I even gave her your all-so-private room number.”

      I tap my fingers on the side of the bed, and the heart monitor beeps pitifully. “Does the old man know?”

      “Not yet. Figure we need to discuss it with Mia herself before we let Edward know,” Ricardo says with a shrug. “He’s been so flustered with her, all the blood, that he hasn’t said much.”

      “Blood?” I sit up straighter.

      “Your blood…don’t tell me you’re going to go all psycho on me too.” Ricardo crosses his arms over his chest.

      I flash him my teeth and say, “Does that sound like me?”

      “Yes. It absolutely does. She’s fine. I’m sure she’s fine. She just went a little psycho herself when you went down. How much do you remember?”

      Not enough. Not nearly enough for me to piece the whole picture together, which is fucking infuriating. My wound throbs as I force myself up into a seated position, calling every ounce of willpower at my disposal to even adjust.

      “As long as she’s safe. That's what matters,” I grit out. “And someone get me a couple of ibuprofen. I want out of this bed.”

      Ricardo reaches for me. “Easy, Uncie Poo.”

      “Call me that one more time, and I’m going to rip your spine out through your throat.”

      “Yeah, yeah.” He is used to the threats at this point.

      Mia is taking much longer than I’d expect to get back from her walk. Not that I’m trying to time her. I just want to see her. Hold her. Explain myself before she gets a wild hair in her head about why I lied and starts coming up with stories.

      It’s important for me to be able to explain myself, and the sooner I get a handle on it, the better it will be for us. For me. Of all the relationships I’ve had in my life—not that this even counts as a relationship in the traditional sense—this is the most serious I’ve ever felt about a woman.

      I tap out a stronger beat with my fingers until Ricardo gets back with a nurse, clucking her tongue at me, and my drugs.

      And Mia is so much younger than me. How will we even find things to talk about? How are we on the same page?

      Our styles of communication have got to be similar based on this lifestyle. She understands me.

      The feeling is mutual.

      I stretch to set my feet down solidly on the floor, muscles stiff and protesting, and fumble around on the side table. Enough waiting. Time for me to make the first move. Finally, I grab hold of my phone and call her.

      There’s no answer.

      Worry skitters along my spine with spidery fingers. It’s driving me fucking crazy not knowing where she is. “How long ago did she go out for some air?” I question.

      Ricardo shrugs. “I don’t know. It’s not like I have a timer set. She needed space.”

      “You let her go alone?”

      The weight presses down on me further. Ricardo sees it and disappears, only to return half a heartbeat later with the sister in tow.

      Isabella.

      “Since you can’t get up yet,” he says in lieu of explanation. “Thought it might be better to get our information straight from the horse’s mouth.

      “She probably ran home to make herself pretty for your grand reunion,” Isabella says, scowling sideways at Ricardo for the horse comment. “I wouldn’t worry too much about it.” She turns to me, and I have the gut feeling that this child—even though she’s only a few years younger than Mia—sees everything. Every piece of me flayed open and on display for her.

      Fuck. I have to get a grip. I’m losing it.

      “Have you heard from her at all?” I press.

      “I have so many questions for you two,” Isabella continues. “Too many questions that demand answers. You’ve been cagey from the start, and now you’ve lost the plot entirely. Haven’t you?”

      “Probably not the time to go there. Yeah?” Ricardo scolds her, and Isabella shoots a fiery grimace at him.

      It seems all the Balestra girls have perfected the same expression, designed to cut a man down at the knees.

      It might amuse me if this one has information about Mia, but it seems to me that Isabella is more concerned with Ricardo than with her sister. I cut my gaze away from her and force my legs to straighten. Pain shoots through me, and I drop back, shoving all of it to the side until it dulls at the periphery of my attention.

      “Where are you going? You shouldn’t be moving yet.” Ricardo lurches forward to physically stop me.

      “Let him go. You’re clearly not going to stop him,” Isabella says with a laugh before her phone rings. “Shit, let me…hold on…”

      I’m only paying her the smallest bit of attention as she answers the call.

      But I still and zero in when she gasps, when I turn around to look at her, and her eyes are round.

      “So, Mia isn’t home. Her driver is still in the hospital parking lot.” Her voice is small. “She never left.”

      “She was just going out for air. She should still be here,” Ricardo replies as if it will somehow make the statement true.

      I struggle to stand to my full height, my head swimmy with the pain and the wound throbbing with each movement. “I’m going to look for her. Fuck this.”

      Ricardo reaches out, his hand gently pressing to my chest. “Are you crazy? No way.”

      “Get out of my goddamn way. I’m leaving this hospital right now and getting my fiancee back.” It’s a sick inner sense and nothing I’d be able to explain logically. But the attack on her when I first snuck into this hospital, the way someone slipped a drug into her drink…

      What if someone made their move while she was vulnerable? I’m willing to bet my life that she’s not on hospital grounds anymore. I struggle with my clothes, the open back of the hospital gown letting in way too much air for my liking. When it becomes abundantly clear to my nephew that I’m not stopping, he ushers an increasingly panicky Isabella out of the room and helps me with my shirt.

      “This is a bad idea, Unc,” he protests. “Let me get our men on this. They’ll be able to track her for you.”

      “Oh, you’re going to get the men on this. But I’m also going after her,” I reply.

      I hobble out of the room and leave everyone staring behind me. Ricardo finally pulls his head out of his ass and snaps to attention, gathering resources with the press of a button on his cell and urging Isabella to do the same.

      Hospital security is located somewhere on the ground floor. Despite my body barking in protest with each step, I make it down there as quickly as possible, out of breath.

      The security guards in the room stand to attention when I walk through the door, instantly babbling about how I’m not supposed to be in there.

      “I need to see footage from the parking lot.” I’m in a shit ton of pain, and my vision blurs with it. “My fiancee has been taken.”

      “That’s improbable, sir. We’ve seen nothing out of the ordinary on the feeds,” the man on the left tells me belligerently, already ushering me back out the door.

      “She was visiting me.” My hand goes to my wound. “No one was watching her when she went outside.”

      They should have been.

      Why would anyone let their guard down now?

      “Gentlemen, if you wouldn’t mind.” Ricardo steps up behind me and smoothly takes out his wallet and a wad of cash from the interior. “We’d be happy to pay you for a brief moment of your time. This would have happened in the last thirty minutes only. So surely there isn’t a ton of footage to sift through. Just indulge the man and look to see if you might have missed something.”

      And there is my nephew, offering fuck-you bribe money.

      I center my focus on the feeds of the parking lot and see nothing but grainy black and white and gray stillness. No Mia.

      When the security guards have accepted his bribe, the footage on the screen, Ricardo hisses in my ear, “The bullet cracked your rib, you idiot. You had surgery to get the thing removed. Leave this to me, please. I’m begging you.”

      “I don’t give a shit,” I hiss back. A shadow on screen catches my eyes, and I point. “There. Do you see it? Stop! Go back.”

