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      I sat on the couch in my sweatpants and t-shirt, careful to look as unappealing as possible.

      But that didn’t seem to make a difference when Carter walked around in just his sweatpants all the time. I tried to seem as unattractive as I could, but since he showed off his godly figure all the time, it was impossible for me not to think of him in that way.

      He had a bottle of scotch on the table and helped himself to it all night while he watched the evening news.

      I couldn’t understand a word of it, so I lay there under the blanket and tried to pick up on the language. Small luxuries like TV weren’t important to me anymore because I’d lived without it for so long. Egor kept me in a dark room constantly. I wasn’t even left at liberty to pee.

      Carter picked up the remote and changed the channel. “I have a few American channels. You like comedies?”

      “I like English.”

      He turned on a popular sitcom in America, a show I used to watch growing up. The second I heard English, I felt a little better, a little closer to him.

      He tossed the remote on the table and returned to drinking. The large window behind him showed the grounds around his house, all cast in darkness with the exception of the evening lights that made the yard visible from the inside.

      He hadn’t tried to make a move on me since that moment in the kitchen. The second I said no, he listened, which was surprising since he accused me of lying about what I really wanted. But I still had power in this situation.

      Power to say no.

      It was the most exhilarating feeling in the world, to say something and actually be heard. I missed my former life. I missed everything about how perfect it was. I missed the small freedoms I once had.

      All those things had been taken from me.

      But Carter gave some of them back.

      If I really tried to escape, I was taking a gamble. If I just left it alone, I could have a comfortable life here. I was a prisoner, but at least I had some liberty. If I crossed him, he would make good on his threats and change the dynamic. I wouldn’t have the same power I did before. As long as I remained cooperative, my life could be bearable.

      I would settle for it if I could…but that wasn’t possible.

      “Would you like something to drink?” He picked up the bottle for me to see.

      “No thanks.” I’d never been into hard alcohol. A glass of wine with dinner was nice, but nothing more than that. Carter drank all the time, starting after lunchtime. I’d noticed he hadn’t left the house much, seeming to do all of his work from home.

      He refilled his glass and kept drinking.

      “You drink a lot but never seem drunk.”

      He set his glass down and looked at the TV. “Because I’m always drunk. You’ve never seen me sober.”

      “Is it healthy to drink that much?”

      He shrugged. “Is it healthy to worry?”

      I could be quiet and watch TV, but I found him more interesting. He was an enigma, his motives unclear. He wanted to fuck me, but he wouldn’t actually go through with it until I gave my consent…unless I broke his rules. He allowed me to visit most of the house, to eat whenever I wanted, and enjoy his pool. Never did he speak down to me or raise a hand to me. He seemed like a very sexy roommate. “Do you have a girlfriend?”

      He turned back to me, his right eyebrow arched so high it nearly jumped off his face. “No. If I did, I wouldn’t be pressing my dick into your ass.”

      “So, you don’t have a girlfriend right now.”

      “I’ve never had a girlfriend. Do I strike you as the romantic type?” His eyes bored into mine, like he was offended by the question. “My sex life is one meaningless lay after another. Good sex with beautiful women is my game. Nothing more.”

      “So you’re just like every other handsome man out there?”

      “Meaning?”

      “The good ones never settle until the last minute. They have too many options, so they can’t make up their minds. But once they turn a certain age and their looks fade away, they find someone they like and finally settle down.”

      “Close,” he said. “But I genuinely have no interest in settling down.”

      “Not ever?”

      “No.” His eyes moved back to the TV. “I have a sister who will have children, so my family line will continue. My cousin carries my last name, and he has a kid on the way, so my surname will outlive me. I don’t need to have children.”

      “You don’t like children?” I asked, unsure if I wanted to hear the answer.

      He shook his head. “I wouldn’t say that. I just don’t want any of my own. My cousin is about to have his first child, so I’ll be an uncle. That’s enough for me.”

      I stared at him, pitying him. I could understand a man not wanting to settle with one woman, but not to have children was heartbreaking. Having a family was a blessing. Having someone to love with your whole heart was…indescribable. “It’s a shame.”

      “I disagree.” When he looked at me, it was with a twinge of hostility. “Don’t judge me. Don’t think you’re better than me. I know what I want out of life. You were the one stupid enough to get captured.”

      Within the snap of a finger, the peacefulness I felt sitting there with him faded away. I used to tolerate him, even like him, but that comment hurt far too much. He sliced a knife over a scar that hadn’t healed yet. He stabbed me in the heart even though my heart was already broken.

      He must have realized what he said, because he winced slightly then sighed, his eyes on the TV.

      I kicked off the blanket and stormed up the stairs, no longer interested in talking to him. Maybe I’d misjudged him. Maybe I shouldn’t have assumed he had some good qualities. I should have assumed he was an asshole—just like my gut told me.

      He followed me a moment later. “Mia—”

      I reached the top of the staircase then turned around to look at him. “I’m not the one who bought some woman with cash to boost my ego. I’m not the one who keeps her as a prisoner even though she deserves to be free. I’m not the mama’s boy who pretends to be a good man, only to turn around and keep an innocent person against their will. Yes, I am better than you, Carter. I’m so much better than you.”

      He paused halfway up the staircase, listening to my speech with unblinking eyes. When he stepped up the stairs, his muscles shifted and moved under the skin. His eyes were full of pity, as if he genuinely cared about the way he made me feel.

      “A real man doesn’t need to force a woman on her back. He should be able to bed her without force.”

      “And have I forced you?” His deep voice echoed against the vaulted ceiling.

      “But you force me to live here without a purpose.”

      “You cook and clean—”

      “Go fuck yourself.” I turned around on my heel and stormed into my bedroom. I slammed the door behind me, hoping he wouldn’t follow me inside. I would rather stare at the wall in my room then look at his handsome face another second.

      The door opened a second later. “Mia—”

      “You should be fucking yourself. I gave very specific orders.” I sat on the floor at the foot of the bed, my back against the wooden frame.

      “I’ll do that later tonight before I go to sleep.” He lowered himself to the spot on the ground beside me, keeping a few feet in between us.

      I hated myself for feeling slightly hot at that information. I even pictured him going to town on himself, sitting up against his headboard while he rubbed lube up and down his dick. I imagined him picturing me, not watching porn on his computer.

      “I take back what I said. It was an asshole thing to say.”

      “Because you are an asshole.” With my arms crossed over my chest, I stared straight ahead at the wall in front of me. I could smell him beside me, a mixture of shampoo, shaving cream, and cologne. He had a distinct scent, like leather and oak.

      “I don’t disagree with that. I just hate it when people get on my case about not wanting a family.”

      “Who gets on your case about it?”

      “My mother.” He faced forward, looking at the same wall. “She says I’m getting old. Instead of fucking around, I need to focus on finding a nice woman who will put up with me, who wants me for me and not my money. And she wants me to have my own family…because having me is the greatest joy she’s ever known.” He shook his head slightly. “My father and I have a different kind of relationship. We’re close, but we talk about other things like guns, sports, work, stuff like that. But when my mom talks to me about stuff, she has this special way of making me feel guilty. So when I tell her I don’t want a family…she looks so heartbroken. Now you’re giving me shit about it, and I just get defensive. Doesn’t give me the right to say that to you…so, I’m sorry.” He didn’t look at me, not the way he did earlier. Sometimes he was aggressive and intense, filling the entire room with silent hostility. At other times, he seemed like a nice guy…like now.

      “I wasn’t judging you. I just wanted you to know that having children is a wonderful experience. You shouldn’t write it off as something you don’t want…not when you don’t understand how great it can be.”

      “Women always think having children will be this wonderful experience. Well, I can tell you that my mother had one hell of a time raising me. Stealing the car in the middle of the night, sneaking girls up to my room, taking my father’s gun without permission… I did a lot of crazy shit when I was growing up. Nearly gave my mother a heart attack a few times.”

      I kept staring at the wall, doing my best to keep my breathing under control. Tears burned deep behind my eyes, making my throat constrict painfully. My hands came together, and I rubbed my palms against one another, fidgeting in place so I would have something to do. Heartbreak welled up inside me, and it was almost enough to make me fall apart.

      Carter kept looking forward, oblivious to the emotions that raged deep inside me.

      I couldn’t sit with him anymore. I couldn’t pretend to be okay when I wasn’t. Now there was no possibility of me staying here. Even if Carter’s apology was sincere, I had to get out of here. Regardless of the consequences, I had to escape. I belonged somewhere else. Just because I’d been unlucky enough to be captured didn’t mean I should remain a prisoner forever. Even if I died trying, I was going to get out of here.

      I had to.
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      Now that I’d made my decision, I searched for every opportunity.

      Carter woke up at the same time every day, whether it was by an alarm clock or naturally. He had his coffee and breakfast in the dining room, read the newspaper, took some phone calls, and then he went for a run around his property before he hit the gym near the garage. That was when he turned off the alarm system.

      When he was in the garage, I did a quick sweep of the house, searching for weapons taped underneath the tables or hidden behind picture frames. I searched every corner of the house, taking advantage of the times when I knew he would be distracted.

      But he wiped the place clean.

      The only weapons in the house were the knives in the kitchen. Before I slipped out, I would take the biggest steak knife I could find. I didn’t want to use it on Carter, but if he didn’t give me a choice, I would stab him right in the heart.

      This was about survival. I wasn’t going to stop until I was the victor.

      I had a phone that couldn’t do anything besides make phone calls to Carter, but it did have a camera. I purposely set it up on the kitchen counter behind one of the crocks that held the spatulas and spoons. I hid the other part of the phone behind the salt and pepper shakers, allowing the camera a full view of the alarm pad. After charging the phone all night and making sure it had enough battery, I kept the camera on and recorded everything in the kitchen.

      Then I did my best to pretend it was a normal day.

      I made pancakes, bacon, and scrambled eggs. I slid everything onto the plate just when Carter walked into the kitchen. Shirtless and barefoot, he walked inside with his kissable tanned skin. His hair was messy from running his fingers through it. Deep brown eyes looked into me, looking me up and down with obvious interest. After our fight the other evening, he’d returned to normal, not disguising the things he wished he could do to me. “Can I get you anything?”

      He grabbed the coffee pot and refilled his mug. “More coffee.”

      I faced forward again, sprinkling the powdered sugar on top along with the maple syrup. The alarm pad was behind me, the buttons lit up with blue light. The camera was tucked away on the counter, hidden behind the kitchen gear. The red light was on in the front, but I put a piece of tape over it to hide the glow. A part of me felt guilty for what I was doing, but the guilt also made me feel worse.

      I shouldn’t feel guilty.

      He turned around and leaned against the counter, sipping from his mug while he watched me.

      I could feel his stare at the nape of my neck, feel his desire fill the room. He had a natural way of occupying the entire space with his intensity, of bringing an invisible cloud into the room. It was suffocating, like high humidity in the middle of August. “I’m almost done.”

      “Take your time.” He kept sipping his coffee, one hand resting on the counter.

      I continued to wear the same stoic expression, focusing on my hands. I arranged the pieces of bacon along with the eggs. Normally, he took egg whites and fruit, but today, he seemed to splurge a little more.

      My heart was beating so fast. I could hear the pounding in my ears, and I hoped he couldn’t hear it too. I wasn’t just unnerved by this beautiful man’s stare. I was unnerved by the possibility of him discovering my plan. If he did, all of this would be over.

      I cleared my throat and carried his plate into the dining room. Instead of following me, he stayed behind. I set down his silverware and hoped he would join me, but he never did. I breathed a little harder, afraid he’d noticed the phone hidden behind the crock. I turned around and walked back into the kitchen, seeing him at the counter still, over six feet of carved muscle and tanned skin.

      His eyes followed my movements.

      What was going on? “I just put your breakfast down.”

      He sipped his coffee again.

      Now I really was terrified. Did he know what I was doing?

      He held his mug at his waist, licking his lips as he looked at me.

      I tossed the garbage, doing my best to ignore him. If I acted innocent, then he would have no reason to be suspicious of me.

      He finally headed toward the dining room. “I want you to join me.” Then he walked out, his footsteps growing quiet as he rounded the corner.

      When he was gone, I finally released the air I was storing in my lungs. When he was intense like that, hovering and staring, I didn’t have a clue what he was thinking. All I could do was wait and hope my paranoia was the only threat in the room.

      I put food on my plate then joined him in the dining room.

      Instead of looking at his phone like he usually did, all of his attention was focused on me. He sat at the head of the table, his elbows resting on the tablecloth. He stabbed his eggs before placing them in his mouth, but he didn’t watch his movements because he was looking at me so intently.

      “Yes?” I kept my eyes downcast, refusing to meet his gaze and solidify the connection between us.

      “I didn’t say a word.”

      “But you’re staring at me.”

      “I have to look at something, right?” He placed another piece of food into his mouth. He chewed it with his strong jaw, the muscles in his face working together as he moved. Even the cords in his neck shifted at the movements. He made the most rudimentary movements undeniably sexy.

      “There’s a window right there.” I nodded to the large window that overlooked the front of his house. “And a beautiful landscape to boot.”

      “True.” He glanced outside at the lawn before he looked at me again. “But I prefer this beautiful landscape.” He returned to eating, watching me with his searing gaze that could melt panties right off a pair of hot legs.

      The hair on the back of my neck stood on end, but I brushed off his comment. “What a line.”

      “I don’t have lines. I say what I want. Sometimes it gets me laid. Sometimes it doesn’t.”

      “Are you trying to get laid?” I countered.

      He set his fork down and sent me a harder expression than he had before. “I’ve been trying to get between your legs from the second I bought you, the instant I saw your naked body on that stage. Your tits are unbelievable. Your face becomes even more beautiful when you’re pissed at me. I wonder how beautiful it looks when you’re coming around my fat dick.”

      My nipples hardened under my shirt, and I did my best to remain indifferent to his words. My fork stabbed the eggs on my plate, and I kept my gaze averted, trying to play the part. But my breathing quickened noticeably. My thighs tightened together under the table, but thankfully, he couldn’t see that. This beautiful man made me feel the kind of desire I hadn’t felt in years, but I refused to act on it.

      “Mia.”

      I stared at my plate as I chewed.

      “Mia.” He repeated my name, this time with a deeper tone. Whenever he said my name, it sounded innately sexy on my ears. “Look at me, or I’ll make you look at me.”

      I finally lifted my gaze, pretending not to care about anything he said.

      “Let me have you.”

      I held his gaze, doing my best to look angry rather than aroused. When I couldn’t hold his stare any longer, I turned back to my food. “I don’t sleep with men who buy women like livestock…at least, not voluntarily.”

      “Then why do you want to fuck me?”

      “Who said I did?”

      “Not your mouth. But your eyes certainly say you do.”

      I didn’t care if he was right. I didn’t care if he was sexy and confident. This man was standing in the way of my freedom, and I wouldn’t let him become an obstacle. If I did sleep with him, he would only hold on to me tighter. It would make it harder to escape. It would make it harder for me to want to escape. Living with him had been a vacation compared to the hell I was used to. It would be easy to get comfortable and never leave. “You’re confusing arousal with hatred.”

      “Who says you can’t have both?” He leaned closer to me over the table, invading my personal space as usual. His hand slid to the back of my elbow where his fingers lightly touched me. He glanced at my lips before my eyes, his desire dancing on the surface of his eyes.

      I pulled my arm away, getting away from his touch. “You could bed any woman you want. Don’t waste your time with me.”

      “I don’t want any woman. I want you.”

      I turned back to him, seeing the sincerity written around his muscular jaw. He wanted to kiss me again, this time not on the neck. He wanted to kiss me everywhere, to explore my body with his mouth. “Why?”

      “Why what?”

      “Why me?” I asked.

      The corner of his mouth rose in a smile, like the question amused him. “Look at you.” His hand moved into my hair, his fingers lightly tucking the strands behind my ear. He was gentle with me, just like the last time he touched me. Unlike Egor, he didn’t possess evil cruelty. He glanced at my lips again. “Those soft lips. The sass that flies out of them.” His eyes moved to my right cheek. “These rose petal cheeks.” He dragged the backs of his fingers across my skin. “The little freckles I would love to kiss. Those brown eyes…like my hot coffee in the morning.” His hand moved to my neck next, gripping me delicately. “That thick hair I want to fist. You’re exquisite, Mia. Fucking exquisite.” His fingers moved to my chin, and he directed his gaze on me. “You’ve got a backbone made of steel. I don’t know anyone else who would jump out of a speeding car and run. I don’t know anyone else who would dare insult a man like me. I don’t know anyone else who could have endured what you have but still hold your head high. I’ll say it again…fucking exquisite.” He dropped his hand but kept his grip on me with his eyes. “Those scars on your back… I’m not going to lie. I like them. The idea of hurting you gets me hard. I know you can handle it, which makes me want you more.”

      His touch aroused me, and I hated the way he could make me feel just by looking at me. Egor had done terrible things to me, and even though Carter admitted he wanted to hurt me, I knew the two men weren’t comparable. If Carter really were cruel, he would chain me up and do whatever he wanted. But he never crossed that line…always giving me the power to say yes or no.

      Right now, he wanted me to say yes.

      I respected him for giving me rights. In the cold world we lived in, any form of kindness was appreciated. My expectations of men had declined over the years. Despite the fact that Carter had bought me, he exceeded my expectations.

      “Let me hurt you.” His eyes focused on my face, taking in my features with authority. He continued to give me a choice even though he didn’t want to. It was like he hated himself for giving me any kind of rights.

      “You want to hurt me,” I whispered. “I want to be free. Let’s make an exchange.”

      He sat back in his chair, withdrawing his heat. He cocked his head to the side slightly, prepared to listen to my pitch.

      “I’ll be what you want me to be…if you let me go.”

      He released a quiet breath with his nostrils flared.

      “I’ll do what you want. I’ll let you do what you want. Whatever it is. If you let me go when you’re finished.” I didn’t want to be whipped until I bled. I didn’t want to be choked until I passed out. I didn’t want to be in pain anymore. But with Carter, it was a sacrifice I was willing to make…to be free.

      He said nothing, his jaw clenched tightly.

      “Carter.”

      “I told you I would never let you go.”

      “And I’m never going to fuck you…willingly.”

      His eyebrows slowly furrowed, his anger filling the room. A shadow passed across the window, making it darker in the room. His rage was palpable. Like a king who had just been defied, he was planning the best execution.

      “This is the only way you get what you want. Just let me go. You’re going to get bored with me eventually. I won’t tell anyone you bought me…if you’ll just let me be free.”

      He shook his head slightly. “There is one other way.”

      “What?” I asked, confused.

      “If you try to escape. If you break your rule, I can break mine too.”

      My heart started to race again.

      “I’m not stupid, Mia. I know you’ll make your move eventually. Take this as a friendly warning. When you try, you won’t get away. I’ll be as cruel as your previous master. I will open those old wounds and drain you of all your blood. But if you take me now…I’ll be kind. I’ll be gentle. You’ll always have the power to ask me to stop, to ask me to be gentler. I’ll make you come—all night long. You will enjoy it as much as I do. You may be strong and smart…but you’ll never match me. I’m an opponent you can’t defeat. So, think about it…and make the right decision.”
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      Carter was right. I had underestimated him.

      He gave me another option, but since that option didn’t give me what I wanted, I couldn’t take it.

      Despite the threat he’d unleashed, I couldn’t let it deter me. I had to get out of here.

      I retrieved my phone from behind the crock in the kitchen then carried it into my room to take a look. I played the video and fast-forwarded it to the moment when Carter entered the code into the alarm system.

      I got it.

      I got all five numbers and the pound key.

      I had the code to escape this place.

      A light of hope shone from my heart, and it was the first time I’d felt excitement in the last three years. I’d accomplished something I didn’t think was possible. I had the code to turn off the alarm. If I left while he was asleep, I would be hours ahead of him. He wouldn’t notice until the following morning, and by then, I could be anywhere.

      And if I took one of his cars and crashed it into a lake, he wouldn’t even know where to begin to look for me.

      I could run and disappear. Once he stopped searching for me, I could reveal myself again.

      But then I remembered one little flaw in my plan.

      The tracker.

      It was embedded in my ankle, deep underneath the scar tissue.

      I didn’t have any other choice. I would have to cut it out.

      There would be so much blood, so much pain. It would be disgusting, staining the bed all the way down to the mattress. I didn’t know how to do stitches, and even if I did, I doubt he had the supplies. I would have to bandage it up as best as I could before I fled.

      I didn’t want to do it.

      But I had to.

      I had to do whatever was necessary to get out of there.

      And finally go home.

      I made dinner that night, a mixed green salad with chicken and rice. Carter had someone drop off groceries at the house, and I was told to make meals based on what was brought. I worked in the kitchen, roasting the chicken in the oven while I perfected the rice on the stove. I used to cook at home all the time. It was a regular part of my life. When I was stuck with Egor, all those everyday luxuries were taken from me. It was nice to be in the kitchen, nice to cook a meal I could actually enjoy.

      Carter was in the living room, watching TV, shirtless like always. He enjoyed his scotch, a nighttime ritual he’d done every single evening since I’d arrived. If he didn’t have such a strong hold on his faculties, I would be concerned by how much he drank. He could hold his liquor better than anyone else I knew, even Egor.

      I eyed the sharp steak knife sitting on the counter. With a razor edge and made of stainless steel, it was the perfect instrument to remove the tracker from my ankle. It would be painful, but since I’d found a stash of bandages in the downstairs bathroom, I should be able to make it work.

      I just had to sneak it into my room.

      Carter had stopped locking me in my bedroom a week ago, confident that the tracker and alarm system would be enough to keep me inside. His bedroom and office were locked, so there was no way I could get to him.

      Unless I burned the house down.

      That wasn’t the worst idea…except I didn’t want to kill him.

      I shouldn’t care about granting him mercy just because he wasn’t evil like Egor. He wouldn’t rape me, but he wouldn’t give me my freedom either. There might be different degrees of evil, but at the end of the day, it was still evil in its most basic form.

      It shouldn’t matter that I found him attractive…despite everything I’d been through.

      But I still couldn’t do it.

      I finished dinner then set the plates on the coffee table in the living room. In the morning, Carter liked to sit at the dining table, but in the evening, he liked to sit in front of the TV. For most of the day, he was either on the phone, working out, or taking care of things in his office. I hadn’t seen him leave once, with the exception of a family emergency.

      I wondered if he would ever leave.

      It would make my plan easier. I could do all of this when he was out of the house, rather than if he was asleep. But since I had no idea when that would happen, I didn’t want to wait a day longer than I had to.

      Carter’s eyes watched my movements as I set the plate in front of him. “This looks good.”

      “Thanks.” I sat on the other couch with my plate, enjoying a glass of wine since I would need it for the pain I was about to self-induce.

      Instead of digging in, he kept looking at me. Egor always infected my space with his disgusting touch. Carter could do it with just a look. An intense and deep gaze that made my skin prickle and form bumps.

      I ignored him, pretending his penetrating stare didn’t affect me as much as it really did.

      He finally turned to his food and started eating. Even when he was hunched forward over his food, his stomach was still rigid with his tight abs. His tanned skin was firm everywhere, covering thick and powerful muscles. He cut into his food and took a bite. “Tastes as good as it looks.”

      “Thank you.”

      “I wonder if you taste as good as you look.”

      I refused to look at him, telling myself this would be my last night with him. Even if a part of me wanted to stay here, to have a comfortable life cooking and cleaning, I couldn’t stay. I had a life waiting for me.

      “Hopefully, I won’t have to wonder for long.”

      I took a bite and chewed. “You know what I think?”

      “Tell me.” He drank his scotch. “I find that smart mouth as appealing as the rest of you.”

      I brushed off his words, annoyed with myself that I found his asshole comments charming. “I think you only want me because you can’t have me. I’m just an object, a prize. Another notch on your belt. I’m something you can collect, something that can boost your ego. Since I don’t want you, it shakes your confidence. Now getting between my legs is a matter of pride. Why else won’t you force me? Because it’s a game to you. The point doesn’t count if you cheat.”

      Instead of being angry about what I said, he released a quiet chuckle. “Your rejection doesn’t shake my confidence. And your rejection doesn’t make me want you more. Regardless of your attraction to me, you’ve suffered a great deal. Why would any woman who’s experienced those things want to spread her legs ever again? No, the reason I want you is simply because I want you, because I admire your fire, your bravery, and your endurance. From head to toe, I find you beautiful. From the scars on your back to your perfectly soft lips, I think you’re a very desirable woman. Trust me, I’m not the kind of man who goes for women in this situation. I may pay for sex from time to time, but that’s only because whores are kinkier. I never thought I would be attracted to someone like you, when I’ve bedded all kinds of women—from virgins who wanted me to be their first, to women who wanted me to fuck them in the ass. You don’t fit my palate at all. I’ve never been into slaves. But that doesn’t change anything. I want you, Mia.”

      I believed every word he said because his actions proved it. He wouldn’t respect my rights otherwise. But there was something missing from his explanation. “I’m not a slave. I’m a prisoner—big difference. And if you don’t like prisoners, why did you buy me?”

      He turned back to his scotch and took a long drink. “I already answered you.”

      “Just to piss off someone?” I asked incredulously. “Sounds like more work than it’s worth.”

      “I don’t know about that… I get to look at your every day.” He picked up his fork and started to eat again. “You cook for me. You clean for me. And I think I’m going to start having you wear lingerie while you do all those things.”

      “I’m not wearing lingerie.”

      His authoritative gaze turned back to me. “Pick your battles, sweetheart. Because you won’t win them all.”

      The threat was clear, and I knew he would make good on his word if I pushed him. If I wanted to keep my legs closed, I would have to comply in other ways. My temper naturally flared, but I kept it reined in, knowing it was better to remain silent.

      He went back to eating, his eyes turning to the TV.

      I hoped the hostility for the evening had departed. A few hours after he was asleep, I would make my move. I would cut out the tracker from my ankle, turn off the alarm, and take off in one of his cars.

      I would be free.

      So I shut my mouth and ate my dinner in silence.
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      I did the dishes and cleaned the kitchen before I went to bed. Carter walked up the stairs before me, so I slipped the knife into the back pocket of my jeans and covered the handle with my shirt. I walked up the stairs a moment later, seeing his bedroom closed at the end of the hall.

      I walked into mine and shut the door behind me.

      I’d done it.

      I pulled out the knife and slipped it under the sheets of my bed. There was no lock on my bedroom door, not from the inside. So I quickly stashed the knife away just in case Carter came back to say anything else.

      I passed the time by lying in bed with the knife beside me, staring at the ceiling as the night deepened. Carter had never burst into my bedroom in the middle of the night, but I wanted to play the part just in case his behavior was different. The more I rejected him, the more he pursued me. He might take it a step further and come into my bedroom unannounced, naked and hard.

      There was a clock on my nightstand, so I kept glancing at it, waiting for the time to pass.

      Waiting until three a.m. seemed to take a lifetime.

      Carter was usually awake before eight in the morning, so he had to be asleep by one at the latest. But I waited a few extra hours to make sure he was asleep before I made my move.

      When three a.m. arrived, I finally got to work.