      My final words are shouted, and the guard to the left only blinks. He presses a button, changing from one camera angle to another, and right there is Mia. As large as life. She’s staring out at something offscreen.

      A large figure wearing a black hoodie appears behind her with gloves and a cloth in his hand. The cloth over her mouth. I watch her struggle. Then she’s dragged out of the frame, and I go cold.

      No. This isn’t happening.

      “I need that footage immediately,” I demand.

      “Sir, that really isn’t protocol,” the right guard replies. “We can’t simply turn over—”

      “Fuck your protocol. I need that footage to find her. Don’t you understand?”

      The air in the room disappears molecule by molecule with the addition of another body. Edward Balestra fills the space with his presence.

      “I suggest you do as he says, gentlemen, or else my patronage to this hospital will be forced to drastically decrease to the point where you will wish you’d made a different choice. You know who I am.” He points. “That is my daughter on the screen, and if you stand in the way of finding her, I’ll make sure you’re both personally at fault for whatever happens to her.”

      The guards obey immediately. Of course they know who he is. Even if they hadn’t been in his pocket, most staff are made well aware of who supplies the cash flow to this hospital.

      Ricardo steps closer to me, Edward following, the three of us a unit at once. All of us determined to find Mia.

      “What do we do?” Edward asks.

      Me. He asks me.

      “We need to see if we can find any more details on the attacker from the footage. The man didn’t just come out of nowhere. He had to drive here, had to have a car to take her out of the lot,” I point out.

      When I turn to him, the look on his face knocks the remaining bit of air from my lungs. He’s displaying every ounce of anger, disgust, and concern I feel. “You were supposed to protect her. You were supposed to be there for her,” he says.

      “I’m sorry,” I caress my side, “but I was a little busy getting shot doing exactly that.”

      We discuss strategy on our drive back to the house, the footage in tow on a zip drive given over by the security guards, Rafel and the others in the basement already alerted to our arrival. And only after Edward read every single one of them the riot act. Isabella and Ricardo are pressed together in the back seat, making themselves more comfortable than they have a right to be.

      “Finding out where she’s been taken is going to be the hardest part,” Ricardo pipes up.

      “Hopefully, the hospital footage will give us a place to start,” I manage through gritted teeth. “If we know who it is who took her, we’ll be able to track them. I’m sure of it.”

      “The warehouse?” Edward asks from behind the wheel. “Do you think they would have taken her there?”

      I shake my head before replying, “I think the warehouse was only used for storage. These people are not very smart.” I cut him a sideways look. “To steal from you in the first place. Hell of a way to get someone's attention.”

      “A better way to end up underground,” Edward replies. “Do you truly believe they are after my business? To hurt me? Or does this somehow center solely around my daughter?”

      It’s hard for him to ask and impossible for me to answer. “I don’t know.”

      Edward taps his fingers on his leg, his knuckles arthritic and swollen. I’ve never noticed it before. “You fooled us all. With your little ruse.” He catches Ricardo’s attention from the rearview mirror. “As though our close proximity these last few days wouldn't give me a hint.”

      Ricardo leans forward. “I’m surprised you’re not madder than you are in that regard.”

      “Extenuating circumstances.” Edward sounds sure. “It seems to me that we all assumed what you wanted us to assume, so any hurt feelings are on me. We ran with it.” The look in his eyes says there may very well be repercussions down the line, but it’s all put aside for now.

      For however long.

      “They certainly did pull one over on you, Daddy,” Isabella chimes in happily.

      The only one of us in any way chipper, and I spare a glance at her. She winks at me. Awfully cocky to have such a high level of faith in me. Or perhaps only in her father.

      “Smart move, though, I suppose,” Edward begrudgingly admits. “To act like a bodyguard to gather more intel. Quite smart. Never attempt it again, and I may very well have to renegotiate the terms of our merger.”

      “Seems to me that my uncle has switched from intel gathering to Mia gathering,” Ricardo says.

      Isabella smacks him in the chest. “That is not funny! It’s not the right time for jokes.”

      Once we’re back at the compound, I head down to the basement with Balestra on my heels. The moment the elevator doors open, I call out for Rafel, who limps over as quickly as possible with the help of a cane.

      Does he have a spare?

      “Here is footage from the hospital.” I hand off the zip drive to him. “See if you can run plates of nearby vehicles or get whatever you can from the man on the screen.”

      Rafel nods once. “I’m on it.”

      And the kicker is, if anyone is going to find what we need, it’s him.

      “Anything,” I call after him. “I’ll take it as a lead and hunt it down while you’re looking.” I’m going to get my fiancee back if it’s the last thing I do. And heaven help whoever tries to stand in my way.
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      Waking up tied to a chair with a headache from hell isn’t my idea of a dream vacation.

      It’s more like a trip through Dante’s inferno with all the devils at my back. Every inch of my skin hurts, and my temples pulse, my teeth throbbing along with them. I run my tongue along my teeth, and although they feel stupidly fuzzy, nothing is broken.

      Why would they be broken?

      Groggy, I test the ropes around my wrists and ankles for any give and find none.

      Son of a bitch. The scene trickles back to me in bits and pieces. Ricardo’s refusal to bring me to Carter, the walk, the kidnap.

      Someone fucking kidnapped me.

      A small whimper from the left sounds before I have a chance to go straight into terror, and I jerk in that direction. Slowly, I blink through gritty eyes and refocus on a familiar face, just as tied down, just as fucked up as I am.

      Alice.

      And she’s clearly been here, crying, for a long time. Her mascara has run and stained the sides of her cheeks, dried in place. There’s blood beneath her fingernails, and her pants are stained with urine.

      Her eyes plead with me to help her, but how can I help her if I can’t even help myself?

      I try to send her a look of calm resolve, the kind that says I’ve got this when I so clearly don’t. Inferring from the way her eyes widen? She sees the truth.

      She’s saying something beneath the frayed-edged rag stuffed between her lips. The words are too muffled for me to make out, but the way her knuckles go white where she grips the sides of the chair is unmistakable.

      I shake my head, running my tongue over my teeth. No gag. Nothing but the pounding headaches and the ropes binding my wrists and feet to the chair.

      Alice’s wrists are raw and red, dried blood crusted to her skin. How long has she been down here?

      Her frantic words of alarm slowly shift into low sobs. There’s not a thing I can do for either one of us if I don’t know where I am. Through the pounding in my head, I crane my neck to take in the room. Our chairs aren’t bolted to the ground, and there are several large pieces of furniture pushed to the walls. Crates marked by shadowed stamps stack in a pyramid shape near an open door. Storage?

      Where the hell am I?

      Alice sucks in a breath and goes still, closing her eyes and hunching in on herself. Voices approach down the hallway and grow louder with each passing second.

      “Trust me.”

      A man laughs, the sound a rich and acidic baritone. “Trust you? When you’ve mucked things up beyond repair?”

      Recognition remains just out of reach even as the voices swim out of left field. I struggle to turn my head to the side to get a clearer angle. 

      I know the tone, don't I? Something about it is intimately familiar. Moreover, my reaction to the syllables is familiar. Annoyance. The grating tone—

      “Dad, trust me! We can make it look like we rescued her. Balestra will be so goddamn happy to have her back safe and sound that he’ll make me her fiancé rather than that pretty boy.”

      Accardi.

      Vincent and Hector arguing with each other only a few feet away.

      “What is wrong with you?” Hector’s tone drops lower, the venom in each syllable enough to churn my stomach. “You didn’t think to run this by me before you went off half-cocked?”

      “I thought you’d be proud,” Vincent argues petulantly.

      “Proud? That you put a hit out on Mia Balestra? That you’ve been sending men to steal from them? You’re out of your mind!””

      Dominoes clack together in my mind, gaining momentum, the situation clear.

      “If you thought to come to me before this disaster, I might have been able to suggest a better alternative.” It’s impossible to peel my eyes open completely, but Hector is livid. Struggling to understand whatever it is his son has done.

      “I’m the heir. The fucking heir! If you can’t trust me, then we’ve got no business in this game,” Vincent retorts.

      They stop just outside of the room, someone’s back visible through the doorway. Alice continues to shiver as though the ropes are the only things keeping her seated, her movements violent.

      “You’ve got no business in this game, Son. This isn’t going to work,” Hector replies. “You’re out of your mind!”

      Vincent laughs. “I might be out of my mind, but at least I’m coming up with ideas, Dad. I’m the only one concerned about expansion and growth on any sort of large scale. Which makes it utter horse shit that Balestra didn’t pick me to—ah, there she is! Welcome to the party, Mia. Look who is finally awake.”

      Vincent strolls into the room with his hands slid into his pockets, and his hair slicked back over the top of his head. Little rat fuck. His gun bulges in his pants. He ignores Alice entirely, even when she starts sobbing again, only reaching out to kick her chair with his left foot and sending her skittering away. His eyes are on me alone.

      “I’m sorry it had to be this way, but I promise you—” He breaks off to flick a glare over his shoulder at the barely visible figure of Hector. “I have things absolutely under control. Are you feeling okay?”

      Despite every instinct, I force myself to pause and think.

      How do I do this? Anger won’t work on him. He’s the type of person with an ego the size of Texas. And egos that large need to be catered to in a specific way. Fighting back and forcing him to reconsider his motives is a waste of time.

      So is asking him what the actual fuck he was thinking when he decided to fuck with me and mine.

      It will only set him off, and more than likely end up with a tantrum and the business end of that bulge.

      When I finally meet his eyes, it’s to smile at him, blinking. “Vincent? I don’t understand.” I keep my voice soft and accommodating. “What’s going on, and why do you have me tied?” I arch my wrists against the ropes.

      His smile grows, and he steps closer before shooting his father a look over his shoulder. I told you so. “It’s okay, Mia,” he soothes in an absolutely not-soothing tone. “I’ve got you now. Everything is going to be all right, I promise.”

      I test the binds again, meek and terrified as a kitten in a windstorm. “What’s going on?”

      “You’re safe.” He’s gone indulgent.

      “Vincent, this is not a good idea. She knows who we are. It’s too late to return her and pray for mercy from her father,” Hector adds. He glances at Alice but makes no move to help her in any way.

      No move to help me, either, although he’s the only one talking sense at the moment.

      There are no prayers strong enough to grant either of them mercy now.

      When my father comes for me, they’ll be nothing but a memory.

      Hector Accardi is a smart man, however, and he’s done a halfway decent job of building his own empire. It seems the only thing he can’t make a go of is keeping his son on a leash, which is where the boy belongs.

      Boy. Because when I hold him up next to Carter, Vincent falls short in every single way.

      The boy in question is close enough to touch me now. He drags his index finger and middle finger along my forehead and down the curve of my cheek, and I swallow over revulsion. “The ropes are to keep you from hurting yourself. It’s not an easy ride, coming up from chloroform. And it was the only way to get you here without an argument. How do you feel?”

      Like I want to kick his balls into his body so hard he chokes on them.

      I don’t want to die.

      I don’t want to be tortured, either, which is a possibility if I can’t convince him of my cooperation.

      One wrong move, and Vincent—who must already be close to the edge of insanity, pulling a stunt like this—might snap. It’s not a risk I’m willing to take. Especially not when my body still feels like it’s in free fall, nothing solid to cling to, and Alice is over there crying like a kitten.

      I’ve only got a hope that I’ll be able to make it out of here before something worse than death happens. There’s no mistaking the heat in his eyes when he looks at me.

      “This is wrong,” Hector adds. “Vincent, you’ve got to see reason. Let her go, and let’s run.”

      Too late. Hector knows it’s too late. To go back, to stop any of this from happening. And in a moment, the ignored head of the Accardis turns on his heel and heads out of the room, too close to his own free-fall into rage.

      I push all of my own panic and confusion aside and focus on Vincent. There are two of his personal guards standing at the door, and although the right one sneaks looks between the two of us, the one on the left is older and focuses straight ahead. Neither one of them will move to help me or Alice.

      Maybe…

      No.

      No.

      Vincent stares at me expectantly.  Waiting for my answer.

      I can’t do it. I won’t do it.

      Do I have a choice?

      The heat is something I can work with, no matter how sick it makes me.

      “I don’t feel very well, actually.” I bite down on my tongue and lean into Vincent’s palm. “Will you help me? I’m so woozy.”

      Sure. He helps me by continuing his perusal of my face and neck with his hands. Touching my neck, my earlobe, the curve of my jaw. Lingering at my lips before his attention darts down to my breasts.

      “Of course I’ll help you, Mia,” he murmurs. “I’ve always been here to help you. And I would have been there for the rest of our lives if your father had chosen me to marry you.”

      “He clearly made the wrong choice. I had no say in it,” I insist.

      He flicks his eyes up to meet mine, a hint of surprise showing.

      “It’s true,” I continue. Oops, too much excitement. Time to rein it back in, no matter how frantically my heart races. Hesitation…that’s what will make the difference. “I’ve…been watching you. Since you first started coming to the meetings with your father. You’ve always been so strong, so stoic. And driven. I love a man who goes after what he wants and takes it for his own. I respect it.”

      Still holding my attention, Vincent shifts his hand down across my collarbone. Along the plane of my chest and stops just above the swell of my left breast. “Is that so?” he asks in a low tone.

      “Absolutely.”

      My breath catches when he dips his fingers beneath the fabric. He pauses only a moment before his finger travels south, underneath my bra, catching a nipple. This little piece of shit. He’s grinning like an ape as he circles my nipple with his index finger, dragging his fingernail across the bud and still holding eye contact.

      My stomach takes a long fast dive.

      “I wanted it to be you,” I tell him. “Not the Vittorios.” I bite down on my lip to keep from crying out when he palms my entire breast possessively. “Can we find a way to make it work? So that we can be together, Vincent?”