      My heart was beating hard in terror. Panic was heavy in my throat, and my breath came out shaky despite how hard I worked to stay calm. My hands were shaking, both from fear and excitement. The thought of breaking free tonight gave me a kind of high I couldn’t come down from. It was what I wanted more than anything in the world. I couldn’t let this opportunity slip away from me.

      That wasn’t an option.

      I pulled a stack of towels to the bedside and prepared for the first step.

      Removing the tracker.

      I’d never done anything like this in my life. My fingers felt exactly where the tracker was under the skin, the definitive shape it made when I pressed my fingers down. It wasn’t very big, so it should be easy to remove—if I cut myself in the right way.

      I was scared of what might happen, but I reminded myself I’d been through worse—at Egor’s hands. He’d whipped me until I bled all over the bed. He’d punched me in the face when I resisted him. He even broke my leg when I slapped him. There was nothing I could do to myself that would hurt more than that.

      So I held my breath and did it.

      It hurt like a bitch. There was blood everywhere. But I kept calm and finished the procedure, setting the small tracker on the bed beside me. I bandaged myself up and ignored the pain shooting up my leg. There was a possibility of an infection, but when I was free, I could visit a doctor to get what I needed.

      Now, I had to move.

      I placed the pillows under the sheet to make it look like I was still sleeping there. I placed the tracker there too, just in case he checked my coordinates randomly. I tossed the bloody towels into the bathroom then crept into the hallway.

      His bedroom door was still shut.

      The hallway was dark because all the lights were still out. I didn’t risk turning them on and gripped the wooden rail to guide myself down to the bottom floor. Without breathing and with small movements, I descended without making the wooden steps creak. When I reached the first floor, I made my way to the kitchen.

      The alarm pad was outlined in blue light, each of the buttons easily visible in the darkness. I’d memorized the five-digit code he entered yesterday, so I typed in the code without having to check twice. There was always a possibility he’d changed it since yesterday, but I took the gamble.

      The alarm gave a slight beep before it was turned off.

      Yes.

      I knew where his garage was even though I’d never been inside. My inspection of the house had left me empty-handed in regard to his car keys. I had no idea where he left them. They were nowhere in the house, and unless he took them to his bedroom, there was only one place they could be.

      In the garage.

      I opened the door and stepped inside the large garage. I flicked on the lights, revealing six different sports cars. Two were black, two were red, one was blue, and another yellow.

      I grinned, tasting freedom on my tongue. I didn’t even notice the pain in my ankle or the blood dripping down my foot. Now that I’d gotten this far, there was nothing that was going to stop me.

      The hardest part was over.

      I hit the garage button, so the large door slowly rose and revealed the front driveway.

      I could see the stars. Could feel the breeze. Could smell summer in the air. It was so quiet I could hear myself breathe, hear my loud heartbeat. My hands shook slightly, either from the loss of blood or from the rush of excitement.

      On the wall hung six different sets of keys.

      Perfect.

      All the cars were in a row, one next to another, so I needed the keys to one of the last two, the two farthest from the house so it would be quieter. They were all the same make, so I couldn’t figure out which key belonged to which. Based on the order in which the keys hung, either the first set of keys was to one of the last two cars, or it was the opposite.

      I grabbed the last set of keys and hit the unlock button.

      The horn sounded and the lights flashed. It was the last car in the row, the one closest to the driveway.

      Thank god.

      The sound was a bit loud, but since Carter was on the other side of the house with the door shut, I doubted he heard it. I opened the driver’s door and got inside. The keys didn’t slide into the ignition because everything was electronic. I hit the start button and pressed the brake, waiting for the engine to roar to life.

      Nothing happened.

      I tried a few more times, knowing I was doing everything right.

      It still didn’t work.

      “What the hell?” I started to hit everything, to put my foot on the gas instead. No matter what I pressed, the engine never came on. It couldn’t be this difficult to start a car, but nothing I did worked.

      Shit.

      Taking off in the car made more sense, but if that wasn’t an option, I would go on foot.

      I’d made it this far, and a stupid car wasn’t going to stop me.

      I opened the door and got out.

      A hand flew out of the darkness and grabbed me by the neck. I was pushed up against the car, my tits hitting the door. My hands smacked against the windows, and the air was squeezed from my lungs.

      My hands were yanked behind my back, like a police officer arresting a fugitive. One of his large hands held my wrists together, while his other hand continued to grip the back of my neck. His powerful chest pushed against me, his hard dick pressing through his sweatpants and into my jeans. He breathed into my ear, his words menacing. “You broke my rule.” He squeezed my neck a little tighter, making me struggle to breathe.

      I stared at the wall of the garage, the adrenaline pounding in my ears. I hadn’t seen him in the garage. I’d had no idea he was coming. I really thought I’d outsmarted him, that I was just minutes away from freedom. It was a mistake to defy him, to think I could actually outwit him on his own property.

      But I didn’t regret it, regardless of what happened next.

      His lips brushed against the shell of my ear. “Now I get to break mine.”

      He was too heavy and strong for me to fight. My hands were compromised, and my throat was at his mercy. My ankle continued to bleed, and now the pain was excruciating. All the hope that had once burned in my heart was now gone. I’d never felt so defeated, felt so much self-loathing. Escape had never really been an option. It had always been a fantasy. “Please let me go. You’re a good man.”

      “I’ve never given you a reason to believe I am. I wanted you to break my rule, tricked you into thinking you could actually get away. Would a good man do that?” He kept talking into my ear, his thick dick pressing right against my ass.

      “Please…” This couldn’t be the end. I would never stop trying. Never stop trying to get back to where I belonged.

      “I told you this once, and I’ll tell you again.” He yanked on my hands, forcing my shoulders to stretch back uncomfortably. His arm circled across my throat, and he put me in a one-arm chokehold, having complete control over my body. “Never. I’ll never let you go.”
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      I stood with Carmen at a high-top table in the bar. It was a Friday night, and after the long workweek, people were celebrating the arrival of the weekend. Music played overhead, the bass thudding in the background. I was in a purple dress with black heels. Carmen looked like a supermodel in a blue dress cut low in the front.

      “So what did Griffin and your dad talk about?” Carmen stirred the ice in her drink with her straw. We’d both finished our drinks, and Griffin had left for the bar to get us refills. It was a packed night, so he probably wouldn’t be back for a while.

      “He didn’t really say.”

      “Does he ever really say anything?” she teased, glancing at him behind me.

      I chuckled. “Not with his mouth, no. He usually conveys his thoughts with a look.”

      Her eyes moved over my shoulder again, seeing him in the background. “I think I know what he’s trying to say right now…”

      I didn’t turn around. “He’s probably staring at my ass.” I could feel his piercing stare against my back, feel him surrounding me even when he was fifty feet away at the bar.

      “He’s staring at all of you, hon.”

      I finally glanced over my shoulder to look at Griffin. He was leaning against the bar waiting for service, and he killed time by staring at me like the most possessive man in the universe. He staked a claim all the way on the other side of the room, keeping the boys away with his brooding confidence. Just as he did when we were alone together, he wasn’t afraid to give me that look…the same look he showed when he was on top of me, driving my body into the mattress underneath him.

      “The hottie beside him practically has her ass cheeks popping out, and he doesn’t even notice her.”

      A woman in black heels was next to him, wearing a short red dress, the hem of which had risen throughout the night. Now the bottom part of her ass cheeks were visible, and her thong wouldn’t be far behind. Bones seemed oblivious to her, watching me like I was the only thing that mattered. “She’s not his type.” I turned back around, unable to wipe the smirk off my face.

      “What’s his type?” she asked.

      I shrugged. “Me.”

      Her eyes softened. “I’ve never seen you so happy, Vanessa. Not even before you met him.”

      “No. I didn’t discover the meaning of happiness until now.”

      She glanced at the bar again. “Still staring at you.”

      “He’ll be doing that all night.”

      “Is he like that at home?”

      “Yes. Every second of every day.”

      She sighed, her eyes moving to the ceiling. “That’s one hell of a man. He’s the kind of man who doesn’t make you jealous with other women…but makes all women jealous of you. He’s possessive but not mistrustful. He’s built like a brick shithouse. He’d take a bullet for you or anyone you love in a heartbeat.” She sighed again. “He knows how to handle a real woman. He’s so bad that he’s good. I hope I find a man like that someday…but I suspect he’s one of a kind.”

      I’d been with a few men, and none of them came close to Bones. “He’s definitely one of a kind.”

      “Does he have a brother by chance?”

      I chuckled. “No. Sorry.”

      “Damn,” she said. “Maybe I need to walk the streets late at night and hope I witness a crime…”

      “Carmen, you better be joking.”

      “Worked for you, didn’t it?” she teased.

      “You’ll find the right man, Carmen. I don’t know when or how…but you will. Conway was never the kind of guy to be a husband and a father…until he met Sapphire. So you’ll meet a guy and turn him into the man you want him to be.”

      “I don’t want to turn him into a man. I want him to turn me into a woman. Catch my drift?”

      I chuckled. “Good point.”

      “I’m sure Griffin was already a man when you met.”

      “Yep. All man.”

      She scanned the bar, seeing the crowd of men and women. “I don’t mind being single. It’s fun. I have my independence, I have my shop, and I’m still young. There’s no rush. But all those first dates, awkward bad sex, and clingy men are getting old. Seeing what you have with him makes me want that too. But I know I can’t rush it. I have to wait for Prince Charming to walk in the door.”

      “You know what I’ve learned?”

      “What?” she asked. “You have it all figured out.”

      “You don’t want Prince Charming,” I said. “You don’t want a vanilla gentleman. I liked Antonio, but he was too plain for me. He was too safe, too boring. I never would have been happy with him, not like I am with Griffin.”

      “So you’re into the bad boys?”

      “Griffin is a man, not a boy. And no, that’s not my type either. I just realized I wanted a strong man who wasn’t intimidated by my sass or strength. I wanted a strong man who was powerful enough to make me feel safe, even though I don’t need a man for anything. Griffin does all those things…makes me want things I didn’t know I needed.”

      Her eyes glanced up, following someone through the bar. “Incoming.”

      I smelled him when he was feet away. His cologne mixed with his aftershave and body soap filled my nostrils. I could feel the heat his body generated before he actually touched me. He set the drinks on the table, two drinks for us and one scotch for him. He moved to the spot beside me and rested his arm on the surface, his fingers gripping his glass. His gaze burned right through my skin.

      “Thanks for the drink.” Carmen sipped hers through the straw.

      He didn’t look at her, his eyes on me. “You’re welcome.”

      I was used to him staring at me like that all the time, but everyone else wasn’t. “Stop.”

      He knew exactly what I was referring to, but he lifted his glass and took a drink without directing his gaze elsewhere. “No.”

      Carmen smirked. “Let the man do what he wants. He’s earned it.” She looked at the crowd again, giving us some privacy.

      The corner of his mouth rose in a smile. “She’s my favorite Barsetti.”

      “You’ve said that before.” I gripped my glass but didn’t take a drink.

      “I’m saying it again.”

      “Aren’t I your favorite Barsetti?” I took a drink, letting the cool alcohol move down my throat.

      “You won’t always be a Barsetti.” He drank his scotch, drinking like an alcoholic even though he’d already cut back.

      I kept my face controlled and didn’t react to what he said, but his words hit me right in the heart. We’d talked about getting married before. He said if my father approved of him, he wanted to get married, but since we’d been back together, the conversation hadn’t come up. I never mentioned it, not wanting to rush him. As long as we were together, I was happy. Whether I was his wife or not, the connection we had was unbreakable. After everything he’d been through, he could take all the time he wanted. I wanted him to be my husband, but if he never was, it wouldn’t change anything.

      He held my gaze then took another drink, unashamed of what he said.

      “So, for now, I’m your favorite.”

      He moved closer to me, his head bent down so he could bring his face closer to mine. “For now.” His hand moved across the deep curve in my spine, his fingertips spanning across my entire back. His palm was warm, heating the fabric right against my skin. He didn’t show public affection very often, not with his hands, at least. But now he was, hinting at the things he wanted to do with me when we were back at home.

      Carmen turned back to us after she was finished surveying the room. “Griffin, you got any guys to set me up with? Since I’m your favorite?” She smiled at him, her long brown hair framing her shoulders perfectly. “I’m looking for the strong and silent type, someone like you. You know, bad but not too bad…”

      Bones finally took his gaze off me to look at my cousin. “No.”

      “You don’t have a single guy?” she asked incredulously.

      He drank then set the glass down. “No.”

      She cocked an eyebrow. “No friends or what?”

      “I have a few,” he answered, his voice deep. “But none that are good enough for you.”

      “Aww.” She stirred her drink. “That’s sweet of you to say.”

      “What about Max?” I asked.

      Bones shot down the suggestion immediately. “No.”

      “What about the other one?” I asked.

      “No,” he repeated, stirring his drink.

      “Looks like you’re on your own,” I said to Carmen.

      “Oh well.” She looked into her drink just as a man walked up to the table. With a drink in his hand, he came to Carmen’s side.

      “I like your dress.” He looked her up and down, a handsome man in a fitted t-shirt. He was confident. A little too confident.

      “Thanks.” Carmel smiled. “I’m Carmen—”

      “Boy.” Bones stared down the man who joined us, giving him a terrifying glare that would make anyone piss their pants. He spoke in a rich baritone, his powerful voice deeper than the bass that played overhead.

      I stilled at his unexpected aggression, and Carmen nearly jumped out of her skin.

      The guy turned to him, his glass starting to slip due to the sweat that had formed on his palm.

      “Men only,” Bones barked. “No boys. Leave.”

      The guy didn’t stand up to Bones and walked back into the crowd, not saying another word before he disappeared into the groups of people that were shoulder-to-shoulder in the packed room.

      Carmen turned back to Bones, her eyebrow raised. “What was wrong with him?”

      “Yeah?” I asked.

      “He was drinking Jack and Coke.”

      Carmen and I stared at each other, having no idea what that was supposed to mean.

      “One, how did you know it was Jack and Coke?” I asked. “And two, what does that matter?”

      “I can tell by looking at it.” He turned his gaze on me again, just as possessive as before. “And it fucking matters. If a guy has to dilute his drink with cola, he’s not a man. He’s a boy. And that opening line was pathetic. He’d last two minutes in bed before collapsing on top of you. Barsetti women belong with real men, not pathetic little boys pretending to be men.” He downed the rest of his scotch until the glass was empty before he marched back to the bar to get a refill.

      Carmen watched him go, and when he was out of earshot, she smiled. “He’s intense, huh?”

      “Always.”

      “Kinda territorial.”

      “It’s because he likes you.”

      “He’s territorial because he likes me?” she asked, tilting her head to the side.

      “Yeah. You’re his favorite, so he wants the best for you.”

      “Well, that’s sweet…even though I didn’t need another overprotective brother.” She stirred the contents of her glass before she took a drink.

      “I didn’t think I needed another protective man in my life either.” I’d never needed a man to take care of me, to keep me safe at night or keep me warm when the heater died. I’d never needed a man to walk me home, to lift heavy things to make my life easier. “But now I can’t imagine my life without that overprotective, psychopathic, territorial caveman.”
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      After we walked Carmen home, we headed back to our little apartment above the gallery. It was strange to walk down the cobblestone streets with him beside me, after I’d walked these streets alone for so long. It was a warm summer night, and the breeze licked the sweat off the back of my neck. My heels were starting to kill my feet because I’d been wearing them for nearly five hours. I didn’t think we needed to walk Carmen home, but Bones insisted, so that was an extra mile I had to spend in the shoes.

      Bones walked beside me, wearing a gray V-neck that stretched across his powerful chest and thick arms. Over a foot taller than me and possessing the menace of a gargoyle, he kept the path ahead of us clear with just his presence. His powerful arms swung slightly by his sides, and he stared straight ahead, his eyes scanning for danger that didn’t exist.

      I sighed under my breath, the heels becoming too much. I didn’t care how dirty my feet got from walking barefoot. No way in hell could I walk three more blocks like this. I stopped and slipped them off.

      Bones stopped at the exact same moment, in tune with me completely.

      “I can’t wear these anymore. They’re—”

      He scooped me into his arms and cradled me against his chest before he walked up the street again. Like I weighed as much as a pile of feathers, he carried me down the street under the dimly lit streetlamps.

      I held my heels with a single hand, letting them dangle past his shoulder. “I could have walked.”

      “I don’t want your dirty feet against my chest.”

      I watched his side profile as he moved in and out of the light from the streetlights. His hard jaw was tight and covered by a slight beard, and his blue eyes faced forward as he carried me home. There wasn’t a sign of exertion, not a twinge of pain from his healed gunshot wound. “You already know how you’re going to fuck me when we get home?”

      “I always know.”

      I moved my arm around his neck, my heels dangling from his other shoulder. My mouth slid to his neck just below his ear, and I kissed him gently, dragging my soft lips over the cords in his neck. “Maybe I know how I want to fuck you.” I kept kissing him, my hot breaths falling on his ear.

      He crossed the street and kept going, his body not indicating his enjoyment. We were in public, so he was prepared for an attack from every direction. After everything he’d seen, he was always paranoid. If he enjoyed my kisses, he only enjoyed them so much.

      “Don’t care.”

      I circled my other arm around his neck, my face resting against the side of his head. “You don’t care how your woman wants to fuck you?

      “No. Tonight, I want to do all the fucking.”

      I closed my eyes, aroused within seconds. Just a moment ago, all I could think about was the pain from my heels, but now all I could think about was the powerful muscles that were holding me up effortlessly, the way my man told me he would take me the second we were home. I liked being surrounded by him, his massive body dipping into the mattress and protecting me from the horrors of the world. I liked feeling him enjoy me, take all of me like a prize he’d won. I spoke into his ear. “Get me home.”

      He turned his head my way and brushed a kiss over my hairline. “Yes, baby.”

      He carried me up the stairs, got the door unlocked with one hand, and took me inside the apartment he’d bought for me. My shoes hit the ground, thudding against the hardwood floor along with his heavy footfalls. He whisked me away into the bedroom and dropped me on the covers. He yanked his shirt over his head then moved for his bottoms, moving as quickly as he could because he wasn’t in the mood to take it slow. Even if I asked him to make love to me, he probably wouldn’t do it. His boxers and jeans hit the ground, and he stood in the darkness, all muscle, ink, and power. His narrow hips led to a broad chest that was flanked with enough definition to make him look like a Roman soldier. The black ink contrasted against his fair skin, a fresco all over his body. His eight-pack was hard as concrete, and his shoulders were chiseled with so many individual muscles, he seemed to be carved from marble.

      I stared at him, my thighs aching and my pussy burning.

      His knees hit the mattress, making all the gravity shift because of his weight. His hands moved up my short dress, and he gripped the lace of my panties before he yanked them down my long legs. Once he pulled them off my feet, he pressed them into his nose and took a deep breath, his eyes locked on mine.

      Oh god.

      He tossed my panties onto the floor then shoved my dress above my hips. Normally, he stripped off every piece of clothing before he enjoyed me, but tonight, he wasn’t in the mood to wait an extra thirty seconds.

      He grabbed both of my hips, his fingers spanning across my ass, and lifted me until my body was level with his. He held me in place as he shoved himself into me, getting his big cock inside me with a single thrust.

      “God…” My hips were in the air, and my shoulders were against the bed. I clutched his wrists and watched him pound into me, taking my pussy like he owned it.

      He fucked me fast, hitting me hard with every thrust. All the muscles of his core tightened and shifted as he used his stomach, ass, and back to shove himself inside me over and over.

      “Griffin…” My head rolled back, and I enjoyed this man, enjoyed everything he gave to me.

      He moved one hand to my throat, gripping me while he held me with a single hand. “Eyes on me.”

      I turned my gaze back to him, his hand still around my neck.

      “This. Pussy. Is. Mine.”

      “Griffin…”

      “Say it.” He squeezed me a little tighter, his thrusts never faltering.

      “My pussy is yours.”

      “No.” He dropped my hips and repositioned himself, his arms moving behind my knees. He buried himself between my legs, going balls deep. He started to fuck me again, this time deep and hard. “It’s not yours, Vanessa. It’s mine now. Say it again.”

      I knew I was going to come a few times that night. He was perfect between my legs, so big and deep that I would agree to anything he told me to say. “This pussy is yours.”

      He angled his neck down and gave me a hot kiss, full of tongue and longing. “Yes. Yes, it is.”
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      Like every morning at seven a.m., I woke up to Bones helping himself between my legs. He always turned me on my back, spread my knees, and shoved his dick inside me without even waiting for me to wake up. He rocked me into the mattress, hard enough to make the headboard tap against the wall, but not nearly as aggressive as he was at night.

      My eyes remained closed, and I felt him bury his face in my neck, fucking me in a lazy way. One hand fisted the back of my hair, and he clenched his ass as he buried himself deep inside me. My hand gripped his tight ass, and I widened my legs farther, still not waking up fully.

      First thing in the morning, he always wanted to come inside me. It was the only time when he was selfish in bed, using me to dump his come somewhere. But he always made me come anyway, whether that was intentional or not. His hard body rubbed against my clit, and his warmth and smell made me convulse all around him. He usually came in that same moment, finishing within five minutes of when he started.

      He pulled himself out and left me there, my eyes still closed because it was way too early to wake up. It didn’t matter what time Bones went to bed, he was always up insanely early. And it didn’t matter how early I went to bed, I was never up before nine.

      The mattress shifted when he left the bed. I heard him walk around, pull on his sweatpants, and then walk out.

      I fell back asleep before he reached the kitchen.

      Two hours later, I woke up and picked up his abandoned shirt from the foot of the bed. He’d been wearing it the night before, so it still smelled like his soap and cologne. The cotton was soft against my skin, all the way down to my knees. I wiped the sleep from my eyes before I walked down the hallway into the living room.

      He was sitting at the dining table, his laptop open with a cup of coffee beside him. He was shirtless, the muscles of his body cut and defined. His shoulder blades moved the muscles of his back every single time he breathed. His ink covered his battle scars, acting as an artful bandage to hide his old wounds. The hair on the back of his neck was clipped short, merging into the short strands on his head. His knees were wide apart as he sat in the chair, a large man taking up every single inch of space.

      It was a view I could wake up to every single day.

      A view I would never get tired of.

      I came up behind him and rested my palm against his shoulders, feeling his hard muscles under his scorching hot skin. My hands slid down his chest as I bent over to embrace him. My arms wrapped around his shoulders, and I pressed my face into his neck. “Morning.”

      His arm covered mine, just the way he did every morning. “Good morning, baby.”

      I kissed his neck before I released him. As I walked away, he gave me a playful smack on the ass.

      When I looked at him over my shoulder, he was already looking at his laptop again. “You want anything?”

      “No.”

      “You already ate?”

      “Two hours ago.”

      I narrowed my eyes as I looked at the time on the clock. “Shit, it’s ten?”

      He chuckled, never taking his eyes off the screen. “Yes.”

      I rubbed my eyes before I made myself a bowl of cereal. “I should get to work downstairs, but I need to get out to the house. I haven’t seen Conway in a while, and Sapphire is about to pop.”

      “I would offer to help, but I think I would scare off all your customers.”

      I rolled my eyes because he had no idea how wrong he was. Women all over would flock inside to look at him, not my artwork. “I want you to come with me anyway.” I carried my cereal to the table and started to eat.

      Bones didn’t make an argument. He scrolled through a document on his computer then typed an email. I didn’t know what he was working on, but it probably had something to do with Max and his crew.

      “You want to come along?”

      He drank his coffee, his eyes focused on the screen. It was the only time of day when he didn’t drink scotch. And it was the only time of day when he didn’t stare at me as often as usual. He took care of business in the morning and didn’t get distracted. “If you want me there.”

      I didn’t expect Bones to immediately get along with my family, even after receiving a long overdue apology, but I hoped he would get closer to my family naturally. My father was here a few days ago, but Bones never elaborated on that afternoon. Since he was a man of few words, it was impossible to get him to say anything. “I always want you there.” I scooped my spoon into the bowl and kept eating.

      Silence passed. The morning light filtered through the windows of the apartment. The artwork on the walls was visible, looking beautiful in the natural light. There were a few images of Bones, images that captured the intense way I loved him.

      “I’m sure my father wants to see you again. The two of you were out for a long time the other day.”

      Silence.

      I waited for him to say something and gave up when words never came. “So, you guys just got something to drink and talked?”

      He sighed and finally withdrew his gaze from the screen. It was the first time he’d really looked at me all morning. “I haven’t left my job yet, baby. I have work to do. Can we talk about this later?”

      He never bothered me when I was painting, so I knew I had to respect his request. “Of course.”

      He turned back to his computer, dismissing me.

      I stared at him, enjoying my breakfast while letting my eyes be entertained by the man across from me. I watched the way his head shifted slightly when he was thinking, the way his eyes remained still and focused when he was reading. Sometimes, he rubbed his fingers along his jaw, deep in contemplation.

      After fifteen minutes of that, Bones flicked his eyes up and looked at me.

      I held his gaze, unflinching despite being the recipient of that powerful look.

      “Yes?” he asked, his voice deep.

      “I can stare at you all I want. No questions asked.”

      His eyes turned slightly playful before he looked at his screen again. “No questions asked…”
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      I watched her finish her makeup in the bathroom mirror, applying mascara to her long lashes. She wore a yellow t-shirt with dark denim shorts that were ripped all over the place. They were exceptionally short, showing her gorgeous legs and stopping just below her ass. Her dark hair was straight today, thick and framing her face.

      She hadn’t noticed me yet.

      I leaned against the wall with my arms crossed over my chest. Once I was finished reading the mission statement Max sent over to me, I’d returned to my favorite pastime—staring at my woman. I already knew she was stunning, knew she was even more stunning when I was fucking her, but I never got tired of studying her, watching the way she rubbed her lips together after putting on lipstick.

      I would have to leave soon, and I was dreading it. I didn’t want to be away from her again, not so soon, and I didn’t want her to be scared the entire time I was gone. She would probably stay at the apartment by herself instead of going to her parents’. Staying with her father was the last place I wanted her to be.

      It was humiliating.

      I wanted to be the one to protect her every night, not the man who raised her.

      At least this wouldn’t be forever.

      She put her makeup back in the small bag before she zipped it up. Her eyes returned to the mirror, and this time, she noticed me lurking in the background, still as a statue in the bedroom doorway. There was a slight reaction of surprise in her eyes before she recovered from the shock. “I’m ready.”

      “Good.” I came up behind her and pressed my chest against her back. My hands gripped the counter on either side of her, keeping her boxed in like frightened prey that might scurry away.

      Her breathing picked up immediately. It always did the second I was near. I made her heart race without touching her, made her afraid and aroused at the same time.

      My mouth moved down to her neck, and I kissed her hard as my hand undid the front of her shorts. I pushed them down with a tug, and they fell the rest of the way. I breathed into her ear before I turned her face toward mine and kissed her, getting that lipstick off her mouth and onto my tongue. My hand slid underneath her panties, and I cupped her sex, my fingers feeling the arousal that leaked from her tight little slit. “Fuck, you are ready.” I yanked her panties down her ass and thighs until they fell to the ground on their own. I kept kissing her, feeling her kiss me back with the same enthusiasm.

      I lifted her legs and positioned her on the bathroom counter before I dropped my pants and thrust myself inside her.