      He’s touching me. He’s touching me as if he owns me, and inside I’m screaming.

      Hector returns not a second too soon, and the disapproval on his face at finding his son with a hand down my shirt is clear. Vincent removes his revolting appendage and turns to face his father.

      “What, old man?” he barks out. “Can't you see we’re busy?”

      “Stop talking to her,” Hector warns. “You’re only going to make things worse for us. Don’t you realize we can’t let her leave? She’ll go right back to her father, and he will kill us.”

      Vincent gets in his father’s face, practically standing on the tips of his toes to make himself larger than he actually is. “They’ll kill us faster if they find out we murdered her. Besides.” He turns to me with a leering grin. “She wants me.”

      “Vincent, please. You’re sick. This is wrong, and you know it.”

      “Says the man who took a girl off the streets and forced her to marry him,” Vincent snaps back.

      Hector glowers. “Don’t you dare talk about your mother that way.”

      But Vincent is done talking to his father entirely. “Get out of my way. We do it the way I want from now on. Go play with your fucking chess set. You’ve always had more time for it than for me, anyway.”

      “Vincent…fuck.” Hector sighs, sagging. “I’m going to figure out a way to handle this. Stay away from the girl in the meantime.”

      A plea for Hector to stay, begging him to save me, dies on my lips when Accardi leaves the room again. Alice has stopped sobbing, but I don’t dare look at her to see what’s going on. Don’t dare take my eyes off of Vincent.

      “I’m hungry,” I finally say. “And thirsty.” I lick my lips slowly, making sure he’s following each minuscule movement. “Can you please get me something, Vin? Please?”

      “Anything.”

      He rushes out of the room and returns with a plate of pasta with olive oil and fresh parmesan. My stomach does rumble, but the hunger shrivels up and dies when Vincent picks up a penne noodle and presses it to my lips with his fingers rather than a fork. Insistent.

      “Eat, love,” he whispers. “Eat.”

      Oh god. My lips tremble as I force them to part for him, open-mouthed.

      He slides the pasta inside as if he’s imagining how his cock will fit. Don’t bite. I’m forced to chew and screw up my face in a facsimile of delight.

      “It’s so good,” I manage.

      His chest hitches as he feeds me the next noodle, and I suck his finger into my mouth, swirling my tongue around the digit before releasing him. It’s a risk.

      It pays off.

      “Holy fuck, Mia.”

      “Vincent.”

      So much weight in a single name, and he shudders, dropping his head and breaking eye contact. I’m going to be sick to my stomach. Especially when he tries to be sensual with me. When he utters my name in return. A prayer.

      “Your father wants to kill me,” I say.

      He shakes his head. “I won’t let him.”

      “What happens if he comes back in here with a gun? I’m scared.”

      He drops the plate with a clatter, and pasta flies everywhere. “I already told you. I won’t let him kill you, Mia. You’ve got to trust me.”

      Alice whimpers at the sound.

      I shake my head and moan to keep Vincent facing me. “I don’t want to die a virgin,” I whisper. “Do you understand? If he’s going to hurt me, then I at least want to go out knowing I’ve been loved right.”

      Oh, boy, does Vincent get the message.

      I need him out of here, out of this room, and this is the fastest path to getting my limbs free. Think. Think, Mia, think.

      “Are you serious?” Vincent asks.

      I bite my lip. “You, Vin. Please. Take me.”

      Then he starts to untie the ropes. My heart flip-flops right into my stomach and stays there, beating rapidly. 

      “Will you take me to your room?” My voice shakes.

      I have to be smart about this. Vincent might be slender, but it’s the scrappy sort of build that street fighters use to their advantage because it lulls their opponent into a false sense of security. He’ll overpower me in a heartbeat and take what he wants if I push him too far. He left his gun behind when he went in for pasta.

      I need a weapon.

      Any weapon. His guards won’t easily give theirs up.

      The ropes fall away from my wrists and ankles, and Vincent drags me to my feet with his arms at my elbows, baring his teeth.

      “Look away.” He grunts at the guards. “Take that one somewhere else. I don’t want anyone watching us.”

      His hands are hot on me, and my stomach gives a singular violent roll.

      He plans to take me right here. Blood surges up to my face and then drops away, leaving me light-headed as the guards move to grip the sides of Alice’s chair and move her out of the room.

      “I can't take the chance of bringing you in the house. You have to understand. If there were a better way to do this, then I would, Mia.” His hands got to my breasts, down my sides to my waist, along the curves of my ass. He squeezes.  “I’ll have to take your virginity here.”

      Fire flares through me. “Absolutely not.” Before he has a chance to get pissy, I follow with, “You want to start our relationship off on the right foot, don’t you, Vincent?” I force myself to touch him in return, my hands itching to close around his neck. “Happy wife, happy life. I will not be happy if you take what’s yours on a dirty floor.”

      He considers my refusal before grabbing my arm. “Fine. We’ll go to my office,” he replies, his eyes traveling over my body in a predatory way.

      Just because I’m free doesn’t mean I’m helpless. Anything can be a weapon if you’re determined enough.

      At least I made a decent enough argument. The men drop Alice, and both smirk slightly as Vincent caveman-drags me into a long, dimly lit hallway leading to a bolted iron door at the end. His grip bites into my skin hard enough to leave bruises as he unlocks the latch and opens the door.

      The corridor beyond is done in muted tones of cream and off-white. The main house. A left turn leads us to an open room with glass French doors leading out to a patio. Here the colors are more masculine but in poor taste. Shades of crimson and black, with antique weapons hammered into the wall and a black marble surround on the fireplace. A den of iniquity, I think to myself, but chock full of things I can use to bash Vincent’s head in when, not if, he touches me again.

      “Do you like what you see?” he asks.

      Finally, he lets go of me and locks the door behind him, leaning against the wood and setting me with a look that leaves no doubt about what’s about to happen.

      I saunter to his desk, each step slow and smooth, before I drop into his chair and swivel around. “You went with power colors. It’s very masculine,” I reply. Opening my legs inch by inch, wide and inviting. “Would you love it if I was here for you? Every day?”

      Vincent watches me, and it’s hard work not to stare at his crotch and the growing hardness there. He reaches down and rubs the area suggestively. “I can’t wait to have you,” he growls. “I’ll have you every single fucking day, Mia. Yes. In every way.”

      Whether I want it or not.

      “Close the drapes,” I urge. “I want it to be the two of us. No one else should watch. Yet.”

      Vincent hurries to do as I ask, and I reach for the letter opener nestled next to a stack of papers, sliding it into my bra. By the time he turns around, I’m standing, walking toward him, and looping my arms around his neck.

      I make the first move, kissing him, swallowing revulsion at the press of his thin lips against mine. His stubble burns across my skin. Not like Carter’s. Not anything like Carter, in any way. Vincent tastes of stale wine and garlic from the pasta, if I have to guess.

      “I wish we had a bed,” I whisper against him.