      “God…” She breathed into my mouth, her lips immobile after the violent way I’d forced myself inside her.

      “I’m not your god.” I watched her reaction in the mirror as I fucked her. “I’m your man.”
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      I was behind the wheel of the truck while Vanessa sat beside me. Her long legs were sexy in the cutoff shorts she wore. Yellow was a perfect color on her, especially with that gorgeous Tuscan skin. My hand gripped the inside of her thigh, feeling the tight muscle of her slender leg.

      We drove through the fields of Tuscany, approaching the house where she grew up. The last time I was there, I screamed at her father. He said he would take the memory to the grave—and I believed him. I had serious dirt on him, the kind of dirt that would make Vanessa look at her father in a whole new way.

      I didn’t like him, but I didn’t want her not to like him too.

      She had both of her arms wrapped around mine, her hands resting in the crook of my elbow. One single arm of mine was bigger than both of hers put together, but her slenderness didn’t undermine her strength. She might be small, but she was resourceful. It was one of the things I loved about her, her fiery combustion.

      “So, what did you and my father talk about for two hours?” She kept pressing this topic, her curiosity impossible to withstand.

      “You.”

      “Be more specific.”

      With one hand on the wheel and the radio playing lightly in the background, I kept my eyes on the road. “I can’t remember.”

      “Bullshit. Why won’t you tell me?”

      “It was a conversation between two men, baby. That’s all.”

      “I like the idea of you two having your own relationship, but I’d like to know the context.”

      “He said he wanted to get to know me better, to try having some kind of relationship with me.”

      “Really?” she said, her voice suddenly quiet. “That was sweet of him.”

      Sweet or not, I still didn’t like him.

      “It means a lot to me that he’s trying…it really does.”

      A part of me was touched that Crow Barsetti was trying to move forward with me, and me alone. He wasn’t bringing Vanessa into it. He had the courage to face me head on and look me in the eye while he told me how he felt. He was honest, never apologizing for what he did but admitting he wanted the future to be different. At any point in time he could have walked out of that bar and abandoned the attempt, especially with the harsh things I said, but he stayed.

      I didn’t think we could move forward and have any kind of relationship.

      Just tolerance.

      But he seemed to want more.

      I didn’t want to tell Vanessa how I really felt, that I disliked her father as much now as I did in the beginning. He took her away from me when he had no right, and as a result, she could have ended up with that perfect painter. How could I forgive a man for interfering with my life so much? It’d been over six months of cold brutality from the Barsetti clan. A simple apology and a glass of scotch couldn’t erase all of that.

      She turned her gaze up at me, watching me for a moment. “I appreciate that you’re trying too.”

      I kept my eyes on the road, refusing to let the guilt suffocate me. She wouldn’t be happy if she knew I stormed onto her family’s property and insulted them after peace had been established. I could have ignited her father’s wrath all over again.

      But I wouldn’t have let him take her away from me again.

      I would have kidnapped her if it came down to it.

      We pulled into the driveway a few minutes later. I parked in the gravel of the roundabout, taking the same spot I always took. I still remembered the day I showed up here and handed over the fully loaded shotgun. Maybe to Crow, it seemed like a lifetime ago, but for me, that just happened yesterday.

      Yesterday, he called me trash.

      Yesterday, he called my mother a whore.

      We got out of the car and walked to the front door, the sweltering heat apparent the second the engine was turned off. It was humid on a clear day, and the summer breeze wasn’t enough to combat the scorching temperatures.

      Vanessa led us inside, and we greeted her parents in the entryway.

      Pearl’s eyes softened the second she looked at me. Instead of greeting her daughter first, all of her focus was on me. She looked at me differently from the way she used to, respecting my presence every time I stepped into the room. She used to regard me with a cold and guarded expression, anticipating an attack at any point in time. She was always stuck between disdain and contempt. But now, she didn’t look at me that way. Her expression was warm and inviting, the same look she gave when she saw Vanessa or Conway. “Hello, Griffin. It’s so nice to see you.” She extended her arms to me and hugged me, holding me for an extra second like I was another son to her. She patted my back before she pulled away, her blue eyes full of friendliness. “How are you liking Florence?”

      I still wasn’t used to the change in our relationship. Before I saw her at the hospital, she’d been unforgiving toward me. But now, she was a whole new person. “I’m not used to the humidity and the smaller space, but I like it. Wherever Vanessa is, that’s home to me.” My woman was my home, my everything. Whether I was buried deep inside her or watching her eat her cereal in the morning, it was where I was meant to be. I would rather be in Lake Garda or Milan, but I’d been living in both places alone, and with Vanessa gone, they never felt home again.

      “Good,” she said. “I’m glad you’re liking it. Crow and I are so happy that you both are so close.”

      I noticed the way she chose her words, always including me in everything she said. Before, she would have no problem excluding me, indirectly telling me she wished I weren’t around. I didn’t know what else to say to her, so I just nodded. I’d never been good with words. I barely talked to Vanessa as it was.

      Pearl turned to Vanessa next and hugged her for a long time. Her hand cupped the back of Vanessa’s head, and she held her close, treasuring her daughter like they’d been apart for months rather than weeks. Pearl closed her eyes, the pained look of motherly affection written all over her face.

      I watched her, thinking of my own mother. I didn’t remember her that well, but I always remembered the way she made me feel. She loved me with her whole heart, would have made any sacrifice to take care of me. Sometimes it was hard to believe she’d been gone for over twenty years.

      Crow walked up to me, wearing the same stern expression he usually wore. Unless he was emotionally moved or particularly angry, he always looked the same, displaying a constant expression of indifference. “Griffin.” He extended his hand to shake mine.

      I paused for a moment before I took it. I shook hands with my biggest enemy, a man I’d vowed to kill just a year ago. Now I stood in his house, welcomed into his family. I held his gaze as I squeezed his hand.

      He did the same. “Can I get you a drink?”

      “Scotch.”

      He nodded before he turned to the dining room. “Come with me.”

      I followed behind him then glanced at Vanessa over my shoulder, where she was whispering words with her mother. It wasn’t until I stepped into the dining room with Crow that I noticed he hadn’t even greeted his own daughter, giving me all of his attention.

      He poured two glasses then handed me the drink.

      I brought it to my lips and let the alcohol coat my throat.

      He did the same before he set it down. “How was the drive?”

      “Fine.” It took twenty minutes to get there. It wasn’t like it was a long trip.

      Crow stared at me, looking confident but obviously pressed to have a conversation with me. “What have you been doing to keep busy? While Vanessa paints?”

      “Work out. When I’m not doing that, I watch her work.”

      He leaned against the table while he held the drink in his hand.

      Even after the two-hour conversation we’d had the other day, it was still awkward between us. Though we were a lot alike, we had nothing in common except the brutal past we both shared, along with the one woman keeping us bound to each other.

      “I’m glad you’re here,” he said to break the silence. “Lars is making a nice dinner. You like steak?”

      I kept the smile off my face, hiding my amusement at his struggle. He was desperate to make me feel welcome, and he clearly didn’t know how to do that, not like his wife. He never went out of his way to talk to anyone, not even his brother, but he was bending over backward to engage with me. “I eat anything—except Vanessa’s cooking.”

      He chuckled, a true smile coming over his face. “She’s a smart girl…but she never caught on to that.”

      “It’s fine. I usually do the cooking.”

      “You cook?” he asked in surprise.

      “Yeah. Chicken, fish, stuff like that. I was pretty much forced to when Vanessa and I got together. It was either that or eat pizza every night…and a man like me can’t eat pizza very often.” Vanessa pigged out and ate whatever she wanted, but she still had curves I loved to grab on to. For me, I couldn’t be this muscular without eating a lot of protein, and I couldn’t be this cut if I ate too much shit. It took a lot of discipline. The only reason we had cereal in the house was because Vanessa bought it.

      He chuckled again. “My wife learned throughout our marriage, but when we met, she wasn’t the greatest either.”

      You mean, when you kept her as a prisoner. Since Vanessa was around, I kept that insult to myself. There were a lot of things I wanted to blurt out, but since I wanted to make her happy, I was on my best behavior. But there would never be a time when I looked at Crow without feeling a twinge of pain in my shoulder. “How’s Conway?”

      He took another drink before he answered. “Much better. He’s moving around a lot more. They’re looking for a house before the baby comes, but since she’s due in a month, I’m not sure how likely that is to happen.”

      “So all the Barsettis are congregating here?”

      “Except Carter. He’s been busy lately with work, but he calls Conway to check in.”

      That was a lot of Barsettis for one postal code.

      He stared at me for a while, probably wanting to say more but unable to think of something.

      I refused to make it easier on him. I’d tried talking to him many times, especially at the winery, and I was always met with hostility. I should be the bigger man for Vanessa, but this was as big as I was willing to be. She should be grateful I was standing in that house at all, let alone drinking her father’s scotch.

      He studied me for a moment longer, his features slackening into a focused look. “There’s something I want to talk to you about. But I’ll wait until after dinner.”

      I didn’t care what he wanted to discuss. I didn’t want to stay in that house any longer than necessary, especially for another hour after dinner. Sitting with the Barsettis for an entire meal seemed impossible.

      Vanessa walked into the room. “Father? Uh, thanks for saying hi…”

      “Sorry, tesoro.” He set his glass down and wrapped his arms around her. “Just got sidetracked.” His hand cupped the back of her head as he held her, his eyes soft in a special way just for her. His chiseled arms tightened noticeably while he gripped her, his body stiffening protectively for her. It was like he couldn’t breathe, couldn’t appreciate the moment enough. “How are you?” He kissed her forehead before he pulled away.

      “Good. I’m hungry.”

      He smiled at her, a look of pure happiness on his face. “You always say that when you walk in the door.”

      “Because it’s true. All I eat is cereal all day.”

      “Yes, Griffin mentioned that,” he teased.

      She turned to me. “You told him I couldn’t cook?”

      I shrugged. “It’s not like it’s a secret, baby.”

      She smacked my arm playfully. “You—”

      I grabbed her wrist and yanked her into me, pressing my mouth on hers. I gave her a kiss, right in front of her father because I didn’t give a damn. I pulled away and fixed my authoritative look on her face. “You what?”

      She melted right before my eyes, not caring about her father either. “You…wonderful man.”

      I pulled her in for another kiss. “Good answer.”
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      I pulled out the chair for her before we sat down to dinner.

      Vanessa did a double take, shocked by what I’d just done. I’d never been the kind of man that showed manners. I didn’t open the door for her, I didn’t pull out the chair before dinner, and I never gave her any indication I was a gentleman.

      But I had it in me…once in a while.

      She smiled before she took her seat.

      I pushed it in then sat beside her.

      Her parents sat down, along with Conway and Sapphire. Conway made small talk with me about Florence and his sister’s artwork, but he didn’t go out of his way the way Crow did. But Conway’s behavior was definitely an improvement over to the hostile way he treated me before.

      Sapphire was nice, like always.

      The women in this family were a lot more understanding, with the exception of Pearl. They were the kind of Barsettis that I liked, the kind that were logical enough to look past their hatred and see me as my own man.

      I’d been sitting there for less than a minute when the memory came back to me.

      This was the very chair I’d sat in. The very chair Vanessa handcuffed me to. I recognized it because of the cuts in the wood, the cuts the metal from my handcuffs had caused. The shotgun had been placed on the table, and Crow checked the barrel to make sure it was loaded. Both of the Barsetti brothers had stared at me with utter disgust. They called me trash. They called my mother trash. They said I was worthless then ordered me to get out of their house. I shouldn’t have expected them to react in any other way, especially with our history, but there was something I would never let go…

      The way he insulted my mother.

      My dead mother.

      I stared at my empty plate while the Barsettis talked among themselves. Bottles of wine sat on the table, along with burning white candles. Everyone helped themselves to the freshly baked bread in the baskets, along with the extra virgin olive oil and freshly churned butter. The smell of dinner wafted in from the kitchen.

      But my mind was a million miles away.

      I wasn’t an innocent person. I admitted I wanted to kill every single person in this room at one point in time. But I dropped that vendetta because I loved a very special woman. Crow could never drop that vendetta. It wasn’t until I took that bullet for him that he started to see me as a real person.

      As something more than trash.

      All I had to do was sit there in silence and let Vanessa visit with her family. I didn’t have to talk unless spoken to. When the food arrived, all I had to do was eat. I wanted to make Vanessa happy by allowing her to have both of us, her family and me at the same time.

      But I wasn’t ready for it.

      It was too soon.

      I pushed the chair back and rose to my feet. Everyone watched my movements, including Vanessa. “I’m going home. I’m sure your father can give you a ride back when you’re finished, baby.” I tossed the napkin on the table and turned away.

      Crow looked indifferent. Pearl didn’t hide the surprise in her eyes. Sapphire looked down at her plate, the intensity too much for her to address. Conway stared at his father, waiting for him to do something.

      Vanessa couldn’t believe what I said. “What’s wrong? You were fine ten minutes ago.”

      “I wasn’t fine ten minutes ago. I can’t sit here with your family and pretend everything is fine. Your entire family treated me like fucking trash until I took a bullet that almost killed me. All I ever wanted was you, but my love wasn’t good enough. I know I should leave the past where it belongs…but it’s too soon.” I didn’t want to look at Vanessa a moment longer, so I walked out. I knew my way through the maze of the mansion and let myself outside. It was dark out now, but the heat hadn’t dropped by much.

      Vanessa emerged a second later, her light footsteps hitting the gravel. “Griffin—”

      I turned around. “I didn’t mean to ruin dinner. Just go back inside.”

      She marched up to me, still looking beautiful even when she was upset. “You didn’t ruin anything. Just come back in—”

      “No.”

      Her mouth shut.

      “You know I’ll do anything for you. I’ve proven that already. I’m glad we’re finally together and your family doesn’t want to murder me anymore. I’m happy—really. But I can’t sit there and pretend none of that shit happened. I busted my ass for six months, but your family continued to insult me, continued to call my mom a whore who deserved to die a whore’s death. I understand they despise my father and always will. No contest there. But my mom was innocent. I was innocent.” I pressed my hand over my chest. “I’m just not ready, Vanessa. Spend time with your family all you want. I’ll live in Florence. I’ll move in down the street if that’s what you want…but I’m not ready for this. You know what chair I was just sitting in?”

      She crossed her arms over her chest, keeping several feet in between us.

      “It was the chair you handcuffed me to, the chair where your father pointed that shotgun at me.”

      “That was a long time ago—”

      “Maybe for you. Not for me.” My nostrils flared. “You’re mine now, and I’ll never let anyone take you away from me. But they did take you away from me…for a long time. I don’t believe in soul mates or any of that bullshit, but something tells me we’re supposed to be together. I know that doesn’t make sense, not with our history, but it doesn’t make it untrue. You’ve healed me in ways I can’t explain.”

      Her eyes started to water. “Griffin…”

      I hated watching her cry. It killed me inside. “I went through hell for those three months.”

      “I know…I did too.”

      “No, you don’t know,” I said coldly. “You don’t know how hard I fell. You don’t know how violent I became. You were the best thing that ever happened to me, and then you were gone. I can’t sit in that fucking chair and pretend that didn’t happen.”

      “I’m here now. We’re together now.”

      “Only because I jumped in front of your father and took a bullet that would have killed him. Vanessa, that gun was pointed at his damn face. He would have—”

      “Stop.” She closed her eyes, the tears moving down her cheeks. “Please don’t do that…”

      I knew I would always share her heart with her family, especially her father. They would always have one half, and I would have the other half. I would never have it all, not even after what we’d been through. “It’s been less than a month since I was in the hospital. I need more time. I need more time to move past this.”

      “I understand.” She opened her eyes and looked at me again. “I never meant to rush you. You didn’t tell me any of this—”

      “Because I want to make you happy. I thought I could put up a front for a few hours…but I can’t. Not sitting in that damn chair at that fucking table.” I hated being this far away from her, hated watching the tears stream down her face without doing anything to stop them. I was the reason this was happening, and I hated myself for hurting her. The last few days had been spent fucking and being happy. The second we got here, the bliss was over. “I understand what your family means to you, so I’ll share you. But…don’t expect me ever to be close with them. Don’t expect me to be the man you’ve always dreamed about, a man who will be another son to your father. I know that’s important to you, but you have to deal with reality. That guy isn’t me.”

      She wiped at her tears. “You are the man of my dreams, Griffin. Exactly as you are, no matter how difficult it gets. Whether you love my family or hate them…you’re the only man that I want. I never meant to rush you. When you’re ready…if you’re ever ready…we’ll try again.”

      I stared at her, relieved that she was patient with me. It would be ridiculous if she weren’t. Her father was making an effort to move forward, and her mother was kind to me. But no matter what they did to start over, it could never erase the past. I couldn’t forget what happened…and I hadn’t forgiven them for it either.

      I moved into Vanessa and cupped her cheeks before I kissed her. It was a soft kiss, full of remorse and self-loathing. I wiped her tears away with my thumbs then kissed her forehead. I didn’t say a word before I turned around and walked to the truck. I didn’t need to tell her I loved her every time I said goodbye.

      Our love was so real that she always knew.

      “Griffin.” Crow’s deep voice came from behind me, his boots crunching against the gravel.

      I was trying to get away from the Barsettis, not engage with them. It would be easy for me to get in the truck and drive off, ignoring him like he deserved. But something stopped me. Something kept me from crossing that line.

      I turned around, seeing that Vanessa had walked back into the house.

      Crow walked up to me, dressed in all black like usual. He was slightly shorter than I was, and with green eyes like Vanessa’s, he reminded me of hers in some ways. They were both fearless and hard, but they also loved openly. He stopped in front of me and rubbed the back of his neck. “I heard what you said to Vanessa.”

      “Of course you did.” I leaned against my truck and crossed my arms over my chest.

      Crow ignored the insult. “I can’t apologize for the way I behaved before. I love my daughter and—”

      “You’ve said all of this already. You did your best, Crow. Give yourself a pat on the back and just let it go. I don’t like you—never will.”

      This time, he actually looked pained by what I said.

      “I didn’t mean to ruin your night. Honestly. Spend time with your family.” I turned around.

      Crow grabbed my shoulder and forced me back toward him. “You are family, Griffin.”

      I pushed his hand down. “Don’t touch me again. The only reason why I won’t cross the line and actually punch you is because of Vanessa. But don’t push me.” I leaned back into the truck again.

      He ignored everything I said. “You are family, Griffin. You are part of this family, and it would make us all very happy if you came back in and joined us.”

      “I don’t care about making you happy.” I turned back to the truck and opened the door.

      He pushed it shut.

      I faced him. “You don’t think I’ll break your nose?”

      Crow didn’t flinch at the threat. “Then hit me, Griffin. We both know I deserve it. If that will make you feel better, by all means.” He dropped his hands to his sides. “Do it. I’m serious.”

      It was tempting. Very tempting. But it would break Vanessa’s heart. I would never do anything that would cause her that kind of pain. When I talked about that gun in her father’s face, it brought her to tears. “No.”

      “Come on.” He egged me on with his hands.

      “Hitting you is like hitting Vanessa. I won’t do it.”

      He dropped his hands. “Then what’s it going to take? How are we going to move forward?”

      “We can’t move forward,” I snapped. “There’s too much pain here. Vanessa will be part of our lives forever, and I will always take care of her. But it will always be divided. I’m not taking her away from you, and you aren’t taking her away from me. So let’s just be happy with that.”

      He stepped back and ran his hand through his hair, sighing through his flared nostrils. “You don’t get it. I want you to be part of this family simply because it’s what I want. Yes, I get to see my daughter whenever I want and have a close relationship with her. But all I care about right now is having a relationship with you.” He shook his head slightly as he looked at me. “We both have shit that haunts us. We both have done terrible things to each other. We’re both guilty of horrible crimes. We both need to let it go.”

      “I agree. But I’m not ready.”

      He moved his hands to his hips, his shoulders stiff with frustration. “I’m sorry for what I said about your mother. It was uncalled for…even then. I mean that.”

      I looked at the house, refusing to meet his gaze.

      “You’re right. She was an innocent person. It was low…even for me.”

      My mother was the only family I had. She’d been dead for nearly as long as I’d been alive, but she was all I had. I had to defend her. I had to defend her the way Vanessa defended her father. It shouldn’t make a difference if she was dead or alive. “She’s all I have. I don’t remember her very well, but that was the only time I celebrated a holiday or had a home…until Vanessa. I listened to you insult her because I was doing whatever I could to keep Vanessa…but I haven’t forgotten it.”

      He took a deep breath, his eyes filling with sorrow. “I’m sorry, Griffin. I didn’t mean what I said. I was just angry. I was trying to get you away from my daughter. We all say things we don’t mean.”

      “Yeah…maybe.” I turned my gaze back to him.

      He stared at me for a long time, his hands still on his hips.

      I didn’t know what else to say. The rest of his family was inside, wondering about this conversation as we had it.

      “I know you love my daughter.” He dropped his hands before he crossed his arms over his chest. “I see it written all over your face now. I see it in the way you cried when you got her back, a man like you moved to tears. But I want you to prove it to me one last time.”

      “You’ve got to be kidding me…”

      “I’m not,” he said seriously. “I need you to do this for me.”

      I moved my hands into my pockets, unable to believe this asshole was actually asking me for something.

      “Griffin?”

      I stared at the vineyards in the background for a second, doing my best to lower the rage in my blood. I needed to concentrate on the breeze, to clear my mind, before I looked at him again.

      “I want you to come to the winery three times a week. I want you to help me run the place.”

      That was the last thing I’d expected him to say. “Free labor?”

      “No. Not free labor. I’ll pay you.”

      I was so disgusted I spat on the ground at his feet. “I don’t want or need your money, Crow.”

      “Fine. Then just come. Three days a week.”

      “Why?”

      “No questions asked. Do that for her.”

      “What does this have to do with Vanessa?”

      He took a long time to articulate his next response, his jaw clenching hard before he finally gave me an answer. “Because it would mean the world to her if you gave me a chance. Please give me a chance.”

      “I just told you it was too soon. It was less than a month ago when you threatened to kill me.”

      “I’m not asking for our relationship to change, Griffin. I’m only asking for a bit of your time.”

      If I couldn’t sit inside that house and eat dinner, then I couldn’t go to the winery and pretend that would be okay. “All I want is to not see you or hear from you for a long time. You want a chance to make this right?” I got closer to his face. “Then disappear. Fucking disappear.”
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      I sat on the couch in the living room with a glass of wine in my hand. My mom rubbed my back and consoled me, handing me tissues so I could wipe away the tears and fix my makeup.

      I wasn’t the kind of person that cried, but seeing Bones in that much pain killed me inside.

      It killed me that we would never overcome this.

      He would always be an outsider. He would never be part of my family.

      The worst part was, I didn’t blame him.

      My father came back inside, whispered something to my mother, and then took the seat beside me when she left. It was just the two of us in the large living room with the vaulted ceilings and the fireplace. It was the same room where we put up our Christmas tree, where we opened gifts on Christmas morning.

      Something Bones would never experience.

      My father sat beside me, his knee almost touching mine.

      I didn’t ask how his conversation went. Based on Bones’s hostility, he wouldn’t listen to anyone, not even me.

      “Tesoro.” He placed his hand on my back, resting it between my shoulder blades. “I’ll find a way to make this work.” He peered into my face, his cologne surrounding me. He held a glass of scotch in his hand and placed it on the table.

      “I’m sorry…about all of this.” I stared at the coffee table, avoiding my father’s look of pity.

      “You don’t need to apologize, tesoro.”

      “He didn’t mean to be rude and ruin dinner. He’s just—”

      “Really, it’s fine. I understand. This is hard for him…I don’t blame him.” He lowered his hand from my back and rested it on his thigh. His black wedding ring sat on his left hand, where it remained always. I’d never seen him without it, not when he worked or when he was in the pool.

      “I know you wanted me to be with someone who could be a son to you… I don’t think that’s possible with Griffin.”

      “Vanessa, that doesn’t matter.” He rested his hand on mine. “He’s the man you want, and we’ll make this work. I don’t care how difficult or complicated he is. You love him…so we love him.”

      I turned my gaze on my father, my eyes soft. “Thank you…that means a lot to me.”

      He squeezed my hand before he pulled away.

      “He never told me what you guys talked about last week. He said a few things…but not much.”

      He gave a slight nod. “He’s a man of few words.”

      “What did you talk about?”

      He shrugged. “In a nutshell…he doesn’t like me.”

      I sighed in disappointment, but I wasn’t surprised.

      He rubbed his palms together, his callused skin chafing together. His eyes were on his movements. “I didn’t realize this until your mother pointed it out to me, and now that I’ve spent some alone time with him, it’s all I can see. All he’s ever wanted is somewhere he belongs…a family. He doesn’t have anyone but you, and when I took you away, it was like losing his mom all over again. Your absence hurt him…but I was the one who killed him. I’m not better than the man who murdered his mother. He resents me for the power I have over him. And he’s hurt by the things I said about his mother. He’s a powerful man who’s perfectly capable of taking care of himself and you…but he needs more. He needs a family.”

      I nodded, knowing he was right. “He’s always resented me for everything that I have, for the beautiful childhood home and the wonderful family that loves me. He says that life should have been his…but you took it away from him.”

      “And then I did it again…when I took you away.” He kept staring at his hands. “I’m trying to make this right, tesoro. I’m trying to connect with him, to move forward on a different foot. I’ve never apologized for protecting you. I still stand by my decision. But I want things to be different as we move into the future. But he’s not willing to meet me halfway, not anymore.”

      “He’s very stubborn…” He was the most stubborn man I’d ever known.

      “And angry.”

      “Yes…that too.”

      “It would be easy for me to let it go. Griffin has said that’s what he wants, to put on a show for you and pretend everything is fine. We can pretend to like each other when we see each other, but we don’t need to stand in the same room together longer than we have to. That would save me time and work. But after what he did for us…I can’t settle for that kind of relationship. He didn’t have to join the fight and save all of us. He could have easily looked the other way and let us all die…and then took you when we were gone.” He rubbed the back of his neck, his eyes still on the table. “So I have to make this right.”

      I moved my hand to his shoulder and rubbed my palm across the cotton of his shirt. “Thank you…I want him to be part of us. I want him to be happy.”

      “Me too, tesoro. So I need you to help me.”

      “How?”

      “You need to ask him to meet me halfway. You need to ask him to come to the winery three days a week. We’ll work together, spend time together, and maybe in time, some kind of relationship will form.”

      I had a lot of power over Griffin, the power to make him do almost anything. He was ruthless and bossy, but I could get my way if I asked for it.

      “He wouldn’t agree when I asked. But he will if you do.” He turned back to me, his hands coming together.

      It would be the easiest solution to the problem. Even if Griffin didn’t want to do it, he would do it because I asked. He loved me, would give me the world if I asked for it. “As much as I want to do that…I can’t.”

      His eyebrows furrowed.

      “He’s done so much for me. He told me he needed time, and I can’t rush him. After everything he’s done for me, how loyal he’s been to me, I can’t ask him to keep trying. I understand his pain. I understand his anger. It would be selfish of me to ask for anything more. I’m sorry…but I can’t.” I’d asked him to try to win my family over in the beginning, and he put up with my father’s and uncle’s bullshit every single day. He handed a loaded weapon to his enemy while he agreed to be chained to a chair. He worked at the winery every day, moving heavy crates and being insulted at the same time, just for a little bit of my father’s attention. And then he took a bullet for my father…almost died because of it. “You have to do this on your own. I can’t choose sides. I have to respect what he wants. I won’t use my power over him, even if I could get what I want.”

      My father didn’t hide his disappointment, but he didn’t argue with me either. “I understand, tesoro.”

      I wrapped my arm through his and rested my cheek against his shoulder. “Please don’t stop trying. I know you—you can do anything. If anyone can make this happen, it’s you.” I wanted my father and Bones to get along. I wanted them to like each other, to trust each other. I wanted us all to be one family…more than anything else.

      “In most respects, that’s true,” he whispered. “But I’ve never been in this kind of situation before. You know I’m not good with words. Even having deep conversations with your mother is a challenge for me.”

      “I know you can do it, Father.”

      “You have a high opinion of me…”

      “Yes. But I also know how much you love me…and you’ll do anything to make me happy.”

      He sighed before he looked at me, his eyes soft in a special way. It was a look he only gave me, his only daughter. I had a special hold on his heart, a grip that even my mother didn’t have. “Yes…anything.”
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      Father drove me home and parked on the street. Despite my insistence that I could make it inside on my own, he walked me up the stairs to the door.

      “Thanks for driving me back.”

      “I didn’t mind in the least.” He pulled me into his chest and hugged me, pressing a kiss to my forehead. “Good night.”

      “Good night, Father.”

      He gave me another soft look before he walked down the stairs and got into his car. He waited there, not turning on the engine until he saw me go into my apartment.

      I unlocked the door and stepped inside.

      I set my purse on the entryway table and walked into the living room. It was almost ten o’clock, the time we usually went to bed. The TV was off, and Bones lay on the couch, wearing nothing but his boxers. The size of a horse, he took up every inch of the cushions, his feet dangling over the edge. He’d taken a few pillows from the bedroom and rested on them now.

      I stopped near the coffee table, spotting the open bottle of scotch and the empty glass beside it. There were a few drops at the bottom of the glass, amber liquid from the alcohol he’d downed for the last few hours.

      I knew he wasn’t asleep, so I stood there and waited for him to say something.

      He kept looking at the ceiling, comfortable with the never-ending silence.

      I walked to the couch and stood over him, seeing all his muscles and tattoos. When I looked down into his face, I saw his eyes meet mine in the darkness. Light from the streetlamp outside flooded the apartment, casting shadows in the corners.

      He held my gaze, his look unresponsive. He was far too stubborn to utter a single word.

      So I folded. “What are you doing?”

      “Sleeping.”

      “You look wide awake to me.”

      “Well, this couch isn’t made for a man like me.”

      “Then why aren’t you sleeping in the bedroom?” I assumed he’d drunk until he passed out in front of the TV. But now that I noticed the pillows and his sobriety, I knew this choice had been purposeful.

      “Isn’t this what couples do? The man does something wrong, so he gets stuck on the couch?” He sat up then ran his hand through his hair, his eyes sleepy even though he hadn’t slept for even a minute. His hair was messy from fingering it for the last few hours. He leaned back against the couch, a man comprised of endless power. He glanced at the bottle of scotch on the table but didn’t pour himself another glass. He stared straight ahead, not looking at me.

      I stared at his hard outline, from the broad shape of his shoulders to his enormous chest. He was a beast more than a man, his tattoos only heightening his intimidating presence. The black ink hid some of his beautiful skin, but it also hid the battle scars he’d been carrying for the last ten years. His jawline was hard, casting a shadow down his neck from the gentle light coming through the window. He hadn’t shaved in a few days, so his beard was starting to get thick. His blue eyes were the only gentle feature he possessed. The rest of him was all man.

      I gripped his shoulder then straddled his hips, sitting on him as he leaned against the couch. My arms hooked around his neck, and I looked him in the eye, seeing him slowly soften now that I was on top of him.

      He glanced at my lips before he looked me in the eye. His hands automatically moved to my waist, his fingers sliding underneath my shirt so he could feel my soft skin with his fingertips.

      I pressed my mouth to his and gave him a soft kiss, just our lips touching together. It was long, our breaths coming in deeper the second we touched. I felt the same electric shock as I did when he was inside me. A simple touch from this man was all I needed. I pulled away and looked into his eyes. “For as long as we live, you’re never sleeping on this couch.” I pulled my shirt over my head then unclasped my bra. The bra fell to the cushion, revealing my bare tits.

      His eyes moved to my rack, the arousal instantly coming into his gaze. Within the snap of a finger, his cock hardened underneath my shorts, pressing right against my clit. His fingers dug into me tighter before he moved his face into my neck. Like an animal, he kissed me hard, dragging his lips against my warm skin as he rose from the couch and carried me with him. “Baby.” His mouth moved over mine, and he crushed me with his embrace, whisking me down the hallway and into our bedroom. “I love you so damn much.”
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      The following day, I got up early and headed to the gallery. I hadn’t been working much over the last few weeks. Sometimes my gallery wasn’t open for days at a time. I purposely left the front door wide open, that way pedestrians would know I was open for business.

      I had a pile of emails to catch up on. My regular clients were inquiring about new work, especially after recommending me to their friends and family. I took several photos of the artwork I had in stock, uploaded it, and sent it to each client I thought would like it. It took up most of the morning, and by the time I finished up, it was past noon.

      I hadn’t even gotten to paint.

      Heavy footsteps sounded from the entryway, and I looked up to see Bones walk in. In jeans and a t-shirt that fit snugly over his chest and arms, he was a behemoth of a man. He was so hard in comparison to the softness of my artwork. His eyes scanned the pictures as he stepped inside, every footstep a loud echo because of his immense weight.

      Then he turned his gaze on me.

      And just like that, everything stopped. No man had ever looked at me the way he did, to make my lungs stop needing air, to make my heart stop needing blood. He was all I ever needed.

      I rose from behind the white desk. This was the first time he’d ever been in my space, at least with me at the same time. I’d left the apartment early that morning, so I hadn’t shared our regular routine of me eating cereal while he worked on his laptop. “Hey.”

      He didn’t speak, regarding me with his stare instead of with words.

      I came around the desk and moved into his chest. I rose on my tiptoes and kissed him on the mouth.

      He kissed me back, gripping the deep curve in my back with his large hands. “Baby.”

      My hands slid down his chest as I pulled away, loving the way he called me that. No other man could pull it off the way he did.

      He dropped his hands then took a look around the gallery, examining my pieces with obvious interest. He stopped in front of each one, taking his time as he took in the colors and lines.

      I stared at his back, watching the strength of his body as he moved. Dinner at my parents’ place had been terrible, and we hadn’t spoken of that incident since yesterday. I came home, and we went straight to bed.

      There might not be much to say anyway.

      My father told me he wouldn’t give up, that he would keep trying until he and Bones could have a new start. All I wanted was for everyone I loved to be under one roof. I wanted Bones to spend time with my brother and father, to become another Barsetti with a different last name. I wanted him to see my father as a father figure, and if not that, at least a friend. But those things took time. And with Bones, it would take a very long time.

      He finished looking at the paintings before he came back toward me. “I like them.”

      “Thanks.”

      His hand moved to the back of my neck, and he kissed me on the forehead.

      I closed my eyes, treasuring his affection. I could never get enough of it, get enough love from this man.

      “I’ll let you get back to work. Just wanted to see you for a bit.”

      “What are you doing?” My hands moved up and down his muscular arms.

      “Just working on a few things.”

      I knew he would be leaving for a hit soon. Whenever he worked on his laptop, it meant he was doing research. His departure was usually shortly after that. I was dreading it, dreading it before he even mentioned it. I had to remind myself it would be over soon, that he would be retiring to live a quiet life with me. He would marry me and start a family with me. I would love to have a son who looked like him to inherit those pretty blue eyes and his natural power. “Alright.”

      He gripped my chin and lifted my gaze. He looked at me, reading my emotions, and then kissed me on the mouth. “Love you.”

      “Love you.”

      He released me then walked out.

      I stared at his powerful frame as he left, following him with my eyes until he walked past the windows and disappeared from sight.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      We didn’t even get through dinner before he threw me on the table and made love to me. He knocked over my wineglass, and it shattered on the hardwood floor. The bottle rolled across the table and met the same fate, but that didn’t stop him from thrusting inside me, his hand deep in my hair and his gaze possessive.

      I didn’t give a damn about the mess.

      He came inside me then carried me into our bedroom, ignoring the dirty plates and spilled wine that we would worry about in the morning. We got into bed, side by side, with our faces together. My leg was hooked over his hip, and his large hand gripped the back of my thigh. He’d shaved that morning, so his face was clean. I could see his hard jaw better, study the prominent line that separated his chin from his neck.

      I could feel his come inside me, feel the hefty weight and warmth. At any given time, I had his essence inside me. When I was at work, I could feel it. When I slept at night, I could feel it. Only rare times in the middle of the day did I not feel it.

      He watched me, his chest still sweaty from the way he took me earlier. His eyes were on me like that last session hadn’t been enough. He always seemed to want me, no matter many times he took me. This lifetime wasn’t enough. A thousand lifetimes wouldn’t be enough.

      My fingers moved over his chest, sliding across the sweat and the muscles. His black ink was vibrant in contrast to his fair skin. I was dark in comparison, my Italian blood giving me an exotic appearance. My fingers rubbed over the black ink, touching a date he had inked along his ribs. “What does this mean?” I never asked him about his tattoos. I studied them every time we were in bed together, staring at the different artwork that formed a fresco over his body. He never used colored ink, always sticking to black. There was a skull in one place, a snake on the other side of his stomach, a gravestone above his heart. Images were separated by vague symbols. I wondered if every single image meant something to him, or if the only purpose was to hide his broken skin underneath.

      He didn’t look at my hand to see what I was pointing at. “The day my mother was killed.”

      My fingers trembled against his skin, the jolt of pain slamming in my heart. “Christmas Eve.”

      “Yes.”

      My fingers moved over his heart, feeling the steady beat. “I’m sorry, Griffin.”

      His eyes shifted back and forth slightly as he looked at me. He studied me with the same intensity he always regarded me with, claiming me and watching me at the exact same time. “I know, baby. She was a good woman.”

      “Yes, she was. What do you remember about her?”

      He paused as he considered my question. “Not a lot. I vaguely remember the way she smelled, the way she would whisper when she was truly angry. I remember the way she made me feel…like I was loved, no matter what. When I became an adult, I learned more about my parents. My mother didn’t love my father. She was a concubine he’d claimed as his own. He knocked her up, but he had no idea she was ever pregnant. My mother loved me anyway, didn’t care that I was the result of a horrible night. We lost everything, but that didn’t make her give up. She kept going…doing the best she could. I would do anything to have her here now, to take care of her so she would never have to worry about anything ever again.”

      My heart throbbed once more, hearing the regret in his voice. “She’d be proud of you.”

      “Proud of what exactly?” he whispered. “I kill people for a living.”

      “You never cared that she was a prostitute. Why would she care that you kill people?”

      He watched me, silent.

      “She’d be proud of you because of what you just said to me…that you wish you could take care of her. You take care of me. You love me with everything that you have. I sleep well at night because you’re beside me. I’ve never needed a man for anything, but I need you for everything.” I moved my face into his chest and kissed the skin over his heart, feeling his heart pound against my mouth. When I pulled away, he was still looking at me, his eyes even more focused than before.

      “There’s nothing that turns me on more than hearing you say that.”

      “That I need you?” I whispered, my fingers moving down his hard stomach.

      “Yes.”

      “I mean it.” I kissed his heart again. “I’ll always mean it.”

      His hand slid up my thigh until he reached my ass. He gave it a firm squeeze. “Baby.” He pressed his face into mine and kissed me, a hot kiss with tongue, passion, and heavy breaths. He pulled my bottom lip into his mouth and gave it a gentle nibble before he released it. “I’ll always make you need me.”

      “Good…because I like it.” I’d spent three months without him, and I’d needed him every single second we were apart. He was my happiness, all my joy. My hand moved to his shoulder, feeling the tight muscles that shifted under my touch. “You’ve never told me about your tattoos.”

      “Because there’s nothing to tell.”

      “I disagree. Which one was your first?”

      He pointed to his right side, indicating the skull.

      “And you’ve been getting them ever since?” I hadn’t seen him get new sink since we’d been together. His ink was smeared in places where he’d been shot, from when I’d put a bullet in him as well as the one meant for my father. He would have to touch those up eventually.

      “Yes.”

      “Are they just to cover your wounds? Because you have them all over the place.”

      “I got most of them in my early twenties. I had nothing else better to do.”

      “So, they don’t mean anything to you?”

      “Some do. Some don’t.” His hand trailed over my hips until he cupped my right tit. “I think you’d look sexy with some ink.” He moved to my right hip. “Right here.” He dragged the backs of his fingers over the skin, his eyes following his movements.

      “And what should I put there?”

      He shrugged.

      “Let me guess…you name?”

      He didn’t crack a smile at my comment. “I don’t need to brand you with my name to prove you’re mine. Any idiot with eyes can see that you’re my woman. Because my eyes are always on you, and your eyes are always on me.”

      It was true. Anytime I went out in public, men never hit on me. Bones always lingered in the background, acting as the strongest bug repellent a girl ever needed. I didn’t even need to wear a large diamond ring to keep the gnats away.

      “A man brands his woman in the bedroom. A man doesn’t need to hold her hand or wrap his arm around her waist in public, not when his come is sitting inside her at all times. You never forget you belong to me, not when you can always feel me between your legs.” His hand moved down my stomach until he reached the apex of my thighs. He played with my clit a little bit before his fingers moved inside my slit, feeling his come sitting at the entrance. He kept his eyes locked on me, his possessive gaze burning into my skin. “You like feeling me between your legs. It helps you sleep at night.”

      “Yes.” I loved his come. I’d never let a man come inside me before. I always used condoms. He had the first honor, and I was glad I’d waited until I met him. “But I think I need some more…”

      His fingers froze against my entrance, his own come on the tips of his fingers. He stilled as he looked at me, his nostrils flaring slightly in arousal. There was nothing he liked more than listening to me ask him for more sex. He thrived on it. “I want you to do something for me first.”

      “Yes?”

      He grabbed my hand and placed it against my clit. “You fucked yourself when I was gone?”

      For the first month, I was too depressed to feel aroused, but as time passed, my pussy ached for the sex I used to get on a daily basis. “Yes.” I swallowed the lump in my throat and refused to be ashamed of it. A woman was just as sexual as a man. I needed sex as much as he did. After the explosive and passionate relationship we had, I couldn’t get by on nothing.

      “You thought of me.” He didn’t ask it as a question, already knowing what my answer would be.

      “Always.”

      “Show me.”

      “No.” I kept my fingers between my legs but didn’t rub my clit. “I don’t want to pretend, not when I can have the real thing.”

      He repeated the command. “Show me and I’ll show you.”

      I pictured him touching himself, and my skin immediately flared with heat. With his big hand and big dick, it’d be sexy to watch the vein in his neck pop while he pleased himself, watch his breathing pick up as his balls tightened against his body. “Okay.” I turned on my back and let my knees fall apart before I rubbed my fingers against my clit in a circular motion. I could feel his come inside still, so touching myself immediately made me moan.

      He licked his palm before he circled his fingers around his length. Then he started to jerk himself hard, moving from his head to his balls.

      I watched him, seeing the fluid ooze from the top of his head. My fingers worked my clit harder, and my back arched with the pleasure. My hard nipples pointed to the ceiling, and I pulled my knees against my waist, widening my legs as I imagined his cock moving inside me.

      He jerked himself harder, his breathing filling the quietness of the room.

      “Griffin…” I wasn’t going to last much longer like this, not watching him jerk himself off. Everything he did was sexy, but watching him touch himself was even sexier. “I’m gonna come. But I wanna come around your dick instead.”

      He moved on top of me immediately, shoving his fat dick into my soaking pussy. “Fuck.” He pinned his arms behind my knees and thrust hard, his balls tapping against my ass. After a few pumps, he brought me to a climax.

      “Yes…” My toes curled, and I dragged my nails down his back. “Now give it to me.” I loved having an orgasm when I felt him throb inside me at the same time. I loved taking his come as I rode my high, feeling his seed fill my entire cavity.

      He came right on cue, filling me up with his come. He claimed me just the way he vowed to, by stuffing me with so much come that I always felt him inside me. When I went about my day, I always pitied the young women I came across, knowing they didn’t have what I had. They didn’t have a powerful man fucking them like it was the first time, every time. Bones always took me like it was a new experience, one he couldn’t get enough of. I always felt like the sexiest woman he’d ever seen, like there was no other woman in the world he’d rather be with.

      He spoke against my ear when he was finished. “Is that enough come, baby?” He started to soften inside me, but I was still stretched apart because of the size of his dick. There was plenty of come inside me, plenty of his seed that would last through the night.

      I gripped his shoulders and locked my ankles around his waist. “No. Not even close.”
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      Cane drank his scotch and rolled his eyes at the same time. “Just let it go. The guy doesn’t like us, and he’s not gonna change his mind. His family and the Barsettis are like oil and water—they don’t mix.” He set the glass down on the table in between us, his jaw tight with annoyance. “Leave it alone.”

      Button sat beside me, her legs crossed underneath her dress. She wore a deep blue dress that stopped above her knee. With her hair pulled back and her diamond earrings exposed, she had the grace of a queen.

      My queen.

      She’d aged like a fine wine, becoming more graceful and potent as the years wore on. Her confidence only heightened her beauty, and those sharp blue eyes never faded despite the decades of stress we’d both endured.

      She turned her gaze on me, silently beckoning me to address what my brother just said.

      It would be easy to give up—but not for me. “I’m not gonna stop. Not until water and oil finally mix.”

      “But they can’t mix,” Cane spat. “They always separate.”

      “Well, I’ll make it happen.”

      He shook his head as he refilled his glass. “Dumbest thing I’ve ever heard you say. And you've said a lot of dumb things over the past few decades…”

      Button narrowed her eyes on his face, her lips pressed tightly together. “Not nearly as many as you.”

      I couldn’t hide the slight grin that formed on my face. She was my wife, the person at my side forever. She always defended me even though I didn’t need her to do it. But she was also a member of this relationship, a sister to Cane who fit perfectly. We’d defeated Bones Sr. together, saved each other’s asses more times than I could count. It was the kind of bond that allowed insults to fly all the time.

      Crow swirled his glass before he shrugged. “True. But this is still stupid. You’ve made your attempt. We’ve got to move on. If he doesn’t want to be the bigger man, then whatever.”

      “Be the bigger man?” I set my glass on the table, my hands coming together. “He always was the bigger man. Despite the shit we put him through, he warned me about Conway. On top of that, he put his neck on the line and saved all of us.” I pointed between him and me. “We’d be dead right now if it weren’t for him. It would have been easy for him to ignore that information. I bet you he considered it for a moment. All he would have to do is wait for us to be killed off before he took Vanessa. We’d be out of the way for good, and he would get exactly what he wanted—Vanessa and the rest of us dead.”

      My brother held my gaze, still slightly swirling his drink.

      “He already was the bigger man.” My eyes moved to the table between us. “He proved it a million times over. I’m in debt to him for the rest of my damn life. I don’t even give a shit about my life that much, not compared to my only son.”

      “And mine?” he asked in offense.

      “You know what I mean,” I spat. “He saved my son. He saved my daughter-in-law. He saved my grandchild. It’s my turn to be the bigger man. It’s my turn to put up with his bullshit until I finally earn his respect.”

      Cane leaned back against the leather chair, his drink sitting on his thigh. A sigh erupted from his lips and filled the room.

      Button nodded. “Crow is right. We have to keep trying until we make it right.”

      “But he doesn’t want anything to do with us,” Cane said. “That’s the part you don’t understand. All he wants is Vanessa. He wants to be left alone. You trying to make this right is only annoying him. If you really want to respect him, just stop bothering him.”

      I shook my head. “No. I get that he’s angry at us, particularly me, but this needs to be mended. He’s a strong guy, but he needs more in life. He needs a place where he belongs. I never thought I would try to be a father figure to him…but that’s what he needs. That’s what Vanessa wants me to be for him.”

      “A father?” he asked incredulously. “The guy is thirty years old. He doesn’t need a father.”

      “My son needs me,” I countered. “When he was taken, I stepped into the open and prepared to die to save his life, just for the slim chance he could get away. When he didn’t know what to do about Sapphire, he came to me for advice. When he raises his kids, he’s going to come me. He needs me as much now as he did when he was a child, just in different ways. Carter and Carmen need you too.”

      Cane fell silent and drank his scotch.

      “Sometimes I think I make some progress with Griffin, but then we take ten steps back.” When I met him in the bar, it seemed like he was slowly opening up to me. It seemed like his walls were coming down. But then he came over for dinner, and that trigger went off and pushed him away all over again. “I asked Vanessa to ask him to meet me halfway, but she refused. She said she can’t ask any more from him, which I understand. So, I’m on my own.”

      Carter stared into his glass, swallowing his annoyance. “I hope I don’t go through anything like this with Carmen. I always make jokes about putting her in a nunnery, but Jesus, I’m serious now.”

      My only daughter dating my biggest enemy was the worst heartache I’d ever experienced. There was so much hate in my veins, so much frustration. It would have been so much easier if she’d just settled down with Matteo or Antonio, two fine gentlemen, either of whom would have made her happy. But she chose someone else, a man hard like me. “It’s not so bad, Cane. I know he would do anything for her, and that’s enough for me.”

      “If Carmen dated someone like him…” Cane shook his head. “I don’t even want to think about it.”

      “As much as I hate to admit, she found someone like me.” Griffin and I looked nothing alike, but we were similar in our hostility and mannerisms. He was fearless, strong, and passionate. With very little to say, he announced his presence in silence. After Button pointed out the similarities, I couldn’t stop seeing them. “Carmen might find someone like you.”

      Cane scoffed. “Over my dead body.”

      Button looked at him. “As much as we don’t want to admit it, Barsetti blood is tainted with blood and violence. We have a specific palate when it comes to our partners. We don’t want an average person. We need someone like us. Carmen probably wouldn’t be happy with an average man. She’ll likely always want an extraordinary one.”

      “That’s why the nunnery is such a good idea.” He downed the contents of his glass before he set it on the table. “Because my daughter is so damn beautiful. She looks like Adelina, but with Barsetti eyes and height.” He shook his head. “I wish she were ugly…”

      Button chuckled. “No, you don’t.”

      “Yes, he does,” I said. “I’ve been there. But now that I know Vanessa’s going to spend her life with Griffin, I’m not worried about her. She has the perfect man to protect her. I never have to worry about her…and that’s all I wanted.”

      Cane shrugged. “I don’t think any man out there will ever be good enough for my daughter.”

      I nodded. “I know what you mean.”

      Cane refilled his glass before he changed the subject. “I know you’re trying to kiss Griffin’s ass right now, but we’ve got to do something about the Skull Kings. I haven’t heard a peep about them, but after ordering a hit like that, I don’t think it will end quietly. If they’re anything like the way I remember, they’re insanely ruthless. I’m sure killing the entire team they dispatched made them realize they underestimated us…but I don’t think it’s over.”

      It’d been on mind for the last few weeks. Their quiet surrender sounded too good to be true. Things like that never dissolved into nothingness. “Neither do I.” Now that my son was going to be a father in just a few weeks, this war needed to be dead and buried for good. I didn’t want my grandbaby to come into the world in the midst of a battle. They should only know peace.

      “Griffin has some kind of relationship with the Skull Kings,” Cane said. “Based on what Conway said about the Underground. He was there one night, whether he was buying a woman or staking out the place. He might be able to help us.”

      “Perhaps he can talk to them about dropping this feud,” Button said. “We aren’t even certain what instigated this provocation in the first place. Conway doesn’t seem to know what the problem is.”

      “They must have realized that Conway was buying and freeing the slaves,” I said. “Maybe someone ratted on him. That’s the only thing that makes sense. They probably don’t appreciate the fact that Conway was making a fortune of their products.”

      Cane nodded. “Probably. And I don’t think that’s something we can discuss calmly. The Skull Kings aren’t calm. They’re psychopaths.”

      “Griffin might have something that could help.” He was a powerful man with a lot of connections. Maybe he had a special relationship with them and could arrange a peaceful negotiation. “Outright attacking the Skull Kings is the only other choice—and it’s a terrible choice. We’ll be fighting that war for three more generations.”

      “I don’t like that idea either,” Button said. “Not when we only want peace.”

      “Griffin will help if you ask, right?” Cane asked.

      I felt pathetic asking him for help after what he did for my family. He didn’t owe us anything, not any longer. I hated to admit that I needed him, but I definitely did. “Since this concerns Vanessa, yes. I prefer to wait until Griffin and I have established a better relationship because I don’t want him to think I’m only behaving this way because I want something…”

      “Well, you’re going to have to get over that,” Cane snapped. “Because we don’t have time for that shit. We need to pull him in now.” He tapped his fist against the table. “We’ve already wasted enough time.”

      “I agree,” Button said. “Griffin is a smart man. I’m sure he understands that these are two separate issues. Since he loves Vanessa, I’m sure he wants to bury this as much as we do. He craves the same quiet life that we do…with our daughter.”

      I’d hoped I could make progress with Griffin before I asked him for a favor, but that didn’t seem possible. Right now, protecting my family was the most important thing. I didn’t just have Vanessa, but a son, a daughter-in-law, a niece, and nephew…and so much more. “I’ll talk to him.”

      “When?” Cane pressed.

      “I’ll make the drive tomorrow,” I answered. “Ask him out for a beer or something.”

      “Should I come along too?” Cane asked. “So we can get to work right away?”

      “No.” I was the one who ruined everything with Griffin in the first place. I was the father of the woman he loved. It had to be me. “I should go alone.”
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      My life was the same few variations on repeat.

      It was simple. Predictable. Tame.

      But I loved every second of it.

      I used to work constantly, pick up women at a bar for dirty threeways, and get off on the corpses I would dump in the lake. My life was never the same, full of adrenaline and the unknown.

      I traded all of that for Vanessa.

      With no regrets.

      I woke up at seven every day because I liked to get my workout finished before Vanessa woke up. She was usually cuddled into my side, her hair all over the place and her arm draped across my chest. It was easy to roll her onto her back, move between her legs, and fuck her quickly before I started my day. She moved with me slightly, her eyes barely open and her nails deep in my hair. Every morning, I woke up with a hard-on, and I liked to take care of that before I continued on my day. Before her, I would jerk off before I hit the weights. But now, I preferred her, whether she was really conscious to enjoy it or not. She climaxed most of the time, so her body was obviously aware of what was happening even if her mind wasn’t. I put my come where it belonged, deep inside that slit I paid for with my blood, and then left her there and went about my day.

      There was a gym down the street that I went to. I didn’t like sharing my space with the public, which was why I had a private gym in my homes. But for now, it would do. Vanessa was obsessed with my body, aroused by the way I’d thickened over the last three months, so I increased the weight to keep my size. I didn’t need it for a battle. I just liked making her forget she ever bothered with that boy painter.