      He grips my ass, squeezing it tight enough to make me gasp and pulling me against his erection. He grinds his dick against me suggestively.

      “We don’t need a bed. The carpet will work.” Vincent grins and turns me around in his arms before pushing me so that my hands touch the floor, my ass out.

      I drop down to my knees and crawl away from him with my ass still in the air.  A glance over my shoulder shows him unzipping his pants and whipping out his dick, his hand around the base. Small, hard already. He strokes a hand along a shaft that’s mostly hidden by foreskin. I swallow bile, the thought of being intimate with another man, especially Vincent, forcing me closer to the breaking point.

      “I’ll take you from behind,” he groans out, stroking himself faster. Like the dirty talk is somehow supposed to make this hot. “Bury myself in that sweet cunt of yours. So deep, baby. So deep.”

      “I’d much rather ride you,” I insist. Keeping it sultry. Strong. “I’ve heard it’s easier for virgins to be on top.”

      I nearly shake my head at the flow of bullshit. But he’s got no argument. I’m willing. At least for now, that’s what matters.

      “A fucking virgin,” he mutters. “That pussy is mine.”

      I shift back so that I’m still on my knees but craning my back, hair touching the floor near my toes. Giving him a great view of my cleavage from that angle.

      I’ll give him this; Vincent doesn’t put up any sort of struggle. He kicks off his shoes, pausing only to shove his pants down to his ankles and throw them aside as well. Then he’s on his back with his small dick wagging in the air like a gnome with a hat.

      “Come ride this dick, Mia.”

      I can’t do this.

      I can’t fucking do this.

      The letter opener burns between my breasts as I go to straddle him, my clothes still on. He fumbles for the buttons on my pants, and I bend down to kiss him, sliding my tongue along his.

      “God, yes.” He bucks against me, his cock bobbing back and forth. “Give me that virgin cunt.”

      “Oh, you’ll definitely have a part of me.”

      He grabs my hand and brings it to his dick. My stomach heaves. He rips at the shoulder of my top and tears the material, baring one breast.

      “But not the part you want,” I finish.

      I grab the letter opener with my free hand and stab it down into the side of his neck in the next breath. Before he has a chance to react, anything more than a widening of his eyes in utter shock, I grip the handle and drag it across his throat with as much force as I can muster. The pointed tip digs into his skin and skims along muscles and tendons. My first stab hit an artery.

      Vincent’s blood sprays out, and I struggle to drag myself off of him, my bodysuit hanging off my shoulder. He gurgles and chokes, pressing his hands to the wounds even as the light dies from his eyes.

      Dead. His last breath squeaks out of him, and he’s still.

      Vincent Accardi is dead. My hand shakes hard enough that I drop the letter opener. Vincent is dead, and now I have to try to find my way out of here.

      I stand and turn away from the body just in time for the office door to burst open in a shower of splinters.
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      Mia’s there across the room, pale and dark-eyed, with her hair a wreck and her clothing pushed up in a way that suggests the worst. My vision goes red. The rest of me is hot and tight and active at the same time, energy barely contained. To the point where I have no fucks left to give about my own wounds or the damage to my ribs.

      I explode into motion.

      Ready to destroy everything and everyone. I reach for her at the same time bodies rush at my back.

      I have a gun in hand and drag the other out of the holster at my lower back, bullets flying at them. Mia ducks down to avoid getting caught in the crossfire, and I turn to block her with my body.

      No time for questions or hesitation.

      There’s only her, the fuckers who took her, and me. Half my attention spots the body on the ground with fresh blood gushing from the stab wound, then it’s only Mia. Mia, Mia.

      I pull her closer, backing up a step so that she’s between me and the desk as one of the men gets too close. Accardi’s men. Mia yelps and grabs me around the waist, her fingers biting into my skin.

      “Touch her, and you’ll die. Slowly,” I tell him, keeping the gun trained directly between his eyes.

      The man pauses for a brief second, glancing down at the body before his expression screws, and then he starts to move forward. So I shoot to kill, the bullet taking the man through the cheek when he turns at the last minute. His eyes go wide, but he’s not falling, so I stop on the top of his foot and follow it with a kick.

      He finally drops to the floor, and I turn, clasping Mia around the waist to keep her close and shooting as I go. My arm is locked. The gunplay in the hallway hasn’t slowed either. It’s not safe to get her out of the room right now. I’ll take down as many as I can to clear a path and try to get her to the car quickly.

      “You’re supposed to be in the hospital!” Mia yells close to my ear, struggling to be overheard in the chaos.

      “And you’re fucking nuts if you think I won’t destroy anyone standing between me and you,” I tell her.

      The doors to the room are already open, and I’m on my last bullet, ready to switch to a new cartridge, when more men pour in through the entrance. Most of my guys and the Balestras. Rafel catches my eye and nods once before firing off and taking out the last of the Accardi goons in the room.

      The silence is deafening.

      “Come on.”

      I wrap my arm around Mia’s shoulder, gathering her to my side, and Rafel leads the way. We make it as far as the now empty room where we found the tied-up journalist before we’re joined by another round of Accardi men. These at least have the decency to size us up before they start.

      I catch only a singular glimpse of Accardi himself, ducking behind a giant armoire and firing off shots at random. He’s not the best aim, which leaves me wondering how often the old man has gotten in on the action.

      How many times he’s gone to a gun range for target practice. Or not.

      My breathing loud, I finger the trigger. Hell fucking no, I’m not letting any of these assholes take me out. Take us out. I didn’t come all this way to die in a basement. I pump the trigger harder, and the room fills with yells, my ears ringing.

      Mia grips my shoulders as we inch our way toward the door. Her fingers press down a little too hard to get my attention, and she nudges me, forcing me to look.

      “Stop shooting!”

      Accardi stands with his hands raised in front of him, open and empty. Rafel sheaths his gun in his holster, and bodies decorate the floor between us.

      “Truce!” Accardi yells out. His face is tired, the wrinkles around his eyes pronounced, and his skin a strange shade of pale yellow. Not quite the imposing figure he cut the last time I saw him.

      The tails of his shirt are untucked, and blood speckles decorate the white. The fallen king.

      “Like you really expect that to work? You’re only saying that because your men are dead,” I reply, my fingers tightening around the hilt of my pistol. Not quite as willing as Rafel to believe Hector.

      And his son is nowhere to be seen. The little fucking creep.

      “Cease fire.” Accardi slowly steps out from behind the armoire and drops down to his knees. “This has to stop. I’m out of bullets, and goddamn it, I’m out of options.”

      “Carter.” Mia’s voice trembles, and although red still dances around the edge of my vision, I’ve come back to myself well enough to realize she’s trying to get through to me.

      “What?” I ask in an undertone.

      “It wasn’t him. It was Victor.”

      Hector must have some excellent hearing. He nods, his face drooping with exhaustion. “He’s power hungry. He wanted her.” He uses his nose to gesture to Mia. “He wanted her more than anything and went behind my back to grab her.”

      Mia looks like someone hit her, though. The state of her dress…it makes me want to murder the son. Slowly. Seeing the blood on her and the way she sinks in on herself, her arms around her midsection now. If he managed to get a single finger on her, then I’ll—

      “Your son is dead,” Mia says coolly, lifting her gaze to Hector. “He got too excited with what he wanted to be his.”

      Hector blanches.

      The body on the floor when I found her. Fuck me. A part of me is relieved beyond measure; I hadn’t doubted Mia’s abilities for retribution. The other wants to resurrect him so I can do the deed myself.

      “Your son not only stepped out of line, he tried to rape me tonight.” Mia shifts ahead of me without straightening her outfit or smoothing her hair, allowing Hector to get a good look at the damage done. “This will not go unpunished. Your men are dead, although I’m sure you have more. What you don’t have is another son, only your daughter. How should we mete out our retaliation?”

      Accardi hangs his head. “I understand. Vincent made a grave mistake, and now it’s up to me to bear the consequences. The old ways still stand. At least, they should. My empire was about to topple regardless.” He slowly moves his hands behind his head, completely open. “Do what you have to do. I didn’t contact you right away, Miss Balestra. Not even when I found out about your missing shipments at Vincent’s hands.”

      It’s the way things have always been done. A betrayal of this magnitude calls for an execution, and Accardi clearly accepts his fate. I might have respected him for it…if his son hadn’t touched Mia.

      “Get your affairs in order,” I tell him before turning to Mia. “And don’t try to run. You’ll only make it worse if you do.”

      Hector nods before he leaves the room, Rafel hot on his heels.

      My hands caress over Mia’s face the moment they’re gone. Along the sides of her head, down her shoulders. “Did he hurt you?” I ask. “If he actually touched you, then Hector’s death won’t be fast.” Then I’d go for his wife and daughter. I’d demolish every last Accardi who might stand in my way.

      “No.” Mia reaches out to cling to my arms, wobbly. “No, he got what he deserved. Don’t take this too far and cause a bigger problem for us.”

      “If anyone else touches you, they die. It’s simple.” I point to a spot on her dress. My heart pulses an unsteady tempo. “His blood?”

      She nods, and I can’t fucking stop myself.

      “I’ll end the world for you.” I grip her by the cheeks. “In a thousand lifetimes, Mia, it would be you. It will always be you. I hope you can forgive me.”

      Her lips find mine, and she presses a kiss to my face, to my chin, along my jawline. My hands shift down to her back to keep her steady while I devour. Mine. She’s mine, and she always will be. I’ll bludgeon whoever stands in the way of that. Any single person who ever tries to come between us.

      What a damn fool I’ve been to try and stay away from her.

      “Carter,” she manages to get out, her body vibrating.

      “I’m sorry,” I tell her in between kisses. Oh, the feeling of her. The softness of her body and the strength in her limbs…it’s a gift. She is a gift. “I’m so sorry I didn’t tell you that I’m the heir. I didn’t know who to trust. The engagement—”

      “Explain later,” she interrupts. “Kiss now.”

      I’m only halfway aware of Edward Balestra entering the room. I’m too wrapped up in his daughter to pay the proper respect. He’s accompanied Hector and Rafel, the former just finishing up on his phone before nodding at us.

      “I’m sorry it has to end this way,” Edward begins. He sounds far away. “While your son might have acted out of turn, you’ve always dealt with us with honor, Hector. It should have never come to this.”

      Hector finishes his call and sets the cell down on the floor at his feet before taking a stand at the center of the room.

      “I understand. I’m sorry. Please. My wife, my daughter—” he starts.

      “As long as they stay in line, they’re safe.” Edward takes out his gun and fires off a single shot right between Accardi’s eyes.

      A gentleman’s death.

      I can’t take my hands off of Mia, especially not when she wraps her body around me like a boa constrictor. She’s in my arms for the long haul.

      “We’re leaving,” I tell her. “I need to have you alone.”

      “Are you sure you’re going to be up to the task?” she asks.

      “Trust me, sweetheart. Whatever it takes to show you I’m here, I’m willing to do.”

      She glances toward the chair where we’d found Alice. “What happened to our journalist?”

      “Ricardo has her, safe. She stinks to high fucking heaven, and she’s got a few bruises, but a shower and time will heal those things,” I reply.

      Edward clears his throat. “If you two are done tongue-fucking each other like teenagers, we’ve got a mess to clean up and a business to get back on track.”

      “Papa!” Mia turns to her father, surprised, and tucks a lock of hair behind her ear. Not before I catch a glimpse of her blush.

      Balestra’s pissed as he nudges Hector’s already cooling body with the toe of his food. “We’re going to have to reach out and absorb whatever people of his we can. Whatever people his fucking no good pussy of a son didn’t ruin…” He trails off.

      Mia’s gasp is the only alert I get. Another man rushes us, and I push Mia out of the way, rounding and grabbing the knife from my holster. I slice at him low, going for the gut, and he doesn't even have a chance to fire before the blade is buried in his side. The man drops to his knees with a low moan, and I yank the blade out, slashing it across his throat.

      “Too slow, asshole,” I say above the gargles.

      I see Mia’s pale face, and the pain rushes back to me. Fucking rude. She cracks her eyes open, her face dotted with blood the same way Hector’s shirt had been.

      “Baby, I’m sorry—”

      She holds up a hand, cutting me off, and swipes her hand through the blood. Something cold in her eyes until she meets mine. “We’ll kill them all if we have to,” she admits in an undertone. “Don’t apologize for that. Just take me home, Carter.”

      Her bloody hand is laced with mine a second later, and I don’t dare turn my head to Edward. 

      We leave him and the men behind to clean up the mess and take care of the bodies. For me, there is only Mia. Only the love for her in my heart. I swing her up into my arms despite my wound and walk out of the house, carrying her off to whatever ending people like us get.
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      Sunlight gleams down on white sand, echoed by a nearly perfect blue sky. Out across the turquoise water, boats bob. Palm trees sway in the breeze, which makes the hot day more bearable.

      It’s picture-perfect, and a part of me scoffs at the cliche of it all.

      Still, you don’t turn your nose up at paradise. You don’t take your happily ever after and look for flaws.

      Even if this scene from a movie is my actual life, and it’s kind of ridiculous how perfect it is.

      Rather than nitpicking, I force myself to relax, to ease the tension in my muscles, breath by breath until something loosens.

      I deserve this.

      After everything we’ve been through, I deserve this. We deserve this.

      The private island has been in my family for the past ten years since Papa got a wild hair up his ass and decided we needed a place to get away from the chaos of the lakeshore. It’s not as large as some in this chain in the western Caribbean, but when you’ve got an entire goddamn island, who needs it to be large? You just need the escape.

      Except I’ve finally built a life I don’t need to escape from, and the gold engagement band around my left ring finger isn’t quite as heavy as I thought it would be. Guess that all comes down to the man who will wear its twin one day, stalking across the sand toward me and not quite able to shake the predatory way he moves.