      I returned home, showered, and then sat at the dining table with my laptop. It was another sunny day in Florence, and the sunlight filtered through the apartment. When I scouted this piece of real estate, I thought it would be the perfect place for her. I bought it under the assumption she would never share her space with anyone, not even me. So it was smaller than I preferred.

      I finally finished the mission statement Max sent over to me. I completed all the case studies I needed against my hit. I’d be heading to Egypt in a few days, something I hadn’t mentioned to Vanessa. She knew it was coming. She always knew.

      Vanessa woke up thirty minutes later, parading around in my t-shirt. She looked sexy in the lingerie I picked out for her, but never quite as sexy as she did in my clothes. She leaned over me with her arms wrapped around my shoulders and kissed me on the neck, the same way she always greeted me in the morning. “Good morning.”

      “Morning, baby.” When she walked away, I smacked her ass—like clockwork.

      She helped herself in the kitchen, making a bowl of cereal. Her long, tanned legs poked out from underneath my shirt, two legs that looked like pure sex. She ran her fingers through her hair before she carried her bowl to the table.

      My eyes were glued to her, focused on the one woman who captured my complete focus the second I met her. She was such a woman that she made me, a man incapable of love, fall so deeply that I sacrificed everything to keep her. I gave up promiscuity for monogamy. I gave up death for life. I’d been a man a long time, but I’d never met a woman who could match me, a lady so strong and fierce that she reminded me of myself. Once she put that bullet in my shoulder, I was gone. I watched her shoot me with determination, and the second she pulled that trigger, I was harder than I’d ever been my entire life.

      Every day I couldn’t stop staring at her like this, like it was the first time I’d laid eyes on her. She was used to my constant looks that bordered hostility, but she had no idea what I was thinking. She had no idea that I was thinking about how much I loved her every single second of those stares. Sometimes, I wanted to fuck her. Sometimes, I wanted to grab her by the neck and pin her into the mattress, just to remind her that she belonged to me—even though I would never let her forget. My love was sometimes so possessive, it was violent. My love was so physical that I wanted to fuck her ass and mouth just as much as her pussy. My love so intense that it made everyone in our vicinity uncomfortable. But she was such an extraordinary woman that she could handle it.

      Since the moment I met her, I could honestly say no other woman ever caught my attention the way she did. I didn’t fantasize about other women. I didn’t miss the threesomes, the handcuffs, and the strippers.

      Never once did I doubt what we had.

      That it was the greatest thing that ever happened to me.

      She ate her cereal while these thoughts passed through my head, the corner of her mouth raised in a smile. She could feel my stare, and even though she should be used to it by now, it still distracted her. She turned her face toward me. “What?”

      I didn’t waste my time telling her every thought I had. I didn’t describe the way she made me feel, the way she turned me into a stronger and weaker man at the same time. All those words seemed like too much work, the feelings impossible to translate into a spoken language. So I held her gaze, my eyes conveying everything I didn’t have to say. “You already know.”
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      Vanessa was downstairs at the gallery for the day, so I stayed in the apartment and watched TV on the couch. It was tempting to go downstairs and watch her work, but I knew my hostile presence made people uncomfortable. She needed more customers, not fewer, so I stayed out of her business.

      She came upstairs in the middle of the afternoon and stood in front of me, blocking the TV with her petite frame. Her eyes locked on to mine before she undid her jean shorts and pushed them down her long legs. Her panties came next, landing on top of her jeans on the rug.

      My arms rested along the back of the couch, and I didn’t move despite the way she silently paraded into the apartment and demanded sex from me. Instead of staring at the area between her legs, I kept my gaze locked on hers, seeing the way she wanted me.

      She pushed down the front of my sweatpants, revealing my cock that had hardened just thirty seconds ago. She lowered herself on top of me, gasping as she felt me stretch her deep and far. When she was sitting on my balls, she gripped my shoulders and breathed into my face. “Oh…yes.” She pressed her feet against the cushions and held herself in a squatting position.

      My hands moved underneath her thighs, carrying most of her weight so she could ride my dick with ease. I helped her up and down, making her sheathe my dick over and over again. The white cream built up at the base of my dick. I could practically smell her hormones in the air, feel her horniness between her legs.

      My bare feet pushed against the rug as I thrust inside her, hitting her hard like she wanted me to. Her sexy ass cheeks were in my grip, and I pushed her up and down at a faster pace, making her ride my dick fast.

      Her green eyes were focused on mine, her sexy lips parted from the sexy moans she made. Her fingers pressed into my shoulder, digging into my old wound. Even if it caused me pain, I still wouldn’t mention it.

      I loved kissing her, but I also loved fucking her without kissing her. I liked the connection between our eyes, the way we both smoldered and burned for one another in mutual passion. We made love, but we also fucked like two people in love—and that was my favorite. We didn’t screw each other because we had to. We fucked each other hard like it was the hottest one-night stand of our lives.

      I spanked her ass. “Hit me.”

      She kept moving up and down, her pussy making the sexiest noises as it rode my cock.

      I spanked her ass again. “Hit me.”

      She listened this time, slapping me across the face with her palm. She didn’t give me a sissy hit like most women did. She slapped me like she meant it, striking the side of my face with a hard palm. She put her weight into it, using those sexy muscles in her arm.

      Her hand stung when it collided with my face, making the surface of my skin burn and the blood underneath boil. I loved the pain she caused me, the way she delivered the hit without hesitation. She knew I was a man who could handle anything, so she hit me with the kind of brutality I craved.

      My cock throbbed inside her, my balls tightening because I wanted to come. I loved her fearlessness. I loved the momentum she could unleash with that arm. A strong woman like Vanessa probably intimidated most men, but she turned me on like crazy. “Hit me again when you come. Hard. Hard as fuck, baby.”

      She bounced on my dick for another thirty seconds, her pussy slowly tightening around me as she prepared to explode around my throbbing cock. Her breathing deepened, and she bit her bottom lip as she enjoyed the preliminary pleasure, the buildup before the blow. She closed her eyes for a second right before the explosion hit. Then she screamed in my face, her pussy clenching my dick with an iron grip.

      As I’d asked, she slammed her hand against my face as hard as she could, hitting me with enough momentum that nearly made my head turn. With precise aim and powerful strength, she struck my cheek with the force to shake a mountain.

      I fucking loved it.

      I came inside her instantly, pumping her with more come than I usually did. I tugged on her hips and kept her right on my lap, making sure I gave her every drop of come as deep as possible.

      We finished together, our bodies twitching and clenching together. Her pussy soaked up every ounce of come I gave her, inhaling it like a vacuum. My eyes watched the sexy performance hers gave me, and she looked so damn beautiful I thought I could come again.

      When she finished, she got off my lap without giving me a kiss. She didn’t ask if my cheek was okay, even though it was probably bright red and slightly puffy. She turned around and bent over to grab her panties from the floor.

      My eyes immediately went to her pussy, seeing some of my come seep out of her slick slit.

      She pulled her panties up her long legs then pulled on her jean shorts. Then, like nothing had happened, she walked out of the apartment without saying goodbye. Not a single word was exchanged between us. She only wanted me for one thing, for a midday fuck because she’d been horny thinking about me downstairs. The door shut behind her, and only the sound of the TV remained behind, my sweatpants still down and my wet dick against my stomach.

      Vanessa wanted what she wanted, and when she got it, she disappeared. With no apologies and no explanation, she did whatever the hell she wanted.

      “That’s my baby.”
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      I was just about to head downstairs and check on Vanessa when someone knocked on the door

      It obviously wasn’t Vanessa, especially since she marched in there just hours ago and fucked me without preamble, so it was someone else stopping by for a visit. If it was a friend of Vanessa’s, they would have noticed she was downstairs in the gallery.

      That meant they were here to see me.

      And the culprit could only be one person.

      Crow Barsetti.

      I opened the door in a pissed-off mood, not wanting to spend any extra time with her father. I’d just told him off a few days ago. He barely gave me a break before he made another move.

      When I opened the door, I came face-to-face with him. In dark jeans and a gray V-neck, he stood with his hands in his pockets. He used to regard me with an innately hostile expression anytime he looked at me. Now that coldness was gone, but warmth didn’t replace it. He looked at me with a subdued expression, a look that was full of remorse.

      I clenched my jaw as I kept one hand on the door. I was tempted to slam it in his face. Something stopped me from doing it, and I wasn’t sure if that something was Vanessa. “Vanessa is downstairs.”

      “I saw her.”

      My nostrils flared. “You better not be here for me.”

      “You know I am.”

      I leaned my arm against the doorframe, shirtless with my tattoos obvious in the light. He knew I was marked with ink before because my arms were covered with it, but now he knew I had tattoos everywhere, from chest to my narrow hips. “It was less than a week ago when I told you I needed space.”

      “I remember. But I don’t think space is going to accomplish much.”

      Why were the Barsettis such pains in the ass? “You’re an asshole. You know that?”

      He shrugged. “So I’ve been told. Are you going to invite me inside?”

      “No.” I kept my body in the way, not letting this man step onto my personal property. Technically, Vanessa owned it because I signed the papers in her name, but it was bought with my money—so it was mine.

      Crow didn’t seem offended by the cold response. “Then let’s get a drink.”

      “No.” I didn’t owe him anything. I went out with him once, and I’d spoken to him outside his house. I’d already given him plenty of my time. “Leave. Don’t make me ask you again.”

      Crow held his position, standing on my doorstep with no intention of going anywhere. He was one of the only men who was never intimidated by me. I’d made men shit their pants, but Crow was made of something stronger than everyone else. “This isn’t going to stop, Griffin. You may as well give me a chance.”

      “I don’t owe you a damn thing. I earned Vanessa by saving your ass. We’re even.”

      “We’re never even,” he said quietly. “I will never be able to repay you for what you did.”

      “You want to repay me for what I did?” I demanded. “Then disappear.”

      He stayed on the doorstep, his arms crossing over his chest.

      Whether Crow Barsetti hated me or liked me, he was just as infuriating.

      Footsteps sounded in the background, and then Vanessa appeared up the stairs. In those same denim shorts and t-shirt, she was just as cute as she was earlier. She still wore the same panties as she had on earlier, and my come was probably sitting inside them now.

      She stopped beside her father, and her disappointed look told me she saw the animosity on both of our faces. She didn’t say a word as she walked past us and headed into the house. She moved behind me and wrapped her arm around my waist. Her warm lips pressed against my back, right between my shoulder blades. Soft like a rose petal and full of the love she didn’t need to speak out loud, her kiss was a sheath to my anger. Her touch brought my inferno to a simmer. She pulled her arm away and disappeared into the apartment.

      And just like that, all the rage I felt was gone.

      She never asked me to spend time with her father. When I walked out on dinner, she didn’t beg me to come back. When I asked for space, she said I could have as much of it as I wanted. She loved her father and wanted us to have a close relationship, but she never made me do anything I didn’t want to do. All she had to do was ask me to have a drink with him and I would listen—but she didn’t do that either.

      Crow stared at me with the same expression, not reacting to the affectionate way Vanessa greeted me when she came home. His eyes were still on me, like he didn’t care about his daughter at all.

      I was the only thing that mattered.

      “Just one drink.”
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      We returned to the bar we’d visited the previous week. We ordered the exact same thing. Scotch—neat. The bar was busier than it was last time since it was closer to the evening, but we got a booth in the corner—away from unfriendly ears.

      Like every other time we interacted, it was tense in the beginning. Neither one of us was certain where to start since we started over so many times. It didn’t matter what words were exchanged, it didn’t change the context of our situation.

      Crow swirled his drink before he brought it to his lips. “What happened to your face?”

      My left cheek was still red and puffy from where Vanessa had slapped me a few hours ago. I considered telling him the truth, to teach him a lesson about asking questions. But I figured that would scar him, so I kept it to myself. “I’m fine. Thanks for asking.”

      Crow didn’t press it. “Pearl wanted me to tell you she says hello.”

      I stared at him and enjoyed my drink. I was beginning to realize that being with Vanessa meant I would have to be with her parents too. These people would never disappear. Crow would constantly try to connect with me, whether he was doing it for himself or Vanessa. This would be an uphill battle, and the more I fought it, the more it would grow.

      “How are you?” Crow Barsetti wasn’t much of a talker, but he forced a conversation with me anyway.

      “Never better.” I woke up to Vanessa beside me every morning. I went to bed with her there too. There was nothing else I needed. “What about you?”

      He shrugged. “I’ve been better.”

      “What’s got you down?” I blurted the question out before I could stop myself. His family was safe, so there was nothing that could be keeping him down.

      “There’s something I need to talk to you about, but I hope you understand it’s separate from the relationship I’m trying to establish with you.”

      I cocked an eyebrow.

      “I don’t want to ask you for anything. You’ve done enough for my family. But you’re the best person to turn to, and since it involves the safety of my family, I can’t keep you out of it.”

      I set the glass on the table and leaned forward, the blood pounding in my ears. “I’m listening.”

      “I need your help with the Skull Kings.”

      The Skull Kings were a group of thugs that made their fortune in lots of ways. They kept their power because of their unpredictability. Even their most loyal followers could be cut down without notice. Equally emotional and logical, they balanced on the edge of a knife. They weren’t the best men to do business with because you had no idea how they would feel the following morning. “What about them?”

      “They’re the ones that ordered the hit on Conway.”

      “I’m aware.”

      “It’s been quiet on the front for the last month,” Crow said. “But I don’t think it’s going to stay that way forever. I need to shut down hostilities before they grow again. My son is finally back on his feet, and I don’t want another war to break out. All my family wants is peace.”

      “And what does this have to do with me?” I’d already saved Conway once. Now my only concern was the woman waiting in my apartment.

      “I know you have a relationship with the Skull Kings.”

      “Every criminal does.”

      “Is yours any different?” he asked, his head cocked to the side. “Is there any information you can give me that might help? Should I approach them head on? Should I do nothing? I have no idea what move to make.”

      I’d visited the Underground for entertainment. I’d never bought a woman, but I liked the drinks from the bar and the connections with the other men who participated in the bidding. I had a relationship with Tony, one of the main Skull Kings. They’d commissioned me for work in the past. “I know them well enough. They’ve hired me to take out a few of their enemies.”

      “Good to know.” He drank from his scotch. “If I have to hit them hard, I will. If I have to round up as many men as I can find and hit them when they aren’t expecting it, I will. But the last thing I want is a war. I don’t want bloodshed. All I want is peace. If there’s a way to establish that, I’d prefer that.”

      “You know the Skull Kings aren’t big on peace.”

      “Unfortunately.”

      “My guess is they figured out what Conway was doing with the slaves.” The Skull Kings cared about money above all things. The fact that Conway was making a bigger profit off their hard work must have infuriated them. “On top of that, it may have pissed off their buyers. These women were taken for revenge, but then the revenge never took place. If you meet with the Skull Kings and offer to make up the difference that Conway profited, that would be a strong way to start the meeting. But for that second part…I’m not sure how you can make amends for that.”

      “Neither can I.” Now that we were deep in conversation, Crow turned bitter and sour. The stress etched into his features as he thought of the situation in front of him, the problem looking him right in the face. None of this was his fault, especially since Conway was a grown man, but he loved his son too much not to be involved. He had to protect his family as the patriarch. “Fuck, I don’t know how to handle this.” He rubbed his hand along his jaw, his eyes dark with sorrow.

      It was one of those moments that made me like Crow again, the way he sacrificed anything for his family. His worry came from love, the overwhelming devotion he had to his family. His love for Vanessa was the reason he got rid of me. He got his hands dirty when he didn’t want to because his family was more important than his discomfort. It reminded me of myself. I was determined to take down my mother’s killer at any cost—even though she was already dead and gone. That didn’t stop me—and it wouldn’t stop Crow.

      “Do you think it’s possible for you to get a meeting with them?”

      “I can ask. But I don’t know if I’ll be successful. As far as I know, they have no idea how we’re connected. I’m very private about my personal life, so they may not know I’m seeing Vanessa at all.”

      “I hope they don’t.”

      “If they ask, we should say we’ve done business together.”

      “Agreed,” he said quickly. “Now comes my next question…are you willing to do that?”

      The Skull Kings were known for being erratic. I had no idea how they would react once I broached the subject. I was getting tangled up in a potential mess, a mess that wasn’t my problem. But when I pictured Vanessa as my wife, wearing my ring on her hand every single day for the rest of her life, I knew her family would always be my problem. I would have to protect every member of her family for the rest of my life.

      But it was a price I was willing to pay—for her.

      “You know my answer, Crow.” I stared at him head on, my hand gripping my glass. “My love for your daughter has made me loyal to your family. I will spill my own blood for a Barsetti—every time.”

      He tilted his head down, severing eye contact. He swallowed the lump in his throat before he drank from his glass. “I was so fucking wrong about you.” He lifted his gaze again to look at me. He rubbed his hand along the back of his head, his eyes hardening in frustration. “So damn wrong.”
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      Crow left without saying goodbye to Vanessa, and I walked into the house to smell burned dinner.

      There was smoke in the kitchen, and she had the windows open to air it out.

      I kicked off my shoes and pulled my shirt over my head. “Need help?”

      “No.” She placed the pans in the sink then soaked them. There was no food inside, so I assumed she’d already dumped it into the garbage can. “Unless you want to pick the place we’re going to order from.”

      I didn’t tease her for her inability to prepare a meal. It was the one thing she wasn’t good at. But if you put a gun in her hand, she could hit her target with perfect aim. I walked into the kitchen, came up behind her, and pressed a kiss to her neck. “How about I take you out?”

      She turned off the water and looked at me over her shoulder. “As nice as that sounds, I prefer to stay in.”

      “Why?”

      “Because we can have sex on the dining table in the middle of dinner.”

      I pressed another kiss to her ear. “Very true, baby. You’ve convinced me.”

      She turned around and arched her back against the sink while the swell of her tits rubbed against my bare chest. Her wet fingers moved up my shoulders, and she tilted her chin up to look at me loom over her. “How’d it go?” Despite how much pain this situation caused her, she continued to seem indifferent about it, doing her best not to put any pressure on me. But the desperation was deep in her eyes, the undying hope.

      “Fine.” My hands gripped her slender waistline, and my thumbs dug into her stomach. Whenever I looked at this beautiful woman, all I wanted was to make her happy. She was my woman, and that never felt more real than when she was in my arms, my hands right over her ribs.

      “Just fine?” she whispered.

      “I didn’t shoot him.”

      Her eyes narrowed, and she gave me a playful slap on the arm. “Don’t say things like that.”

      I rubbed my nose against hers, apologetic for the crass thing I’d just said. “We just talked. Even when we spend hours together, when I walk away, I feel like nothing was accomplished. The man and I are just too different.”

      “You’re exactly the same,” she whispered. “Identical.”

      I tilted my head as I looked at her, seeing the sadness in her eyes.

      “Why do you think I love you so much?” She moved her arms around my neck and pressed her face closer to mine. “My father is very stubborn, just like you. He wouldn’t be making this effort if I asked him to. Even if my mother asked him, he still wouldn’t do it. He’s doing this because it’s what he wants. So the next time he tries to talk with you, keep that in mind. The man is on your side. He’s loyal to you forever. You have someone who’s willing to be rejected and insulted over and over again just to have a drink with you.” She gave me a simple kiss, her eyes still wide and on mine. “I get that you’re angry…but just remember you have someone who cares about you.”

      “Cares—”

      “Yes.” She gave me a fiery look, refusing to let me override her. “He cares about you very much.”
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      I didn’t tell Vanessa what Crow and I discussed. It seemed like something that would only upset her. She was calm in the most stressful situations, but I wanted to let her believe peace continued to reign in our lives.

      So when she was at work, I drove to Florence and approached the Barsetti manor, the three-story mansion that overlooked the acres of land that had been in their family for generations. Ivy grew up on the walls, and the olive trees surrounded the property, bearing fruit.

      I knocked on the front door, feeling strange standing on the doorstep without Vanessa. When I was here a few days ago, I marched out and drove home without eating the meal they prepared for me. This house pricked at my anger, made me feel resentment and rage. While Vanessa and Conway grew up in a mansion with a butler, my mother and I were just trying to survive.

      I knew I shouldn’t blame the Barsettis for that. My father wasn’t a good man, and he got what was coming to him. If he thought he could rape Crow’s wife and get away with it, he was mistaken. I admired Pearl for killing him herself. After what she’d been through, she deserved the honor.

      But my mother and I were innocent bystanders. We didn’t deserve to be homeless because of his sins. She and I were good people. Good people didn’t deserve what we’d been through.

      Sapphire answered, her stomach even bigger than it was the last time I saw her. “Hey, Griffin.” She turned her stomach to the side so she could move into my chest and hug me.

      It was strange to hug a woman besides Vanessa, so I patted her on the back and waited for her to move out of the way. She was the same height as Vanessa, petite despite the weight she carried from her pregnancy.

      She stepped away, still smiling. “Please come in.”

      I stepped inside, feeling anxious the second I walked into the home of the Barsettis.

      She turned to me, her hand resting on her stomach. “They’re in the dining room.”

      “You doing okay?” I asked, looking at her stomach.

      “I’m a little uncomfortable,” she said with a laugh. “My fingers are so swollen I can’t wear my wedding ring anymore. But any day now, our little one will be here.”

      “You don’t know if it’s a boy or girl?”

      “Conway and I decided to be surprised.”

      That was the extent of the conversation I could offer. The only other Barsetti I was genuinely comfortable around was Carmen, but it was unlikely she would be there. She reminded me of Vanessa in a lot of ways. She was fiery, sassy, and candid. There was no bullshit when it came to her.

      After an awkward pause, Sapphire guided me to the dining room.

      Not that I didn’t know exactly where it was. “Thanks.”

      I stepped inside, seeing Crow sitting beside his wife next to the windows. Cane was across from him, along with Conway. The last time I was here, I stormed off and made a scene. The time before that, I had a loaded shotgun pointed at my chest from five feet away. This place was like a prison cell to me.

      Crow’s eyes darted to mine the second I entered the room. “Griffin, thanks for coming.” He rose to his feet instantly and came around the table to shake my hand. He moved quickly, not wanting me to wait a second longer than necessary. His grip was firm, and he gave me the respect of eye contact. “Can I get you anything?”

      “Just a glass of scotch.”

      “Already waiting for you.” He nodded and stepped aside so Pearl could move in next.

      She hugged me, her cheek pressing against my chest as she wrapped her arms around my torso.

      I felt uncomfortable touching her, especially after what my father did to her. It seemed innately wrong that we were this close together, but I didn’t detect a hint of unease from her. Her touch was maternal and loving, the same kind of affection she gave to her children. “Thank you for coming, Griffin. We’re all very grateful you’re here.” When she pulled away, she gave me an affectionate look with her eyes. I was the subject of her endearing expression, and she gave me that same look she gave to Conway sometimes, like she was proud of me.

      Pearl reminded me of Vanessa, but she also reminded me of my mother in some ways. The soft sound of her voice was similar to my mother’s. Sometimes the memory of my mother’s features faded, but I never forgot the sound of her voice. They were also both strong women, both victims of my father’s cruelty. But neither woman had ever succumbed to his brutality. They never stopped fighting. They never gave up. I respected her in a way I didn’t respect Crow and Cane. There was definitely a soft spot for her in my heart. “Thank you, Mrs. Barsetti.” I never addressed Crow by anything other than his first name—because he didn’t deserve my respect. Pearl was different.

      Like she understood the significance of my words, she smiled. “How’s my daughter?”

      “Good,” I answered. “She’s at the gallery today.”

      She patted my arm before she stepped away.

      Conway came next, looking nearly as good as new. The bruising was gone from his face, revealing handsome features that were clearly visible. With a hard jaw like his father’s and masculine cheekbones, he possessed the distinct appearance of a Barsetti. He regarded me with kindness and shook my hand. “Hey, man. How are you?”

      “Good. You?”

      “Never better. Ribs are pretty much back to normal, and my wife is about to start our family. With the exception of the context of our conversation, life has treated me well.” He stood close to me, speaking to me like I was a friend rather than some unfortunate acquaintance. “I’ve been to your apartment in Florence. It’s nice. The second I saw it, I thought it was perfect for my sister.”

      “That’s why I bought it.” The Barsettis were going out of their way to make me feel comfortable. It was an interesting experience after they’d been so cold to me. But I appreciated the gesture because everything seemed genuine. “We’ll be moving in to the countryside soon. It’s too cramped for someone like me.”

      “Yeah,” he said with a chuckle. “I can imagine.” When he moved out of the way, Cane came next.

      Cane and I had never had a positive experience. He didn’t visit me in the hospital room. He’d been even more vicious to me than his brother. I saw the stark differences between the two brothers. While Crow was pragmatic most of the time, Cane was passionate and emotional. He could be impulsive, making rash decisions in the blink of an eye. He sighed before he extended his hand to shake mine. “I know this is long overdue…but I’m a bit of an asshole.”

      I didn’t take his hand. “I’ve noticed.”

      His nostrils flared in annoyance when I didn’t reciprocate. “I know I was a jackass to you before. It’s just hard for me to trust people.”

      “Same here.” These people expected me to forgive them for what they did, to trust them when they never trusted me. I didn’t want them to forget that.

      It was a testament to Cane’s sincerity when he didn’t blow up. “I can’t think straight when it comes to my daughter. My son is a powerful man who can hold his own, but my daughter…she’s my little girl. I know I shouldn’t have made a big scene when you spoke to her, but I couldn’t help it. If I could lock her up in a nunnery, I would. When you’re a father, you’ll understand.”

      I’d spent some time with Carmen, and she certainly wasn’t a damsel in distress. “Carmen is a strong woman like Vanessa. She’s not naïve. She’s highly intuitive and instinctive. You don’t need to worry about her all the time. She can handle herself.”

      Cane lowered his hand, his eyes concentrating on my face. “That’s quite a compliment.”

      “I like your daughter. I’ve spent time with her and Vanessa in Florence. It’s hard to believe she’s your daughter because she’s pragmatic and easygoing.”

      Crow chuckled. “Ouch.”

      “Whenever we’re together, I look after her.” I didn’t tell him I scared off the boys that weren’t good enough for her. No father wanted to picture his daughter being hit on in a bar. “I always walk her to her door and make sure she gets inside. I’d give my life to protect her—because I respect her.” Cane had threatened to kill me if I came near his daughter again, but I was the best person to keep an eye on her. I could get to her in two minutes if she ever needed anything. That was a lot more than Cane could say.

      For the first time, Cane was speechless. He stared at me in silence, having no idea what to say.

      I held his gaze, wanting him to feel like shit for the way he treated me. Everything he ever said to me was hypocritical. Crow told me Pearl was a prisoner when he fell in love with her. I imagined Cane’s story with Adelina wasn’t much different. These men were hypocrites, out of touch with reality. They only trusted each other—and no one else. But they’d been wrong about me.

      Cane cleared his throat and extended his hand again. “I don’t expect you to like me. Not very many people do…”

      “Including me,” Crow said.

      “And me,” Pearl added.

      Cane rolled his eyes as he kept his hand extended. “But I’ve got your back, Griffin. You have my loyalty and my trust. If you’re ever in a jam, I’ll fight by your side until your enemies are dead. You have my word.”