      Not even on our honeymoon.

      “Have I told you how delicious you look in white?” Carter begins once he’s within earshot.

      He hands off the tall frosted glass of something the color of strawberries, and I hold eye contact, tongue darting out to drag the straw between my lips.

      “You like?” I purchased the bikini on a whim, even though it barely covers any portion of me. Hoping against hope he would enjoy the view.

      Carter growls, which is exactly the answer I hoped for.

      He leans down to press his lips against mine, tasting of the same heady combination as the drink. He pauses only a moment before reaching around to his back pocket and pulling out a phone.

      “Hell no. Carter, if you’re going to check on things while we're here, I swear to god, I’ll throw your cell in the ocean,” I warn. “And you with it.”

      His eyes light as he presses the screen, and “Glory Days” starts to play. He carefully sets the phone down on his empty lounge chair and holds out his hand for me. I stare at it, and my mind goes blank.

      “Get your sexy ass over here, Mia Balestra,” he says in an undertone, the words laced with heat.

      “Are you serious?” I ask with a laugh. But there I go, reaching for his calloused palm and pressing mine against it, allowing him to draw me up.

      Winding myself around him as he moves me in time with the music. Laughing, he spins me around in a circle before grabbing my hips and pressing himself against me.

      “I never would have pegged you for a closet romantic.” I lean my cheek to his chest and listen to the steady beat of his heart.

      “There are a lot of secrets about me that I thought you’d have figured out by now,” he murmurs. “You miss nothing with those eagle eyes of yours. Somehow you managed to miss the fact that I am Mr. Romance.”

      “It’s a gift. But yes, I missed it.”

      He spins me around in a second circle, and by the time I complete the circuit, Carter has dropped to his knee in the sand.

      “You’re kidding me. You know we’re already engaged,” I tease. My heart starts to thud loudly, though.

      “You deserve it done right. By a man who adores you rather than a man you have to marry.” He gestures with his nose toward the engagement ring. “That piece does belong to my family, it’s true. But it wasn’t given to you by me. It wasn’t placed on your finger by me.”

      “Oh, I still have to marry you. It’s not my choice at all.” I’m deadpan, which he only semi-appreciates. “Papa insists on the merger.”

      “I’ve come to know you well enough to know that when the chips fall, you won’t do anything if you have a strong enough objection. And I’m frankly shocked your eagle eyes missed this as well.” He reaches into his other pocket and drags out a black velvet box.

      He’s not the only sap here.

      I’m feeling just as emotional as he looks, fighting against the urge to lift my hands to my mouth in shock as he pries open the box. Nestled inside is a ruby surrounded by two smaller diamonds, all rough cut rather than the polished solitaire already on my hand.

      “You’re too wild for a traditional ring,” Carter continues. “Too unconventional for anything like that. I thought you deserved something new. Special.”

      “When did you manage to do this? I thought I’d kept you in my sight at all times.” Shit, even my throat has clogged.

      It’s a beautiful ring.

      Not something I would have ever thought to pick for myself but absolutely perfect nonetheless.

      “Run our business beside me, Mia,” Carter continues as he takes the ring and reaches for my hand, gently removing the band I have and replacing it with the ruby. “Be your sexy, badass, smart self. Be any kind of woman you are or want to be, and know that I’m going to be with you through it all. We’re going to grow together the same way you’ll grow one day with our babies, making new life.”

      “You’re such an asshole.” I drop to my knees in front of him and pry my fingers from his, taking hold of his face.

      “Why am I an asshole?” He cocks his head to the side.

      “Because you’re making me fucking cry.”

      He smooths his thumb beneath my eye. “I know. But good tears. Right?”

      “This time,” I warn.

      “Say yes, Mia. Say yes, and let’s do this right,” Carter urges.

      The song is just winding down, and together on this horribly perfect beach, I can’t think of a better way to kick off our lives together.

      “Yes.” I punctuate my agreement with a searing kiss. “Yes, Carter Vittorio, I’ll marry you. I’ll bury our enemies with you. I’ll build this empire with you.”

      “I love it when you talk about burying our enemies.” He swoops his arm around my midsection and drags me against him. “It gets me all hot.”

      “That’s the sun.”

      “It’s you, smart-ass.”

      He lowers his mouth to mine, leaving me with no chance to pull back, no escape, and I wouldn’t have it any other way. My fingers tangle in his hair as he kisses me, and the touch brings out something feral inside of me. A desperate and dark need to cover his skin with mine and to make him beg for me. A tingle shoots through me from my lips to my toes before settling in my core and leaving me dripping for Carter.

      We’re alone here, and there’s no one to stop and watch us pleasure each other. Doesn’t matter one fucking bit either way. I’m willing to do whatever it takes to get what I want, and right now, that’s Carter inside of me.

      I pull back to stare at him, his cheeks flush with lust and his eyes bright.

      He grabs the edge of my bikini and yanks it down, my breasts bouncing free. “This isn’t going to be slow, and it isn’t going to be sweet,” he warns, pushing his own shorts down to free his cock. He’s already hard and glistening for me.

      I lick my lips, and my mouth goes dry, every part of me wanting him as I say, “I’ve been wet since you walked over.”

      “Goddammit.”

      Carter maneuvers me around, and I let out a screech when he bends to pick me up, his arms hooking underneath my knees. His hands are on the back of my neck. Mine got to his hips once I guided his dick to my entrance. He leans back, balancing on his knees with me in his arms and the Caribbean breeze teasing my bare pussy. Then he’s inside of me with a single thrust, using me like some kind of toy as he fucks me.

      My jaw drops, mouth open, and eyes closed as he pistons in, out, the movement just as fast and demanding as he warned. The position isn’t sustainable, but fuck, it’s hot. It gets him deep inside me, and my muscles shift and tense to accommodate his length. Carter leans back even more and surges forward hard enough to push a cry from me.

      “Oh, fuck,” I manage to get out.

      He lets out a breathy chuckle. “That’s the idea, Princess.”

      I’m panting, gasping, begging for more. Begging for salvation and release. In the next instant, Carter shifts me around and positions me on my hands and knees, surging into me from behind and swatting me on the side of the ass. The movement sends me forward, sends fire through my veins.

      I arch my hips higher to take all of him, and he covers my body with his, his hand gripping my neck from the front this time rather than the back. Pushing me down harder into the sand.

      It’s exquisite friction.

      “I’m too sandy to finger your clit, baby,” Carter groans. “I’ll make it up to you.”

      He’s too rough for me to even speak. Only smile and hold on for the ride as I watch his cock slide in and out of me, my pussy taking the pounding. My knuckles turn white with how hard I’m holding on to him.

      “Damn.” The word explodes out of me. “Just touch me. Do it.”

      “My beautiful princess. How will I ever get anything done when my cock gets hard thinking about you?”

      I gasp when he slides a hand between us to finger my clit anyway. The other hand grabs my hair as he bites the side of my neck.

      My voice is hoarse from moaning, every inch of me covered in a thin layer of sweat. “I love you, Mia.”

      I’ll never get tired of hearing him say it.

      And when his movements grow brutal, when he comes inside of me, and his warmth fills every available space his cock does not, I let out a laugh. Melting into him even as his balls empty out.

      We collapse together on the beach with him still inside of me.

      More than I ever imagined, I think when Carter finally pulls out and kisses down my spine. So much better than I thought it would be. And it’s because of him. Because he’s such a unique, stubborn, bloodthirsty man, and I love every ounce of wildness in him.

      Who knows what the future will bring?

      But I know two things that will be constant: the fucking, and the killing.
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      I’ve almost killed my husband more than a handful of times.

      It comes with the territory and, I hate to say it, the easy access to weapons of all shapes and sizes. Not to mention what happens after twenty years when you live with another person. They grate on you.

      You love them, but they grate. They’re bound to because they are the person who knows the most intimate pieces of you. You either want to be with them, or you’re looking for a way to escape them. Sometimes it’s both at the same time. It’s especially difficult when you work together because then they’re at home and they’re at the “workplace.”

      And Carter…I love him more than I can possibly put into words. Every year that passes for us only brings new aspects of our personalities and our relationship to explore.

      But I fucking hate when he calls himself the old man.

      He’s sixty-two, and age is just a number. Want to talk about the definition of silver fox?

      My man.

      He’s gone white all over the place, and there are more wrinkles, more scars, on his body than when we first met. I’m damn proud of every extra line on his face, every extra silver hair on his body…all of it. Not like I’m a spring chicken anymore, either.

      I’m the same age, practically, as he was when we first met. That hits hard more often than not.

      “Is my mob boss wife calling it a day? Or are you going to stay up for another hour and chance waking the devil?” Carter asks from behind me.

      The devil, in this case, is our eight-year-old son, who has nightmares and likes to sleepwalk. One small sound, and it sets him off.

      I smile when Carter’s arms wind around my midsection.

      “If he wakes up, then it will be my fault, I know,” I murmur, dragging my hand along his so that our fingers fit together. “And no. I’m coming to bed.”

      “Please. The old man—” he starts.

      I turn on him in a second, slapping my fingers against his mouth to stop him. “Call yourself that one more time, and I’m going to prove just how wrong you are.”

      His eyes light with an inner fire. “Ever think I might do it on purpose? To see how far I can push you?”

      He maneuvers me away from the office and toward our bedroom, only a few doors down. It’s a small separation of business and pleasure, and everyone in the household, staff and children alike, knows you don’t mess with the inner sanctum. The bedroom is for Mom and Dad only.

      “I’ve been on to you for years,” I correct him.

      He takes my hand and keeps eye contact for a split second more before he leads me toward the bedroom, and we shut the door behind us. Flip the lock to make sure we stay undisturbed.

      “Have you, now?” he asks.

      “Absolutely. I know you like to push me in order to get what you want. It’s called tact.”

      “Ah, you’re always a step ahead of me.” He pushes me back to the bed until the back of my knees hit the mattress, and I go down. “Kill anyone today, Mrs. Vittorio?”

      “Using it as an aphrodisiac, Mr. Vittorio?”

      “You really are on to me.”

      My smile widens. “Not yet. But I’m about to be.”

      There have been years where we went light on the sex. Circumstances, childbirth, deaths in the family. All kinds of things that life throws at couples that cause hiccups with their physical intimacy. It’s not like things are always perfect.

      But we try.

      We make the effort to come back to each other no matter how we feel or what we’re going through. He’s the rock, the anchor. I’ve been the same for him, I think as he pushes my legs wide and steps between them, twirling his hand through my hair to force me to look at him.

      Carter rubs his thumbs along my temples, and the speckling of silver hair starting to grow, threading through my natural brown color. “Stop it.”

      I glance up at him. “What?”

      “You think I don’t know when you’re getting too deep in your head?” His knees crack when he bends down in front of me, but hell, mine do too. He’s actually in better shape than I am, or so it seems most days. He’s the one who makes it to the gym multiple times a week.

      I barely remember to eat breakfast most days.

      “I’d rather you be too deep in something,” I toss back.

      “Careful with that mouth of yours. It has a tendency to get us into trouble. Remember what happened last week? Meeting with the Gromackis?” he asks.

      I might have gotten a little hot-headed because they thought it appropriate to stray from the topic at hand. When we meet for business to discuss international expansion, I need my players to have their heads in the game. Not ask me about my twelve-year-old daughter.

      “I’m not the one who ran the Gromacki boy’s head into a mirror,” I remind my husband.

      We both smile because we know he had it coming, and it’s one of the many things we bond over. Violence.

      Gotta keep things fresh.

      There’s always a new detail to be made, another party to punish, another stolen moment of joy with the kids. Why else do we work so hard? It’s not all about the names of our families or the legacies we want to protect.

      It’s the life that we’ve built for the kids.

      “Have you given any more thought to what you want to do for our anniversary?” Carter wants to know. He slides his hands down my face, the sides of my neck and breasts, down my ribcage to span my hips.

      “We’ve talked about a few things,” I hedge.

      Carter nods. “We have. Which is why I’m asking you again. Since you seem bound and determined to make me guess rather than giving me a straight answer.” He holds my gaze as his fingers deftly move to the button on my pants, then my zipper. He drags it down with a small snick of sound, and I push off the mattress to give him easier access to me.

      “I’ve been so busy with the merger with the other families that I haven’t really had time to stop and think about it. Wouldn’t you rather just go back to the islands? We can relieve our pre-honeymoon if you want,” I reply.

      He drags my pants down, my cotton panties along with them, and tosses the fabric to the side, only a few feet away from the hamper. Then he pushes my legs wide so that I’m open to him.

      Those fingertips find their way to my clit and drag small circles around the nub. My breath catches.

      “You want an answer, you’re going to have to stop touching me,” I warn him.

      “I never want to stop touching you. You have to know that. I’m…sorry that I’ve been so distracted lately too. I don’t want this to be another rough patch for us.”

      “We’ve weathered our fair share,” I remind him.

      Carter shakes his head. “It’s part of the job and part of what comes with being in a committed marriage. But that doesn’t mean I want to add any more to the list of storms we’ve overcome. I’m going to try harder.”

      I offer him a smile and say, “That’s all I’ve ever asked for.”

      When he kisses me, I go warm. The same feeling that comes when you grab a blanket fresh from the dryer on a cold winter day and wrap it around yourself. Comfort, heat, and a sensation of rightness with the world. It’s everything I could have asked for.

      Even when our sex is interrupted by our son’s cry, awake from a nightmare.

      Carter is my partner on this journey as we build our empire as we provide for our children. And there is no one else I want on my side.

      I got lucky.

      Then again, I’d like to think, so did he.
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