      I didn’t need his pledge of loyalty. I didn’t need anything from him or the rest of the Barsetti clan. But I shook his hand anyway, knowing I needed to move forward instead of live in the past. “I don’t want anything from you. The only thing I want is now mine.” Once the handshake was completed, I dropped my palm.

      Cane gave a slight nod. “I respect that. I admire a man who wears his heart on his sleeve.” He turned back to the table.

      Now that the greetings were over, we sat down at the large wooden table. The men were drinking scotch, while Pearl enjoyed a glass of wine. I sat on the other side of Conway, leaning back against the wooden backboard of the chair. I remembered how the cool material felt against my skin when I was handcuffed there.

      Crow started the conversation. “Griffin told me he’s done work for the Skull Kings before. He has a closer relationship with them than any of us. I think we should have him attempt to establish a meeting with them. None of us is looking for increased hostilities. Even if we have to apologize and pay back everything Conway made, I’m fine with that.”

      “If this were thirty years ago, I’d say we take them out,” Cane said. “But you’re right. If these hostilities continue, our kids will be fighting this war long after we’re gone.”

      Conway sat in silence, his arms crossed over his chest.

      “So how should we do this?” Pearl asked. “Maybe we should try calling instead. Less invasive.”

      I shook my head. “No. That’s pussy shit.”

      The men turned their gazes on me.

      “They don’t respect cowardice,” I continued. “It’ll only agitate them even more.”

      “A phone call isn’t cowardly,” Pearl said.

      “It is,” I said. “If you really want them to take you seriously, it needs to be face-to-face. If a man is truly powerful, he has no problem walking onto their turf. If you’re too scared to do that, they think they can run you over.”

      “We defeated their entire team,” Cane said. “I think we have more credentials than that.”

      “You asked for my help,” I snapped. “I’m giving it to you. Don’t be stupid and not take it.”

      Cane didn’t take offense to the comment. “Then what do you suggest?”

      “I walk into the Underground first and talk to Tony. Tell him you want me to broker a peace treaty. I’ll listen to what he says. If they agree, I’ll call you and you’ll walk in. If they don’t, we’ll need a backup plan. We’ll have to threaten them.”

      “No.” Crow set down his glass. “I don’t want to escalate the situation.”

      “If they don’t cooperate, you have no other choice.” Showing fear wasn’t an option. “You need to prove that your peace offering is one of convenience. You’re doing it because it’s in your best interest, like you may want to do business with them in the future. If you say you’re just looking for a quiet life in the countryside, they won’t respect that. And if they choose to be hostile, you need to give them a threat that gives them pause. Then they’ll see that peace is more convenient, and they’ll go for it.”

      “I’ve been involved with the Skull Kings in the past,” Cane said. “Trust me, you don’t want to threaten them.”

      “And if you really know them, then you’ll know that threatening them is the only option,” I countered. “Holding your respect in the conversation is vital. Backing down is just as bad as pulling the trigger.”

      After a pause, Cane nodded. “He’s right.”

      “What kind of threat?” Crow asked. “Thirty years ago, we could pull off something spectacular, but now, we don’t have many tricks up our sleeve.”

      “They care about the auction more than anything else,” Cane said. “It’s their biggest source of income, and it’s easy to manage. If we disturb that convenience, it could hit them where it hurts.”

      “Yes,” I said in agreement. “We could threaten to tell their enemies exactly what they’re doing and where to find the girls. If they take a diplomat’s daughter, all we have to do is tell that diplomat and the government where the girl is being held. If we do that enough times, they’ll have more enemies than they can handle. The Italian government won’t be able to look the other way anymore, not when potential war is standing on their doorstep. They could threaten us in return, saying they’ll kill everyone we’ve ever loved, but that threat won’t be fulfilling, not when we’ve disturbed something they care so much about.”

      “Sounds tricky,” Pearl said. “I’m not sure how I feel about it.”

      “And I don’t want to drag you into it,” Crow said. “You have nothing to do with this. You shouldn’t risk getting involved.”

      I didn’t want to dance with the Skull Kings either, but I wanted to eradicate this threat. This situation affected Vanessa, and in order to keep her safe, I needed to fix the problem Conway caused. “This situation directly affects Vanessa. I have to make sure it’s addressed properly. Since you took out the entire team that was supposed to execute Conway, they already recognize you as a serious threat. If you walk in there with me, they’ll know you have more allies than they realize. They respect me immensely. Having me by your side is only going to help you fix this mess.”

      “Are you sure you want to do this?” Cane asked. “You aren’t obligated.”

      “Yes.” I wanted to make sure this was done right. I didn’t want anything to ever take Vanessa away from me again. “So I’ll go in first. Once I get their agreement, I’ll bring in the next person. Not everyone can step inside that meeting. It’ll be considered aggressive if we bring the entire clan.” If all the Barsettis marched in there, it would be too claustrophobic. And there certainly couldn’t be any women.

      “I’ll go,” Crow volunteered instantly, stepping up as the patriarch of the family. “I’ll wait outside, and you call me in. I’ll handle the Skull Kings, hand over the money, and hope for the best.”

      “I will too,” Cane said. “The three of us.”

      “No.” Crow turned his forceful stare on his brother. “You can’t come, and you know exactly why.”

      A silent conversation passed between them, and Cane didn’t press his argument.

      “Then I will come,” Conway said. “I’m the one—”

      “No.” Crow didn’t look at his son, as if the idea of bringing him along disturbed him. “Out of the question. You have a pregnant wife who needs you.”

      “Father,” Conway pressed. “This is my mess and—”

      “You aren’t coming.” Crow finally looked at him. “That’s final, Conway.” He silenced his son with his authority, his darkened eyes adding to his volatile persona.

      Conway clenched his jaw tightly, clearly pissed off that he wasn’t getting his way.

      “Your father is right, Con.” Pearl moved her hand to Crow’s thigh under the table. “You need to stay here with Sapphire.”

      “That’s bullshit.” Conway couldn’t keep his anger back even though his father had just silenced him. “I’m the one who fucked everything up. I’m the one who should pay the price. It shouldn’t be Father—”

      “That’s how it’s going to be.” Crow turned furious again, his rage filling the entire room. “I told you how important it was to live a quiet and peaceful life, to earn an honest living and not to provoke the demons that surround us. But you didn’t listen to me. Now we’re in this mess, and I will not let anything happen to you. You’re my son, and I would rather die than bury you in the cemetery next to my mother and father. You will be a father tomorrow or the next day or the next day…and that’s when you will understand this.” He grabbed his glass and took a long drink, like he needed the booze to calm his shaking hand. “That will be your punishment. To watch your father risk his life for you—again.”

      Pearl’s eyes moved to her husband’s face. “Crow…”

      I watched this man come apart right before my eyes, saw the love and anger dance across the surface of his eyes. He was selfless, loving his family so much that he put himself through hell to keep them together. His kids were the most important thing to him, so important that he would continually stand in the middle of gunfire and sacrifice himself—over and over.

      As much as I hated to admit it, I respected him.

      And I understood why he worked so hard to keep me from his daughter.

      Conway lowered his gaze, hurt by his father’s words.

      I let the silence soak into my flesh, felt the tension seep into my bones. The Barsettis weren’t that complicated to understand. The two brothers constantly worked together to protect the families they’d made. Crow wouldn’t allow Cane to help him with this, knowing he needed one brother to survive to protect the rest of the family.

      Now I wanted to do this alone. I wanted to protect the Barsetti family—and not just because I loved Vanessa. “Nothing will happen to you, Crow. I promise you that.”

      Crow turned his gaze back to me. “That’s a promise you can’t make, Griffin.”

      “Actually, I can.”
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      I’d just walked out the door and headed to my truck when Pearl called my name. “Griffin.”

      I turned around, my shoes digging into the gravel beneath my feet.

      She caught up to me, her long dress nearly touching the ground beneath her feet. Her hair was pulled back into a loose bun, revealing the sharp angles of her face as well as her pretty eyes. She wore a wedding ring on her left hand, a simple button molded into the metal.

      Now that I knew their story, the button made complete sense. “Yes?”

      She walked with me to the truck, her perfume potent the second she was close to me. “You said you can guarantee my husband’s safety… Could you elaborate on that?” She was normally confident when she spoke to me, but talking about Crow shook the foundation beneath her feet.

      I stopped at the truck, the waning afternoon sunshine starting to become less bright. “I know a lot of people, Mrs. Barsetti. I’ve been hired by the most powerful men in the world. I’ve done favors in exchange for loyalty instead of money. I know everyone in the underworld. My boys and I have made men indebted to us forever. If I ever need help, they’ll be there. At the Underground, I’ll be surrounded by men who will intervene if it comes to that. And I’ve done favors for the Skull Kings myself, harbored secrets I’ve vowed to take to the grave. I’m the last person they want to cross—and I’m willing to cash all that in if necessary.”

      Relief flashed across her eyes as she took in a deep breath. She placed her hands over her face, covering her expression for a second so I couldn’t see her reaction. In front of her husband and children, she was always poised and strong, but the second they were gone, she showed her true anguish. Vanessa was the same way, only dropping her mask when we were alone together.

      “I’m the silent king. I rule with both loyalty and fear. The Skull Kings respect me, and if I ask them to drop this, they will. But it’ll make it a lot easier if Crow presents some peace offering, like the money that should have been theirs. Then their egos are left intact, and they won’t feel like they lost anything. I don’t cash in my favors very often, but I will do it this time. It’s in my best interest to make sure your husband gets back here in one piece.”

      She dropped her hands, showing her wet eyes and trembling lips. “I’m so sorry for what I did to you, Griffin…”

      I wasn’t expecting an apology. I was expecting gratitude, especially since she’d already said these words to me.

      “I’m so sorry that I took my daughter away. I’m sorry I didn’t trust you. I’m sorry I hurt you so much…” She wiped her fingers underneath her eyes to remove the tears and fix her smeared makeup. “You’re so wonderful, and I should have loved you from the beginning, not banished you. I judged you for the sins of your father instead of getting to know the man you truly are. I was unfair and cruel. You’ve done so much for my family when you didn’t have to. You love my daughter as much as I do…as much as Crow does…and that makes me so happy.” She moved into my chest and hugged me, her tears smearing against my t-shirt.

      I let her hold on to me for a moment before I rested my hand against her back. I felt strange touching her, felt strange touching someone other than Vanessa. Once Vanessa was mine, I didn’t even shake hands with another woman. My body was hers and hers alone.

      When she pulled away, her eyes were no longer swelling with tears. “I don’t expect you to forgive me—”

      “I do.”

      Her eyes moved to mine, heavy with surprise.

      I didn’t know why I blurted out those words, not when I’d been harboring anger for so long. But something about Pearl softened me. Maybe it was the similarities she shared with Vanessa. Maybe it was because she was a woman. Or maybe it was because she reminded me of my mother. I’d always had a soft spot for strong women, for women who only broke down into tears out of love for someone else, not because of self-pity.

      “Will you have dinner with me? There’s a cute little place just down the road.” She looked at me with hesitation, like she wasn’t sure if I would agree to something so unorthodox.

      “Just you and me?”

      “Yes.”

      “I don’t want to make Crow angry.” There had never been a time when he’d allowed me to be alone with his wife. When I first came to the winery, he made sure I never had direct access to her. He was always around, watching over her like a guard watching a prisoner.

      “You won’t,” she said. “He trusts you, Griffin.”
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      I drove us to a little restaurant ten minutes away. It was in a small village, a village so small I wasn’t sure what the name was. We sat inside the small building constructed of cobblestone and had a small table in the corner. The chair was a little small for my size, and I hoped the legs wouldn’t give out on me.

      Pearl ordered a bottle of wine for the table and looked at the menu. “Crow brought me here when we were first getting to know each other. The waitress was making subtle moves on him, and I got extremely jealous.” She smiled at the memory, still scanning her menu.

      Had she still been a prisoner at the time? I looked at the menu and picked out the first thing that looked good. I’d never sat across from Vanessa’s mom like this, just the two of us without another Barsetti around.

      It was strange.

      The waitress returned, and we both ordered.

      I was glad the waitress was being quick with our service. I didn’t hate Pearl, but this situation was too intimate for me. I never dined with anyone but Vanessa. Even if I had a woman in my life, we didn’t go out to dinner. It was all straight to business—fucking. Pearl was the only woman I’d been out with besides Vanessa.

      She stared at me, a slight smile on her lips and affection in her eyes. “Let me pay for dinner tonight. It’s the least I can do…”

      That was even stranger, but I didn’t make an argument against it.

      My phone started to vibrate in my pocket. I fished it out and saw Vanessa’s name on the screen. I’d slipped out while she was at work, so she had no idea where I was. If it had been someone else, I would have ignored the call. I answered. “Hey, baby.”

      “Where are you? Are you picking up dinner?” I liked the slight anger in her voice, the disappointment she felt when she didn’t see me on the couch when she walked through the door. Possessive like I was, she wanted me all the time. When that didn’t happen, she got angry.

      “Sorta.”

      “Meaning?” she asked, growing angrier.

      I couldn’t stop the smile from spreading across my lips. “I like it when you get mad.” When I spoke to Vanessa, I forgot about her mother altogether, who was listening to the conversation.

      “I’m not mad,” she said defensively. “I just want to know where you are. You didn’t tell me you were going anywhere.”

      “You don’t tell me where you’re going, and I never ask,” I reminded her. Vanessa did whatever she wanted without asking for my approval or permission. If she wanted to see Carmen at the flower shop, she didn’t mention it to me. If she wanted to go out, she did that too.

      Vanessa was quiet, knowing I had her cornered.

      “Just admit that you hate when I’m not home.” I leaned back in my chair, enjoying the anger simmering in her silence.

      “I just wanted to know where you were…that’s all.”

      “Sure, baby.”

      She sighed into the phone. “So are you going to tell me where you are?”

      “Are you going to admit I’m right?” I countered.

      More silence.

      Pearl smiled as she listened to the conversation.

      Vanessa caved. “Fine. I don’t like it when you aren’t home…”

      “There’s my woman. Possessive. Obsessive.”

      She didn’t disagree with the statement.

      Now that she’d fulfilled her end of the deal, I fulfilled mine. “I’m at dinner with your mother.”

      “What?” she blurted. “You are? How did that happen?”

      “I’ll tell you when I get home.”

      “Alright,” she said. “When do you think that will be…?”

      I couldn’t stop smiling, loving how clingy she was. She used to be the opposite, trying to prove to herself and to me that she didn’t need me. But now she laid all her cards on the table, needing me like she needed air. “Two hours.”

      “Okay. Love you.”

      I usually said it first when we got off the phone, but she was quick to jump in before me, missing me because she was in that apartment by herself. She took me for granted, and the second I wasn’t there, she was caught off-balance. “Love you too.”

      She hung up.

      I put my phone back in my pocket.

      Pearl was still smiling. “Vanessa is a different person with you.”

      “Yes, she’s a bit clingy.”

      “But you like that, clearly.”

      I shrugged. “She wasn’t like that in the beginning. But now she’s a little bossy and gets angry when she doesn’t get her way. When her man isn’t around…she gets mean. For the longest time, she refused to allow herself to need me, to rely on me for her happiness. But she stopped that production and now wears her heart on her sleeve the way I do. It’s fun to watch.”

      “I bet. You conquered an unconquerable woman.”

      “Conquered her?” I asked. “No. I claimed her.” I grabbed my scotch and took a drink, refusing to feel guilty about my candor. Vanessa was irrevocably mine now, so I could say whatever I wanted.

      “Crow is the same way. I think being married for nearly thirty years has made him worse, actually. I thought he would be less intense after our children changed my body, but that also made him worse too. He admired my scars and the pain my body had to endure to give birth to his son and daughter.”

      “Because that’s how a man should be. He should love his woman more every day, not less. He should admire the sacrifice she made to continue his line. He should be turned on by her scars just the way a woman is turned on by a man’s battle scars. It’s the exact same thing.”

      She smiled. “You have a point. Does that mean kids are in your future?”

      Vanessa hadn’t given me much of a choice. If I had it my way, the answer would be no. But she put her foot down and gave me an ultimatum. It was the only thing she wanted more than me, so I would do it. “Yes. Vanessa made it clear we couldn’t be together unless I had a family with her.”

      “You didn’t want one before?”

      “No.” I didn’t grow up with a family, so I had no idea how to have one of my own.

      “Crow was the same way. Had no interest in kids. But when he got me pregnant by accident, everything changed. He became a father the very minute I told him about Conway. I see how much he loves his kids every day, and it’s hard to believe he didn’t want a family in the beginning.”

      “You’re suggesting that will be me?”

      “Yes.”

      I never thought I could love a woman the way I loved Vanessa, so anything was possible. “We’ll see.”

      The waitress brought our entrees, and we started to eat. Pearl ate with perfect manners the way Vanessa did. Crow shared the same kind of grace. Cane, on the other hand, ate like a pig.

      With the food in front of us, there was less pressure to fill the silence with mindless conversation. When I spent time with Crow, he always filled the silence with something. Pearl didn’t do that as much.

      “When are you guys going to head to Milan?” she asked, switching the conversation back to the matter at hand.

      “After I get back from my next mission. I leave tomorrow.”

      She finished chewing her pasta before she raised her eyebrow. “I didn’t know you were leaving so soon. Vanessa didn’t mention that to me.”

      “Because I haven’t told her.” The second I told her I was leaving, she would be in a state of constant worry until I was back home. It made sense to tell her at the last minute, to spare her the pain as long as possible.

      Her eyes filled with disappointment. “I see…”

      “I only have two more, and then it’ll be over. But I can’t pull out now. It would be a betrayal to my guys.”

      “I understand,” she said. “But she’s not going to take it well.”

      “No, she won’t.” There would be tears.

      I hated the tears. It was the worst feeling in the world, to watch my woman cry because of me. I hated putting her through the pain, hated being the reason she was in pain at all. I should be the one fixing her, not hurting her.

      “Will she stay at the apartment?”

      “I don’t know. That’s up to her.”

      “Well, she’s always welcome with us.”

      I didn’t want to send my woman off with her parents. That made me feel like less of a man. But I couldn’t tell her what to do. I’d never been that kind of guy, and I wasn’t going to start now.

      “I’m really happy you’re leaving that line of work. Not just for Vanessa, but for me.”

      I could see the sincerity in her eyes, see the way she cared about me. She was alone with me ten minutes from the house, and she wasn’t scared at all. My father had raped her and beaten her, but she didn’t view me in the same light. To her, I was a completely different man.

      “Crow is happy too. All he wants is for all of us to live a quiet life.”

      “My life has never been quiet. I wonder how I’ll adjust.”

      “As long as you have Vanessa, you’ll be fine.”

      I would never forget what it was like not to be with her. Those three months changed me, broke me in ways that hadn’t fully healed yet.

      “I understand that it’s difficult for you to bury the hatchet with Crow, but he’s trying very hard to make things right with you. He’s grown to respect you immensely, and he would love to have his own relationship with you.”

      I should have known this would come up.

      Pearl waited for me to say something, and when I didn’t, she continued on. “It takes a lot to change my husband’s mind about anything. He’s stubborn and intense. Doesn’t know how to take a joke. But he views you in a completely different light now. He’s come to admire you…something neither one of us thought was possible.”

      “Yes, he’s said this to me.”

      Her eyes fell in sadness. “I’m not trying to pressure you. I’m just trying to…I don’t know. My husband is in pain every day over this. Whenever he comes home from visiting you, he looks worse and worse.”

      “He should have seen me during those three months,” I jabbed.

      She picked at her food and took a few more bites.

      I did the same, trying to dismiss the tense conversation.

      “Griffin, my husband is the best man I know. I know you’re angry, but I hope you can see that eventually.”

      Sometimes Crow said things that changed my opinion about him, like stepping up in his son’s place—twice. He loved his kids more than himself. He showed a level of selflessness I couldn’t match. “He has a lot of great qualities. I see the way he talks to Vanessa, the way his eyes soften uniquely for her. He doesn’t show that look with you. I listen to his tone change, addressing her in a way he doesn’t with anyone else. I saw the way he stepped into combat, knowing he would be shot down just for the slim possibility of saving his son. I see the special way he looks at you, the way he constantly places himself in front of you whenever he feels threatened. You’re right. He’s a selfless man who always puts his family before himself. And anytime his family is threatened…he turns into a different person. He viewed me as a threat to his daughter, and the second that happened, his entire life became dedicated to her protection. I understand.”

      “Then could you let this go?” she asked quietly. “Leave it in the past?”

      It wasn’t that long ago I was in mortal agony. It was just a couple months ago when I was drinking myself into a stupor. I’d never known that kind of depression, not even when I was living on the streets as a young boy. “She almost ended up with someone else. If he was just some guy she was fucking to stop thinking about me, I wouldn’t have cared.” I didn’t care about censoring myself. When I first introduced myself to the Barsettis, I was transparent about who I was. I was myself—completely. “But she had a connection with that guy. They shared artwork. They bought each other’s paintings. That guy was the biggest threat I’d ever come across. That wouldn’t have happened if Crow hadn’t taken Vanessa away from me.” I stared at my food and kept eating.

      She set her fork down. “I understand that, Griffin. But even if she got together with him, it wouldn’t have changed her feelings for you. You could have walked back into her life at any moment, and she would have left him for you.”

      “Or even worse, I never could have walked back into her life. If Conway hadn’t pissed off the Skull Kings, none of this would have happened. I wouldn’t have taken that bullet in my shoulder, and we wouldn’t be sitting here right now. If the opportunity to prove myself hadn’t arisen, none of this would be possible.”

      Pearl said nothing, knowing there was nothing she could add.

      “I came to the winery every day, I gave your husband a loaded shotgun with my hands cuffed to a chair, and I put up with his bullshit for months trying to prove myself to him. But we both know he never really gave me a chance. It didn’t matter what I did, Crow was going to have the same answer. Only when I was willing to die for the Barsettis did he think that was good enough. It forced his hand. And trust me, I don’t believe in soul mates or any of that bullshit. But I know Vanessa is the only woman I could ever love. She’s it.” I placed my hand over my heart. “How easy could it have been for me to lose her for good? That’s why I don’t forgive him. That’s why I don’t like him.”

      Pearl watched me, her blue eyes showing her sadness. She didn’t challenge me or try to change my mind. After the speech I’d just made, there was little she could do to turn it around. “If that’s the case, why have you forgiven me? I was blinded by my hatred as much as he was.”

      Crow was the operator of the family, the man who made all the final decisions. He had a lot more power, control over everything. But if she really wanted to, she could have changed his mind before things got so bad. She didn’t insult me the way Crow did, but she didn’t defend me either. I was gentler on her for a reason. “Because you remind me of my mother.”
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      The second I stepped through the door, Vanessa was all over me.

      She jumped into my arms without giving me any notice, completely naked and ready for me. Her arms wrapped around my neck, and her ankles locked together around my waist as she sealed her mouth over mine.

      Fuck, this was nice.

      My arms scooped under her thighs and ass, and I held her in the doorway, taking her sexy tongue and giving her my own. “Jesus Christ, you missed me.”

      “Yes.” She breathed against my mouth, her eyes wild. “And I’m pissed.”

      “Good. I love it when you’re pissed.” I carried her down the hallway and into our bedroom.

      She slapped me across the face then kissed me again.

      Shit, she was driving me crazy.

      I dropped her on the bed and pushed off my jeans and boxers. My cock sprang free, hard the second she jumped into my arms.

      She turned on her hands and knees and looked at me over her shoulder, her slick pussy staring at me too.

      I didn’t bother taking off my shirt before my knees dropped and hit the mattress. My head aimed right for her opening on its own, and I slid inside her, pushing through the arousal she’d released before I walked in the door. I moved all the way inside until my balls were pressed right against her body.

      I grabbed both of her wrists and pulled them from under her body, making her face shift forward and hit the sheets. Her ass moved higher in the air, and I gripped the back of her neck so I could keep her in place. My other hand pinned her wrists together against her lower back, treating her like a prisoner rather than the woman I loved. “Still pissed at me, baby?” I thrust into her hard, hitting her with deep thrusts that smacked right against her body.

      She groaned as she shifted forward. “God…”

      “I asked you a question.” I fucked her harder, pounding into her pussy.

      She breathed against the sheets, her hair stretched out around her. “No…”

      “That’s what I thought.”

    

  



  
    
      
        
          
            Seven

          

          
            Carter

          

        

      

    

    
      Mine.

      She was officially mine.

      I gave her a way out to avoid this avenue. All she had to do was be a cooperative prisoner, and this wouldn’t be happening. But she carved the tracker out of her ankle, figured out the passcode to the alarm system, and attempted to steal one of my million-dollar cars.

      She deserved to be punished.

      My bedroom was already prepared. I had the handcuffs hooked to the headboard and the whip on the nightstand. I’d never wanted to hurt a woman so much, and now I couldn’t wait to turn her skin bright red. I wanted to douse her fire with my authority. I wanted her to scream in pain and in pleasure. I wanted this fantasy, a fantasy I never knew I had until she came along.

      I dragged her back into the house and up the stairs. She fought against me the entire way, using all the muscles in her body to get herself free. She pushed against the floor and tried to throw my body into the wall, but she was no match for my size.

      “Carter, you’re better than this.” She tried to twist her wrists out of my hold, but my grip was too strong. “Come on. Please—”

      I squeezed her throat, stopping the words before they could pour out of her mouth. “Begging and pleading won’t do anything, sweetheart. It only makes me want you more. If you didn’t want this, you should have just gone to bed.” I dragged her down the hallway and made it into my bedroom.

      She kept fighting me, bucking her hips and trying to kick me.

      I pushed her onto the bed then got her wrists in the cuffs. Once the steel was closed in place, there was nowhere for her to go. I would have paused to take off her shirt, but I would be able to just pull it up over her body.

      “Carter, don’t do this.” She tried to yank on the headboard, but the wood was too strong to even sway.

      My shirt was already off, and my jeans hit the floor. My cock was throbbing in anguish since I’d wanted to fuck her for weeks. I hadn’t picked up another woman in that time frame, so of course, I was losing my mind. I didn’t want another woman when I could have this one instead. I dropped my boxers next.

      Mia went quiet, her eyes converging on the sight of my big dick. Her eyebrows rose as she looked at it, her surprise written all over her face. It was enough to make her stop fighting, for at least a few seconds.

      When I grabbed the condom from my nightstand, she started to get worked up again.

      “You aren’t this guy, Carter,” she said. “I know you aren’t.”

      “You don’t know me, sweetheart.” I ripped open the packet and rolled it on, my cock twitching in my hands because I was excited to have her.

      “You’re better than this.”

      “No.” I grabbed the whip from the nightstand. My fingers gripped the handle, excited to add more scars to the surface of her skin. Logic was long gone as desire took over. I wanted to make her cry, bring her to tears so I could watch her sob as I fucked her.

      When she saw the whip in my hand, her protests only increased. “Don’t…”

      I undid her jeans and pulled them down her beautiful legs.

      She kicked hard like a horse, throwing her hips into it. The fight was futile, but she didn’t give up. “No. Don’t do this to me.”

      “If you’d never tried to escape, this wouldn’t be happening.” I grabbed her thong next and pulled it down. The second I saw her slit, my cock twitched again. I hadn’t seen pussy in weeks, and hers was exceptional.

      She kicked again, but once her panties were gone, she finally gave up. “I would have hated myself more if I didn’t try. I deserve better than this, Carter. I deserve to be free. I deserve to say no. Don’t be this guy. You may not care now, but someday, you will. Someday, you’ll remember this and will hate yourself for it.”

      I moved on top of her, bringing our faces close together. I looked her in the eye, not feeling an ounce of shame for what I was about to do. “Maybe. But someday isn’t today.” I moved off her, grabbed her hips, and flipped her over.

      “Carter!”

      I secured her ankles to the chains then grabbed the whip again, my cock sheathed inside the latex condom. “Cry if you want. The louder you are, the more I’ll enjoy it.”

      She had enough slack on the chain to hold herself up on her elbows. She was suddenly quiet, suddenly still. Perhaps her silence was a form of protest. But after ten slaps across the back, she would start to whimper. By the time I was done with her, she would be screaming.

      I dragged the edge of the whip from her left shoulder down her back, letting the leather graze against her skin. I’d done some kinky things with the women I bedded, but never this. I savored the moment, savored the violence and arousal in my blood. I never knew how much I could enjoy this. The BDSM lifestyle was something I’d never given any thought to. But once she came into my life, I obsessed over it. “Since it’s been a while, we’ll start with twenty.” I tapped her ass before I stepped back and readied the whip.

      She was still, her perky ass round like a nectarine. The skin along her ass and legs was perfect and unblemished. She had a sexy curve in her lower back, so deep and prominent, a basketball could fit in the dip perfectly.

      I gripped the whip so tightly my knuckles turned white. Her silence was a challenge, and that challenge only turned me on more. I would make her cry before I was through. I’d watch the tears stream down her face as I fucked her.

      But then she said something that changed everything. “You know what’s sad? I did want to sleep with you. You’re the first man who’s made my panties wet in…years. After everything I’ve been through, I didn’t think it was possible for me to even think about sex again. But with you, I thought about it. If we’d met under different circumstances, I would have fucked you. I probably would have even done this willingly because it turns you on. But instead, this is how it is…”

      My hand slackened on the whip. I stared at her naked body with a little less desire. Instead of wanting her violently, I pictured a different outcome for our relationship. I remembered the way she’d let me touch her, let me get near her. I remembered the way she would look at me when she thought I wasn’t watching. There was chemistry between us. It’d been there since the day we met. I knew she wasn’t lying, some manipulative game to get inside my head.

      I held the whip between my fingers, but my resolve was slowly slipping away. I wanted this woman so much that I didn’t care how I had her. I’d justified my behavior by making an arbitrary set of rules for her to break…and then I tricked her into breaking them. Instead of being a real man who seduced a woman, I took advantage of her situation and the power I had over her. Instead of putting in the time to get between her legs, I got lazy and took a shortcut.

      She was right. I was an asshole.

      I tossed the whip on the ground and unlocked the cuffs around her ankles.

      “What are you doing?” she whispered.

      I walked around the bed and unlocked the cuffs that bound her wrists to the headboard. Once the chains were off, I tossed the key on the floor next to the whip. “You’re right, Mia. It is sad.” I sat on the edge of the bed, the condom still on my softening dick. I kept my back to her and rested my arms on my knees. “You can go.” I stared at the fireplace across the room. The logs were old because it’d been months since I’d lit a fire. I looked at the blank TV on the wall and waited for her to walk out. When she was gone, I would clean up and shower. I was in such a sour mood, I didn’t even want to jerk off.

      She sat up behind me but didn’t get off the bed. Instead, she lingered there, not even putting her clothes back on.

      I could vaguely see her movements in the reflection of the TV, but I couldn’t distinguish her features. My head tilted down, and I stared at my hands.

      She scooted closer to me before she pressed her hands against my back. She was probably at a loss for words, grateful I’d changed my mind. But she also probably thought I was weak. If I ever made another threat, she wouldn’t take it seriously. Her fingers explored my back, giving me a soft massage with a womanly touch. Her hands moved up again, and her fingers glided through my hair.

      The touch was so nice, I closed my eyes.

      Her thighs moved to either side of my hips, and she wrapped her arms around my shoulders. Her soft lips pressed against my neck, giving me a kiss with a slight bit of tongue.

      I kept my eyes closed, savoring the way her plump tits felt against my back. Her nipples dragged against me, pointed and round. I thought it would be a single kiss, a sexy way for her to show her gratitude.

      But the kisses continued.

      The embraces were soft in the beginning, but then she kissed me harder, dragging her tongue over the cord in my neck. Her fingers dug into me gently, showing her arousal and her desperation. Her warm breaths entered my ear, the sexy noises filling my brain and making my cock hard again.

      If she didn’t want me, she should stop. Because I was seconds away from turning around and pinning her against the mattress.

      Her fingers grabbed my chin, and she turned my face toward hers. Her coffee-colored eyes looked into mine with mutual desire. Without blinking, she pressed her soft lips directly against mine and kissed me.

      Kissed me slowly.

      Kissed me softly.

      Kissed me good.

      My hand moved to the back of her head, and I cradled her there, my mouth moving with hers in the perfect rhythm. Her tongue felt perfect against mine. Her breaths filled my lungs, urging me to devour her. Her nails continued to scratch at me as she pulled me closer into her. “Fuck me.”

      I sucked in a breath between my teeth, and my cock twitched at the same time. My fingers dug farther into her hair, and I pulled her closer to me. The words were even sexier because I hadn’t expected to hear them. I’d just chained her to the bed with the intention of making her bleed. Now she wanted me inside her, but on her terms.

      I’d take it.

      I turned around and guided her back to the bed, our slow kiss still continuing. My hands explored her, from gently touching her neck to grasping one of her firm tits in my palm. My thumb flicked over her nipple, and I exhaled in her mouth because it felt as erotic as I imagined.

      Her hand cupped my cheek then slid into my hair, fisting the short strands as she hiked one leg around my hip.

      My hand slid down her leg and explored her thigh, moving all the way until I gripped her hips. I liked these slow and intense kisses, but my mouth naturally began to speed up. I kissed her harder, giving her more tongue as my cock thickened. Kissing her was better than I imagined it would be. It was better than kissing any woman. Maybe it was because I’d wanted her for so long or because I’d been celibate for weeks. I didn’t know what the explanation was, but I knew I wanted to kiss her and never stop.

      Her hands explored my body the way I’d just explored hers. She felt the solid muscles of my chest, and her fingers outlined my frame, feeling the riverbeds between my abs and the sex lines over my hips. She touched the small happy trail beneath my belly button then reached my balls. She fingered them gently, her soft fingers incredible against my sensitive sac.

      I moaned into her mouth, loving her gentle hands.

      She didn’t touch my dick, probably because it was sheathed inside a latex glove. But she explored my balls for a few more moments before she gripped my tight ass next, her fingers digging into the muscle.

      My hand moved between her legs, and my fingers found her clit. I rubbed her gently, treating her pussy with the same delicateness she treated my balls. My fingers moved in a circular motion, lightly stimulating her.

      She moaned into my mouth the second I touched her, like a man had never touched her in that special spot before. She breathed into my mouth before she kissed me harder, her nails being more aggressive than they were before. “Fuck me gently.” She spoke into my mouth as she kissed me. “It’s been a while…and you have a big dick.”

      My cock twitched as I listened to her instructions, listened to her preferences. This was really going to happen. I finally got to fuck this woman. I didn’t need to tie her down to enjoy her. She was giving herself to me, spreading her legs so I could enjoy her. It seemed like I’d earned it, and that made it sexier. “Yes, Mia.” When I said her name, all the muscles of my body tightened.

      She folded her other leg, giving me room to move between her thighs. Her hand gripped my ass as she guided me.

      My hand moved away from her clit, and I felt her slit with my fingers, checking to see that she was ready for me. Before my finger even moved inside her, I felt the pool of moisture that seeped right from her cunt.

      Fuck, she wanted me.

      She wanted me bad.

      She wasn’t just fucking me in gratitude. Her pussy wanted my dick. My fingers moved inside her because I wanted to feel her wetness all the way to my knuckle. Several inches deep, I could feel the sticky residue that lined her walls.

      I slowly pulled out, my breaths shaky against her lips. My cock was throbbing so much, it actually hurt. I was anxious to be inside her, more anxious than I’d been in my entire life. Even with this condom on my dick, I was excited.

      My arm hooked around the back of her knee as I positioned her underneath me. My lips turned immobile for a moment, wanting to focus on her expression as I slid inside. My head found her opening, and I pushed past her tight entrance. Being a slave for years hadn’t changed her perfect anatomy. I sank inside her, moving inches at a time as I entered her. I could sense the tightness of her slit, feel the moisture surround me everywhere. I sank deeper until there was nowhere left to go.

      Her eyes brightened visibly, and instead of showing that constant look of hatred, her expression was soft. Her fingers caressed my hair, and she breathed against my mouth, her pants light and sexy. Her hand gripped my hip, and she bit her bottom lip when she felt me completely. There were no more smartass comments from her lips, no more pledges of hostility. Now she was just a woman, giving in to her attraction for me.

      I kissed her bottom lip and gently pulled it into my mouth. “You’re more beautiful than I imagined.” I could walk out of the house right now and find a beautiful woman in Milan. She wouldn’t be a victim of trafficking or abuse. She would be normal. But being with Mia showed me that I didn’t want normal, at least, not right now. I wanted a woman made of something stronger, a woman with battle scars that destroyed her skin but not her mind. I’d always been attracted to all kinds of women, from blondes to redheads. But I’d never been this attracted to anyone but her. There was something about her…and I knew it had to do with her past. I didn’t just want to hurt her.

      I wanted to bow to her.

      I gave her hard and even strokes, my body hitting her deep and tapping against her clit at the same time. Instead of kissing her, I kept my face above hers, watching the sexy reaction she had.

      Her fingers explored my chest, digging into the muscles underneath my tanned skin. She’d started to moan the second we began, unable to keep her lips closed because the moans continued indefinitely. Her tits shook with my thrusts, her nipples hardening until they were sharper than blades.

      I could feel her pussy change around my dick, feel the walls constrict. I could feel the increased moisture, the way her body prepared for the climax she was about to receive. Her lips started to tremble, and she couldn’t hide the short instance of surprise from entering her features.

      “I promised I would make you come.” Sometimes, I worked hard to satisfy a woman. Sometimes, I didn’t care about her pleasure at all. But this time, it was my main focus. Mia told me she didn’t think it was possible to want a man, not after what happened to her, but she wanted me…had wanted me since she first looked at me. I shouldn’t care about her suffering, not when I was going to return her in a very short amount of time, but I wanted her to feel good, to feel good because of me.

      “I just…” She breathed harder and bit her bottom lip as she felt the climax approach. “I just didn’t think it would happen so fast.”

      My hand moved into the back of her hair, and I fisted the strands hard. My gaze bored into hers, seeing this beautiful woman come apart for me. She took my dick as deeply as I gave it to her, enjoying it like every woman before her. “I’ll make it faster next time.” I rubbed my nose against hers before I kissed her again, this time fucking her a little harder. I pounded into her, driving her into an orgasm she didn’t expect.

      “God…” She stopped kissing me so she could scream in my mouth. “Carter…”

      I’d never loved hearing my name on a woman’s lips so much, not like I did right now.

      “Carter.”

      I pounded into her harder, making her scream louder. She tightened around me so much, it felt like my dick might snap in half. I pressed my forehead against hers and concentrated on her, making sure she enjoyed every single second of the long climax. I wanted her to live in the moment, to ride the high as long as she could. I focused on her, keeping my body in line so I wouldn’t finish too soon. Keeping myself in check had never been difficult, not when I got pussy on a regular basis, but it’d been weeks with no action. It was the hardest thing I’d ever had to do…to be a gentleman and wait for her to finish.

      When she stopped screaming in my face, I knew she was finished. Her pussy released my cock after it finished bruising it, and then she kissed me again. She kissed me hard, giving me a deeper affection than she had before. This time, it was full of gratitude, thanking me for making her feel such an incredible rush of pleasure. “Carter…your turn.” Her lips paused as she looked me in the eye. She focused her gaze on me, her tits still shaking from my thrusts. She grabbed my hips and directed me inside her, pulling me as far as she could before wincing in pain.

      With my eyes locked on hers, I thrust until my dick exploded. I shoved my dick as deep as I could go as I released into the condom, watching the satisfaction in her eyes as I hit my threshold. I dumped my come into the tip of the condom, pretending it wasn’t there at all and I was inserting my seed right inside her.

      The climax was good, so good that I would never forget it. I loved feeling her thighs around my hips, feeling her tits drag against my chest when I moved. I loved being buried deep inside her, just a man and a woman. I’d had more adventurous sex with more uninhibited women, but plain vanilla with this woman was far more satisfying. It was exactly what I wanted, the perfect ending to my obsession.

      When I finished, I stayed on top of her, letting my dick soften inside her.

      The arousal was still in her eyes, despite the satisfaction I just gave her. Her fingers glided along the back of my neck, and she looked at me with nothing less than affection. She pulled my lips to hers and kissed me again, her ankles coming together at my back.

      Once I finished, I usually rolled off and hopped in the shower right away. But her kiss was exactly what I wanted. Watching her want me inflated my ego, gave me another boost of confidence I didn’t think I needed. Conquering this woman made me feel like a king.

      She gave me a bit of her tongue before she pulled away, her lips just an inch from mine. “Could you do that again?” She begged with her eyes, asking me to satisfy her just like that once more.

      All the muscles in my body tightened at her request. I’d never heard a woman say something so sexy, ask me to please her again because she enjoyed it so much the first time. This woman hated me, but that hatred didn’t affect our mutual attraction. There was a distinct line drawn, separating the two. We both understood the difference. “Sweetheart, I’ll do it as many times as you want.”
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      I lay beside Carter in his bed, the sunshine starting to come through the windows because dawn had arrived. The night had been filled with terror and pleasure, and the time moved so quickly that I didn’t notice the night was gone until morning light appeared.

      Hot and sweaty, we lay several feet apart. His chest shone from the moisture that coated his skin. With his eyes closed, he breathed deeply as his body returned to calm. The sheets were kicked away, so most of his naked body was revealed, from his chiseled torso to his muscular thighs. His dick lay on his stomach, smaller than it was before but still impressive in size. His guard was down, creating a perfect opportunity for me to strike.

      But I continued to lie there.

      When I came on to Carter, I wasn’t thinking about my actions. I was living in the moment, my emotions and empathy dictating my actions. My limbs were secure in chains, and Carter’s hostile arousal filled his bedroom. He wanted to hurt me so bad, wanted to fulfill the dark fantasies every man had—whether they admitted it or not. I had absolutely no power in the situation. I forfeited all my rights when I tried to escape.

      But my words changed his mind.

      Somehow.

      They made him rethink his actions, made him wonder what kind of man he wanted to be. Knowing that I’d ever wanted him made him question his behavior. What kind of man forced a woman to submit? A real man convinced her to submit. That truth hit him hard and made him reexamine everything he wanted.

      Then he let me go.

      I couldn’t believe it.

      He unlocked every chain and set me free. Then he sat at the edge of the bed, his anger and desire subdued.

      I could have just walked out and returned to my room, but I didn’t. I admired his decision. I admired him for listening to me. Egor never cared for my pleas or tears. He never cared about me as a human being. Carter might have darker aspects, might not be a gentleman, but he certainly had compassion.

      He had a heart.

      He was a good man…in his own way.

      I hadn’t been treated with any kind of respect for years, but Carter was good to me. His heart was pure and easily swayed. He didn’t have blood lust in his veins, not like other men. He wasn’t evil.

      Not at all.

      And that made me want him, made me want to give him something. Sex was on my terms, and that made me want to feel him between my legs, to enjoy him when I never allowed myself to.

      I did enjoy it—immensely.

      This was a new beginning for us. Whether he let me go the next morning or not, we had a connection now. If I just let it be, he would let me be free eventually. If I asked enough times, he would do it.

      There wasn’t a single doubt in my mind.

      Carter Barsetti was a good man.

      So I lay beside him in the darkness, not interested in slitting his throat while he slept. He was kind to me, and now I wanted to be kind to him. He pleased me in a way I hadn’t felt in a long time. Actually, I’d never been satisfied like that. I’d never been with a man who had Carter’s raging masculinity, had his level of confidence. Seeing him want me so much, despite the fact that I was a victim of rape and torture, made me feel beautiful for the first time in years. He didn’t care where I’d been, about the men who took me before he laid eyes on me. Most men would be disgusted by it, judge me for the horrible things that were done to me on a regular basis. Not Carter.

      Since he had a soft spot inside his chest, I knew I would be able to get away eventually. If we continued to sleep together and his heart softened even more, he wouldn’t be able to resist my request. Just as my earlier words made him drop the whip, he would do it again.

      I could try to escape, but that might provoke his anger. Right now, he was kind and gentle, fucking me in a way Egor never did. If I let the peace continue, I would get my way eventually. Cane wasn’t a psychopath like the others. He had a heart underneath that concrete chest. It beat with compassion, understanding, and empathy. He would let me go.

      I knew he would.

      Neither one of us crossed the divide between us, not snuggling together like lovers after lovemaking. I watched his breathing return to normal as he slipped off into sleep. His hand rested on his stomach, slowly rising and falling with his deep breaths. When he was unconscious, the hardness of his face relaxed, and his jawline softened slightly. He looked handsome either way, but with his guard down, his true nature seemed to be more visible.

      I couldn’t help but consider myself lucky, to appreciate the man beside me. After sleeping in chains and being whipped until I bled, Carter was a godsend. He was handsome, charming, and compassionate. He still kept me against my will, so I shouldn’t be too fond of him, but I was. I felt my heart soften the way his did for me.

      I actually liked him.

      And I liked the way he pleased me, caring about our mutual pleasure instead of his own exclusively. He gave me the greatest sex of my life, sex so good I didn’t think it was possible. When my ankles were locked around his waist, I didn’t think about the last three years of my life. All I thought about was the two of us, a man and a woman, doing something natural and beautiful.

      I didn’t think sex could be beautiful anymore.

      I knew he wouldn’t want to sleep with me, so I maneuvered to the edge of the bed and sat up. My skin smelled like sweat and sex, and my hair was tangled from the way he’d fisted it. He fucked me like I was the only woman he wanted for the rest of his life. Did he fuck every woman like that?

      When my feet hit the rug, I stood up, doing my best to move stealthily so I wouldn’t disturb him. When I took my first step, he heard me.

      With a deep voice that sounded perfectly awake, he commanded me. “Get back here.”

      “I’m going to bed.”

      “Then lie down.” He opened his eyes and turned his head my way. With rich brown eyes that complemented the depth of his soul, he stared at me with powerful hostility. He patted the bed beside him.

      “I thought you’d want to sleep alone.”

      “No.” He patted the bed again, this time harder. “When I wake up, the first thing I’m going to do is fuck you. So get back here.”

      A wave of desire ran through me, making me feel beautiful again when I didn’t think it was possible. He didn’t get tired of me after he had me. He wanted to keep taking me. I moved back onto the bed and tucked myself under his sheets.

      He turned his gaze to the ceiling again and closed his eyes.

      “You aren’t afraid I’m going to kill you?” There was bound to be a gun in here somewhere. All I had to do was point it at his face while he slept, and his life would be over.

      He sighed like he was too peaceful to really care about the question. “No, sweetheart. I’m not afraid of anything. In fact, I hope you try. Just gives me a reason to punish you.”
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      It was noon when I woke up the next day.

      Carter was already awake, scrolling through his phone and checking his emails. The sheets were bunched around his waist, showing his chiseled stomach and sexy, tanned skin. His short dark hair was slightly messy from the way I’d gripped it last night.

      When he realized I was awake, he tossed his phone on the nightstand. “Morning, sweetheart.”

      “Morning.” I turned on my side and faced him, the sheet pulled to my shoulder.

      He opened his nightstand and pulled out a condom. He ripped through the foil quickly then rolled the latex onto his hard dick. He pushed the sheets back, revealing his monster size and thickness. He was the biggest man I’d ever taken, putting Egor to shame. “Right to the point, huh?”

      He positioned himself on top of me and rolled me onto my back. “I warned you last night.” He separated my thighs so his hips could slide through. The muscles of his chiseled physique shifted and moved under the skin. His narrow hips had deep lines in between the muscles, making a prominent V that turned his body into the perfect shape of a triangle. “I went easy on you last night.” He held his face above mine, his lips taunting my mouth with their proximity. “Not again.”

      This man helped himself to me like I was a station on a buffet line. He was nice enough to at least let me wake up first, but the second my eyes were open, he went for the kill. My palms immediately pressed against his pecs, my favorite feature. They were two slabs of powerful muscle, hard against my hands. “Really? Because I enjoyed it a lot…” My eyes shifted to his lips before I looked into his gaze again.

      He held his body still on top of mine, his brown eyes looking into mine with that same aggression. His cock twitched slightly in response. I could feel the latex rub against my thigh with the movement. His hard jawline tensed a little more, and he seemed angry with himself for being moved by my words. He got off on my pleasure. Maybe it was because he was a gentleman. Or maybe it was because it inflated his already fat ego. “You like it nice and slow?”

      “I like how you gave it to me…” My fingers dug into his shoulders as I waited for him to slip inside me. I couldn’t believe I was saying these words to a man who kept me as a prisoner. Instead of being a slave, I felt like a woman he’d brought home for the night. For just a moment, it was a different kind of fantasy, one where I could pretend I was free.

      He pressed his forehead against mine and inhaled deeply, a slight moan coming from his lips. His cock twitched again before he pressed his lips against mine, giving me a slow kiss like he did the night before.

      The chemistry was there the second we touched. The air left my lungs as soon as our warm bodies combined. My fingers moved into his hair, and I kissed him like he was the only man I ever wanted. I loved his kiss, loved the way his soft lips moved against mine and claimed them. When he gave me his tongue next, my thighs squeezed his hips.

      Without realizing what I was doing, I ground my hips against his body, feeling his length rub against my throbbing clit. I panted into his mouth, my fingers digging deeper into his hair. This man ignited my sexual desire, made me feel like a woman again. I forgot how wonderful sex could be, even if it was meaningless. He brought me back to life, made me feel pleasure for the first time in years.

      He pushed on the shaft of his length, then slipped inside me, fitting through my tight opening and sinking until his fat dick was completely inside me, his warm balls hitting my ass. His powerful arms held his weight on top of me, kept me squished against the mattress while he weighed me down. I was smothered by his hot skin and sexy muscles. I was enveloped by his kisses. He was an enormous barrier that separated me from the horrors of the world. For that moment, I felt safe underneath him, that nothing could interrupt this pleasurable peace that he gave me.

      I never thought sex could heal me.

      Not after it had destroyed me for so long.

      He thrust inside me just the way he did last night, hitting me in the right spot at the perfect pace. I could probably handle something more intense, but since last night felt so good, I wanted that again. It was my favorite item on the menu.

      I’d already fucked him once, so I wasn’t ashamed of how much I enjoyed him. My nails clawed at his muscular back, and my pussy soaked his fat length wrapped in the condom. His name escaped from my lips, like I was with a lover rather than my keeper.

      He moaned every time I said his name.

      I didn’t want this to end. I wanted it to keep going forever. My mind shut off, and I didn’t think about anything else except the fire between my legs. Like last night, he brought me to a climax instantly, the size and shape of his dick hitting an invisible button inside my body. My thighs squeezed his hips, and I bucked against him in response, my body working on its own and independent of my mind.

      “Looks like I broke my record.”

      I kept my face pressed against his as I finished, my pussy still convulsing around his length. I rode the high until I was completely finished, the arousal seeping between my legs even more than before. “Make me come again…”

      He smiled against my mouth. “I’d be happy to.”
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      I prepared lunch, making sandwiches and salads. Carter jumped in the shower once we were done, so I had some time to myself. I brought everything to the table, along with two glasses of iced tea.

      I sat down and stared out the window, unsure how to feel about my new situation. I’d slept with Carter because I was attracted to him, but I kept bedding him because the sex was good. Not just good, but extraordinary. The list of men I’d slept with wasn’t very long, but I hadn’t experienced anything like what I had with Carter.

      He was a professional.

      Being in his captivity was starting to feel more like a vacation than imprisonment. If I didn’t have someone waiting for me, I would just settle for the comfortable life he offered me. No one would judge me for it. And if they did, then they simply didn’t understand the kind of torture I’d endured. It was a miracle my mind hadn’t shattered like the rest of my body. If I didn’t have so much to live for, I would have thrown in the towel a long time ago.

      Carter came into the dining room and joined me, shirtless in his sweatpants—as usual. He sat down, didn’t say a word, and started to eat.

      Once he was beside me, I helped myself to the meal I prepared. We’d skipped breakfast because we woke up too late for that. It was midday, and the scorching sun burned the golden fields outside the window. The cooling system in his house kept us comfortable, but I could tell it was insanely hot outside, not to mention humid.

      He watched me as he chewed, more entertained by my appearance than the Italian landscape around us. He hadn’t shaved for the last two days, so a thick line of hair was beginning to cover his jawline. His eyes were dark brown, the color beautiful and deep. When they were directed on me, it was like being under the scrutiny of a microscope.

      I didn’t smell like him or hot, sweaty sex anymore since I’d showered. But I suspected my pores would slowly start to soak up every single molecule, and it wouldn’t matter how many times I showered, the smell would become permanent.

      I kept my eyes on my food, ignoring him. I should get used to the stare, but I still hadn’t. Our routine was exactly the same as it was every single day. We sat together, and he watched me like I was a TV screen.

      He broke the silence with a question. “Why did you sleep with me?”

      Despite the candidness of his question, I didn’t stop chewing my food. I finished it before I sipped my iced tea.

      He stopped eating, focused on me completely as he waited for an answer.

      “I think the answer is obvious.”

      “I’d like to be sure. So, what is it?”

      I looked out the window, trying to think of the right way to phrase it.

      He grabbed my chin and forced my stare on him, his fingers digging into the skin of my jaw. “What is it?” He lowered his hand after he had my attention.

      “It’s not that complicated. I was attracted to you, and I was moved that you listened to me. I realized you weren’t the evil man you wish you were. Without thinking, my hands were on you, and my lips wanted to feel yours. One thing led to another, and it just happened.”

      “No other reason?” he asked.

      “What reason are you looking for?”

      “I wasn’t sure if you did it out of gratitude…since I didn’t hurt you.”

      I wanted to look away, but I knew he would just grab my chin again. “I guess I wanted to reward you for being better than most men out there. You restored some of my faith in men. I guess I wanted to honor that.”

      He must have been satisfied with that answer because he looked away. “I still want to hurt you. But I won’t.”

      “I know.” I knew he wouldn’t do anything I didn’t want him to do. “You’re a good man, Carter.”

      “A good man should never want to hurt a woman,” he said coldly. “I’m not a good man, and I have no interest in being one. Maybe I’m not evil, but there’s a lot of room between good and evil. I fall somewhere in the middle.”

      “Still an improvement from what I’m used to…”

      He turned back to me, his eyes still cold. “You like fucking me?”

      I rolled my eyes. “That’s obvious.”

      “I want to hear you say it.”

      “I already said it when I asked you to make me come again.” He wanted to listen to me say these words because it only made his ego grow bigger—and his cock.

      A slight smile formed on his lips. “I like fucking you too, sweetheart. Very much.”

      “I picked up on that.”

      “And I intend to keep fucking you.” He set his fork down, and he watched me with his intense expression, as if challenging me not to say a word in response. “I’m having a doctor come to the house today to check you.”

      “Check me?” I asked. “For what?”

      “That you’re clean.”

      I stopped myself from rolling my eyes. “I want the same from you.”

      “I am clean.”

      “I don’t care,” I snapped. “I refuse to make it this far and catch something now.”

      He leaned back in his chair. “I’m not trying to sound like an ass, but you’re the one we should be concerned about.”

      “He checked me for the same thing, meaning he was clean. And you’re the one who sleeps around.”

      “Who said I sleep around?” he demanded.

      He’d never actually said those words, but it was obvious. “Are you saying you don’t?”

      He didn’t say anything at all.

      I proved my point.

      “Fine,” he said. “We’ll both do it. Then he’ll give you some birth control.”

      I held my tongue and kept my silence. I didn’t need birth control, but a part of me didn’t want to tell him that. I hated saying the words out loud because that made them more true. Egor took away the most important thing to me…the ability to have children. “I don’t need anything.”

      “I’m not wearing a condom. I hate that shit.” He drank from his glass, enjoying something besides scotch for once.

      “That’s not what I mean.” I couldn’t look at him as I said the truth. I didn’t even want to say the words out loud because I would hear them. “I can’t have children…so you don’t need to worry about that.”

      He regarded me in silence, his head slightly cocked as he examined me. He didn’t say anything for a long time, like he didn’t know how to tread in this difficult conversation. His fingers rested against his glass, and he sighed quietly under his breath. “I’m sorry.”

      I didn’t say anything. There was nothing I could say to that. “My previous master…had my tubes tied. Didn’t want to put me on birth control so just went straight to the source.” I refused to cry, especially in front of someone. I didn’t want his pity, and I didn’t want to pity myself either. I wanted to pretend it never happened. I knew it was possible that I could get pregnant again with medical intervention, but it wouldn’t be natural and it would be difficult. Egor took away the most important thing to me…something so beautiful.

      He sighed and bowed his head, like he couldn’t think of a response to match the horrible thing I’d just said. Carter wasn’t a sensitive guy, a man of few words. He listened to my pleas, but that didn’t mean he cared about other things.

      I concentrated on my food and waited for the tense moment to pass. Tears burned behind my eyes, but I refused to let them fall. One day, I would kill Egor for what he did to me. I would kill him for the way he made me suffer. I would kill him for what he did to my family. I didn’t know how or when…but I would figure it out.

      Carter reached his hand across the table and grabbed my hand. He held it, his fingers gently squeezing mine. He looked at me with sad eyes and a tense jawline, the unspeakable pain written on his face. “Sweetheart…” Unable to find the words to soothe the situation, he said nothing else.

      Feeling his hand in mine was comforting. He’d never touched me that way before, gave me the kind of affection two friends would share. It’d been years since I’d felt something real, like a hug or an embrace. I’d been fucked and smothered with sex, but that wasn’t the physical contact I needed.

      This was what I needed.

      I squeezed his hand back, silently telling him I appreciated his sympathy. I knew it was real. If it weren’t, he wouldn’t have done anything at all. I understood Carter better now than I did before, and I knew he had a heart. He had compassion. And I knew he cared.

      He scooted his chair closer to me and wrapped his arm around my shoulder while his hand continued to grip mine. The food was abandoned, and we sat together in front of the window, the world outside peaceful. He brushed his thumb over mine, consoling me quietly. His hand rubbed down the middle of my back. “I’m sorry, Mia.” The sincerity was in his voice, potent and real.

      “I know.”

      He pressed his forehead against the side of my head and pressed a kiss to my hairline.

      I closed my eyes at his touch, his affection reminding me what it was like to be loved. It reminded me of a kiss from an old lover, affection between a man and a woman who loved each other. It reminded me of the way my mother would comfort me after my father died. The embrace was so simple, but it meant so much to me. “Thank you, Carter.” This man was slowly putting me back together without even realizing it. He was proving that there was some good in the world. He was proving that not all men were like Egor. Egor made me barren, but Carter would never do something like that. He wanted to be evil, but he simply couldn’t.

      And that was exactly what I needed.
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      Carter worked in his office all day and didn’t come out until dinnertime.

      I spent my free time at his pool, lying in the sun in a bikini Carter had given me and floating around on the inflatable swan when it got too hot. I helped myself to his bar and made myself Long Island Iced Teas while I soaked in the sunshine.

      Since the sun didn’t set until after nine, I lost track of the time.

      Carter stepped onto the pool deck in his t-shirt and jeans. With his arms crossed over his chest, he watched me float around in the pool, my drink in the inflatable cup holder. “No dinner tonight, then?”

      “What time is it?”

      “Eight thirty.”

      “Oh…guess not.” I was in the middle of the pool, so he couldn’t get me unless he jumped in. Like a princess in a castle surrounded by a moat, I was safe.

      “What am I supposed to eat?”

      I shrugged. “You did fine before I came along.”

      “Yes. But having a maid has been nice.”

      “Well, this maid has taken the day off.” My sunglasses were still on the bridge of my nose even though the sun was about to set.

      “You look cute as hell right now.”

      “Why, thank you. Good thing you can’t get to me.”

      “Can’t get to you?” he asked, amused. “You think water could stop me?”

      “It’s pretty cold.”

      He accepted my challenge and pulled his shirt over his head.

      “You don’t have any swim trunks.”

      “Don’t need them.” He pushed his jeans down along with his boxers.

      Letting his monster cock hang out.

      He took the stairs into the water then walked toward me, his feet hitting the bottom because he was over six feet in height. He grabbed the inflatable swan and dragged me toward the shallow end of the pool. “That was easy.”

      “Damn…”

      He rested his arms on the raft then leaned over to kiss my shoulder and arm. The affection was meaningless, but it felt nice at the same time. He kept his eyes on me, watching my reaction to his touch.

      I was floating across the pool with a beautiful man kissing my shoulder. The landscape was beautiful, and my stomach was full because I could eat whenever I wanted. I’d never been on a vacation before, but this felt like the closest thing to one. “How was work?”

      “I’m going to have to head to the offices soon. I’ve got to get started on production for the next line.”

      “What will you do with me?”

      “Leave you here. Unless you’ll miss me too much.” He smiled playfully, showing a slight, boyish charm to complement his hard masculinity.

      I chuckled, knowing I would miss him—just a little. “What if I run for it?”

      “You won’t.” His confidence didn’t miss a beat.

      “You’re so sure about that?”

      “You live in a beautiful mansion with anything you could possibly want, and you have a sexy man to bed you every night. Where exactly are you going to go?”

      If I didn’t have someone so important in my life, I would probably stay. “You make a good argument.”

      He kissed my shoulder again, his scruff rubbing against my arm. “I’ve changed the security system. It’s activated by my thumbprint now. So unless you cut my finger off, you don’t have a chance.”

      I knew he wouldn’t be stupid enough to trust me completely.

      “By the way, you probably shouldn’t be in the pool with a cut like that.”

      I shrugged. “I’ve been through worse.”

      He gave me an affectionate look, as if he admired me. “I’m impressed you cut that tracker out of your ankle. That took balls.”

      “I don’t have balls, so it took guts.”

      “Yes.” He smiled. “Guts. A lot of them.”

      “It hurt like a bitch.”

      “If you weren’t careful, that could have been bad.”

      “The adrenaline outweighed the fear.” I sipped my drink. “How did you know I was going to escape that night anyway?”

      “If the tracker deviates from the average body temperature, I get a notification. The second you carved that thing out of your body, I knew. And my cars are designed with a specific security system, so it’ll only turn on with my thumbprint. You can’t even hot-wire it.”

      I never had a chance. The only possibility of getting out of there was by killing him.

      He watched my reaction. “Sorry, sweetheart. I feel bad for letting you think you really had a chance.”

      “Even if I knew otherwise, I still would have tried.”

      His affection only deepened. “I know. For some reason, I admire you more.”

      Carter was a regular guy in life, not a psychopath like Egor. When he made comments like that, I could see the goodness behind his eyes. He showed affection instead of hatred, gave sexy caresses instead of slaps across the face. Never was he violent with me. He detained me when he had to, but that was only to get me under control. “Then why don’t you let me go?”

      Instantly, the tenderness in his eyes evaporated. He broke eye contact, sighed, and the comfortable companionship was gone. As if he was annoyed by the question, he pulled away from me.

      “Did you ever consider letting me go and, you know, asking me out on a date? You know I would say yes.” I watched his expression even though he wouldn’t meet my gaze. This was the part of our relationship that I still didn’t understand. If he didn’t possess the kind of cruelty that Egor did, why didn’t he let me go? He continued to keep me—even though it made no sense.

      “I’ll take to out to dinner if that’s what you want.”

      “If you pick me up at my house and drop me off when we’re done.”

      He rubbed the back of his neck, getting drops of water in his hair.

      “Carter.”

      He wouldn’t look at me.

      “Carter.” I grabbed his chin and pressed a kiss to his lips. Instantly, he softened. He took a breath when he felt me, and the muscles in his neck relaxed as he turned my way. He didn’t give in to my command, but he gave in to my affection. I pulled away, my fingers still on his hard chin. “You aren’t this man. We both know you aren’t. Letting me go isn’t a sign of weakness. Letting me go and bedding me as a free woman is far more impressive.”

      He looked at me, his eyes unblinking. “You’d want to still see me?”

      Before I’d slept with him, my answer would have been no. But since the sex was so good and our chemistry was so hot, I knew I’d want to keep seeing him. I knew he was kind and compassionate, not a threat to me at all. I could forgive everything in the past if he gave me a new future. “Yes.”

      He stared into my gaze, looking for the sincerity of my words.

      “You know I’m not lying, Carter.” My hand ran up his chiseled forearm. “I doubt I’d want to see you forever. I doubt I’d want you to be my boyfriend or husband. But I wouldn’t mind hooking up for a while.” That was exactly what he wanted anyway, just hot sex with no strings attached. “So, there’s no reason to keep me. You can have what you want—and I can have what I want.” I hoped I would say the right thing to change his mind, to realize that keeping me as a prisoner wasn’t in his best interest anymore.

      I must have said the wrong thing because he pulled away from the float and climbed back up the stairs. His bare ass was fit and tight, and the rest of physique moved like living stone. “I’ll make dinner tonight.” He grabbed the towel off the chair and dried himself off before he walked inside.

      I continued to drift in the pool now that he wasn’t keeping me centered anymore. He said he bought me to piss off someone else, but he’d already accomplished what he set out to do. What was the reason he continued to keep me?

      I knew I was missing a piece of the story.

      I just didn’t know what it was.
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      I hung up the phone then walked back into the dining room where Mia was sitting. I’d made salmon and rice for dinner, something light after all the booze I’d had that day. We hadn’t said much to each other since she asked me to let her go.

      I didn’t know what to say, so I said nothing.

      I didn’t want to keep lying to her.

      From her point of view, there was no reason for me to keep her as a prisoner anymore. Sex was consensual, and she said she would keep sleeping with me if I let her go. I knew she meant it. It wasn’t just a trick to escape.

      So I had no reason to keep her.

      Now that I knew what Egor did to her, I hated the bastard even more. I had never cared about Mia’s mistreatment because I’d purposely tried not to connect with her. I steered away from personal questions. It was smart not to get attached to her so I could hand her over to that demon without feeling guilty about it. But the second we screwed, all that went out the window.

      She came on to me.

      She kissed me. Fucked me. Came for me.

      The attachment I tried to avoid had already happened.

      Egor took away her ability to have children…which was so despicable I wanted to murder him. It was worse than rape and torture. It was just cruel.

      Now I had to give her back to him…in just a few days.

      Fuck.

      She kept asking me to release her, and if she kept this up, she might figure out the real reason I didn’t.

      I couldn’t let that happen.

      But could I really return this woman to the cruel life she’d just escaped from?

      There was so much money on the table, money I’d already collected. If I pulled out of the deal and wired the money back, there would be bloodshed. Egor would never accept that betrayal. He would come after me and my entire family.

      I didn’t have a choice anymore.

      I would try to enjoy the last days I had with her, fucking her and making her feel good, before I returned her to the master that would never let her go. Now that I was sleeping with her, I understood Egor’s obsession.

      She was magnificent.

      “Are you alright?” Mia’s pretty voice interrupted my thoughts.

      My gaze shifted to her face, her beautiful coffee-colored eyes and her full lips. With long brown hair and a curvy body, she was a fantasy. She deserved to be with a man who would protect her from the world, who would put her on a pedestal and worship her. She was too good for that asshole. “Yeah.”

      “Your face is pale.” Her eyes shifted back and forth slightly as she looked at me.

      Because I was a terrible person. I bought women from the Underground and returned them to safety. That’s why I didn’t feel bad profiting from the exchange—because I was doing a good thing.

      But now, I was doing a bad thing.

      I hadn’t known the context of the situation when I’d agreed to do the deal, but that didn’t change anything. I was sending this woman back to a life of horror. She would eventually die in his captivity…or take her own life.

      And unfortunately, I was starting to care about her.

      Dammit. “That was the doctor. We’re both clean.”

      “Oh.” She drank her glass of wine. “Not surprised…”

      I should be hard at the thought of fucking her that night without a condom, but I wasn’t. I felt too guilty for what I was about to do. Mia wouldn’t even see it coming. I would slip a syringe into her neck and put her to sleep before I made the exchange. She would have no idea what happened until she woke up with Egor beside her. He would pick up where he left off—and she would know giving her back was part of my plan all along.

      And she would hate me.

      I’d done terrible things to her before, but she forgave me. She saw the good in me despite the bad situation. I held a whip in my hand and chained her to the bed, but she had the power to talk me out of it. And she’d still wanted to sleep with me anyway. She accepted me for who I was…and my money didn’t seem to impress her.

      She still wanted to leave.

      She wanted to be free…but keep sleeping with me. That meant she didn’t want anything from me…only me.

      “I thought you would be thrilled about that,” she whispered.

      “I am. I just have other stuff on my mind.”

      After she did the dishes, we went upstairs to my room. She immediately assumed she would be sharing my bed with me for the foreseeable future, and she was right. I wanted to fuck her before I went to sleep. Then I wanted to fuck her again the second I opened my eyes in the morning.

      When she stepped into the room, she saw the black lingerie sitting on top of the bed. Black, lacy, and sexy, it was the perfect piece of clothing to place on that beautiful body. She eyed it on the bed before she turned to me, a question in her eyes.

      I felt like an asshole for asking her to do anything, not when I was going to betray her in a few days. If she knew what my true intentions were, she wouldn’t stop until she killed me. But since she saw me as harmless, her guard was down. A part of her probably believed I would let her go eventually, just as I changed my mind about whipping her.

      She couldn’t be more wrong.

      She picked up the black thong and held it between her fingertips. “You want me to put this on?”

      I held her gaze, standing in my sweatpants near the foot of the bed. This was wrong on so many levels. Now I was dressing her up for my desire. She wanted to be the recipient of my kisses and thrusts…but not if she knew the truth. “Yes.”

      “And this?” She picked up the see-through bra.

      Just picturing her wearing that turned me on. “Yes.”

      Without a protest, she walked into my bathroom and changed.

      I dropped my boxers and sweatpants, my cock already hard thinking about how she would look. I got on the bed with my elbows propping up my body. My hard dick lay against my stomach, eager to feel her bare pussy surround me. With skin-on-skin, I would be able to feel her warm and soft flesh. I would be able to feel her squeeze me even harder. I would be able to drop my come deep inside her, where it would sit until morning.

      I moaned to myself because I was horny as hell. All the guilt I felt was muffled by the hardness in my dick. Just like every other asshole on the planet, I stopped caring about morals the second sex was involved. Now that I was about to get laid, I didn’t care that I was screwing her over.

      I just cared about screwing her.

      She stepped out of the bathroom, the lingerie fitting her hourglass frame perfectly. She fixed her hair with her fingertips, making it frame her face and her shoulders. The bra pushed her plump tits together, and her long legs moved gracefully across the floor. The dark color was sexy against her flawless skin. Her brown eyes were on me, watching my reaction to her.

      “Jesus Christ.” I loved a woman in lingerie, but not quite like this.

      She crawled onto the bed, on her hands and knees. Her tits filled out the bra, and her back arched as she moved. Her eyes were directed on me as she came closer, the mutual desire in her gaze.

      She wanted me as much as I wanted her.

      She moved on top of me and straddled my hips, her hair dragging against my chest as she positioned her face over mine.

      I watched this beautiful woman sit on me, her tits about to fall out and her sexy thighs parting over my hips. She stared at my lips as she leaned down to place her mouth over mine. My cock twitched against her panties just before I felt her lips.

      Fuck.

      The second our mouths were combined together, my hand dug into her hair, and I kissed her hard. My lips ached for something deeper, something more intense. My tongue darted into her mouth right away, and I ground against her, my cock eager to feel the arousal that was seeping from between her legs that very moment. If she was as wet as she was last night, my cock would be very happy.

      My fingers dug into her panties, and I rubbed her clit, the pads of my fingers becoming soaked in the slickness right away. I forgot to breathe for a second, my body pausing in excitement. Like I was a teenager who treasured every moment of sexual activity, this felt brand-new. I touched her pussy like it was the first time I’d ever gotten any action. Something about this woman made me feel brand-new, like this was the first time sex actually mattered. My fingers slid into her slit, and I explored her, feeling her moan against my mouth. “So fucking wet.” I used two fingers to move inside her, to feel her tight pussy as it prepared for my big dick. Being inside her was heaven, whether it was my fingers or my dick.

      Her fingers dug into my hair as she kept kissing me, her kisses turning just as carnal as mine. When she was with me, she didn’t think about anyone else. She didn’t think about the horrible things Egor did to her. When our bodies moved together, there was no one else.

      It was just us.

      I would love to watch her ride my dick, but I was so anxious to fuck her that I craved the control. I rolled her onto her back and pulled her wet panties off her legs. She’d barely had them on for fifteen minutes before the lace became soaked with her arousal. She opened her legs for me the second the material was gone, her hands running up my back at the same time. With parted lips and heavy breathing, she was ready to take me, even more eager than she was last night or this morning.

      This time, I wasn’t gentle. I pushed my swollen head into her entrance and gave one hard thrust, sliding inside her instantly. “Jesus fucking Christ.”

      “God…”

      I rested my face against hers as I got used to the sensation between her legs, the wetness and the tightness. It drove me wild, made it impossible for me to think straight. It was so good…so damn good.

      “Carter.” She clawed at my back as we lay idle together, getting used to the feeling of our bodies combined. She was insanely wet, and I was harder than I’d ever been my entire life.

      “Fuck.” I hadn’t even started to move yet, and I was on the verge of exploding. The idea of filling her pussy with my come was too much to even think about. I’d fucked women without a condom before, but there was something about her cunt that did a number on my dick.

      She cupped the back of my head as she looked into my eyes. “You feel so damn good…”

      My gaze was locked on to hers, my cock stretching her far apart. I’d never seen a more beautiful woman underneath me, a woman so passionate and erotic. She shouldn’t succumb to this desire, not the same way I did. She deserved better, deserved better than me. But the innate chemistry between us dictated our behavior, controlled our reactions to one another. Neither one of us could fight this; we were both in so deep.

      I hadn’t even started, and I knew I didn’t want to stop.

      She didn’t want me to stop either.

      “All I can think about is coming inside you.” I wanted my dick to explode like a rocket, shooting my seed as deep as it could go. The instinct was unshakable. I wanted to claim her as mine in the most animalistic way possible. I wanted to make this pussy exclusively mine. The idea of letting Egor have her back pissed me off, especially when I was deep inside her like this. I wanted to fuck this cunt every single night and again in the morning. I didn’t want to share it with anyone.

      “Me too…” She grabbed my hip and tugged me inside her. “I’m almost there…”

      “I haven’t even started, sweetheart.”

      “I know.” She squeezed her thighs around my waist. “I can’t help it…”

      I watched her close her eyes and felt her dig her nails into me harder, fighting the explosion that was about to happen between her legs. “Looks like you have a new record.”

      I would normally chuckle, but I was far too invested in this moment. I gave her three thrusts, moving slowly and rubbing against her clit every time I touched her. Somehow, I could feel her impending climax between her legs, and she could feel mine. We were moving as slowly as possible, but just enough for both of us to get off.

      “There…” She breathed against my mouth as she cupped my cheeks, coming just from the feeling of my dick inside her. I’d never made a woman come that quickly, and I knew it didn’t happen now because of my skills. She’d wanted to come before I was even inside. She was aroused the second she put on that lingerie. And when she felt my hardness inside her, that was all she needed. I turned her on in a special manner, made her feel arousal in a whole new way.

      Her cunt constricted around my dick as she came, moaning in my face as the desire swept her away. “Carter, give it to me…”

      I was already holding on as best as I could, and once I had her permission, all the fight left my body. I moaned in her face as I filled her, dumping all my seed into her pussy instead of the tip of a condom. All the muscles in my body burned with the exertion, and I kept my dick deep inside her so she would get every last drop. Tonight, I would give her so much, she couldn’t keep it all. And for the last few days she was in my captivity, she would always be full of my come.

      Until I had to give her back.
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      It was the middle of the day when my father called.

      I was sitting in my office, taking some privacy away from my prisoner.

      I wasn’t even sure if I should call her that anymore. She seemed like a sexy roommate that I was constantly fucking. When I dated women, sometimes they would stay at my place for the weekend, but their stay never lasted longer than that.

      Mia had been there for an entire month.

      From the day she arrived until the present moment, our relationship had changed so drastically.

      It was hard to believe I’d ever chained her up in a room to begin with.

      I cleared my throat. “Hey.” I’d been avoiding speaking to my family for a few weeks. Only Conway knew about my situation. Since he was so loyal to me, he would take the secret to the grave. But I felt awkward talking to my family, especially my parents. My father was a very candid man, speaking his mind with such bluntness, people thought he was an asshole most of the time.

      Well, he was an asshole.

      “Hey?” he asked. “We haven’t spoken in two weeks, and that’s all you have to say to me?”

      “Hi?” I asked sarcastically. “Is that better?”

      “Same shit, different word.”

      “Alright, what do you want me to say?”

      “I don’t know,” he snapped. “But a lot more than that.”

      He turned aggressive when he was emotional. He wasn’t good with words, and he was even worse with feelings. The response turned him into an asshole…even more. I hadn’t understood any of that until my mother explained it to me. “Alright. How are you?”

      “Pretty pissed off since we haven’t spoken for two weeks.”

      I rolled my eyes. “We’re talking now.”

      “I haven’t seen you in almost a month. I know you’re a hotshot with your cars and shit, but don’t forget where you come from.”

      If only I could tell him the real reason for my absence. “I’ll be done with this project in a few days. Then I’ll be all yours.”

      “That’s more like it.”

      “I’ll take a trip down there. Sapphire is gonna have the baby soon anyway. I’ll help out at the winery, see Mom for a bit, and see what Carmen is up to without me. I’ll stay for a week.”

      “Make it two.”

      I tried not to grin. “A week and a half.”

      “Two and a half.” All my father wanted was to spend time with me. Conway had been around a lot, so he was probably jealous he wasn’t spending as much time with his own son.

      “Two.”

      The victory in his voice was obvious. “Two, it is. Can’t wait to see you. Your mother and I miss you.”

      “I know. I miss you too.”

      “Maybe you should think about moving to Florence. Conway and Sapphire are doing it. You work from home a lot, and you can just fly out there when you need to. Makes sense to me…” My father would do anything to get me back to Tuscany. Carmen was still there, but that wasn’t enough for him. He wanted both of us.

      Not having Conway around had already affected me. I used to see him all the time, but now that he was married and living five hours away, I missed him. He was my closest friend, not just my cousin. “I’ll think about it.”

      “Great. Your mother would be so happy if she got to see you more often. And remember—”

      “You won’t always be around.” He said the same thing to me all the time, for the last decade. “Yeah, I know. I said I would think about it.”

      My father finally backed off, knowing he’d made his point. Now he just had to hope that I would take his words to heart and move there. I was the last Barsetti who wasn’t living in that vicinity. Being isolated from the herd had never bothered me because Conway was here, but without him as a neighbor, I really did feel separated from my family. I would think about it more seriously when I had time. Right now, I still had Mia to deal with. “Anything else new?”

      “Actually, that’s the reason why I’m calling. Well, the main reason.” His tone changed, simmering down to a serious coldness. “Your uncle and I had a chat with Griffin.”

      I’d come to accept that Griffin was a part of our lives now, as strange as that seemed. “Yeah?”

      “This issue with the Skull Kings isn’t buried yet, so Griffin and your uncle are going to take a trip to the Underground to have a conversation.”

      I sat up straighter in my chair, the muscles hugging my spine tightening.

      “We killed the men they hired to take out Conway, but we have no way to know if the war is actually over. Instead of taking that risk, we want to bury it. Crow will meet with them to establish peace, to present them an offering to make them forget about us.”

      “What does Griffin have to do with this?” Conway and I were the ones that started this mess. It didn’t seem right that my uncle had to take care of it.

      “He has a close relationship with them,” he explained. “They’ve hired him for work in the past. Griffin also knows a lot of people, a lot of men at the Underground. He’s done favors in exchange for loyalty instead of money. He’s as close to untouchable as possible. He offered to intervene because it gives the Barsettis a lot of credibility.”

      Griffin was the reason I still had all the members of my family. He had managed to take down all the enemies surrounding them. My father and uncle were the strongest men I knew, but Griffin was made of something else. “I should come too. I’m responsible for all this—”

      “No.” My father’s cold tone silenced me instantly. “Crow and I have already talked about this. There’s no room for negotiation.”

      “Father, Conway and I are both adults—”

      “Who were stupid enough to get mixed up in this,” he snapped. “Now your fathers are cleaning up your mess.”

      “We never asked you to—”

      “Be grateful that you don’t have to ask. Be grateful that your fathers are willing to sacrifice their lives for you. Be grateful that we would do anything for you, even walk into the monsters’ den and risk our necks.”

      I stared at my desk, seeing the pile of bills and documents that needed to be addressed. I was just scolded by my father, and as much as it angered me, I knew I deserved it. “What about the money?”

      “We can talk about that later. It’s not important right now.”

      If we had to pay back the Skull Kings for the profit we made, it should come out of our pockets, not Crow’s. “When is this happening?”

      “As soon as Griffin gets back from his mission.”

      “He’s still doing that?” I asked incredulously.

      “He’s quitting. He just has to finish two more before he can be done.”

      I knew Crow wasn’t happy about that. He wanted a simple and peaceful life. Griffin wasn’t fitting the bill at all right now. “Let me know if there’s anything I can do.” I should probably tell him about Mia, but if she was leaving before the deal even went down, I didn’t see why it mattered.

      “You know what you can do?” he asked coldly. “Learn your lesson.”

      “I have.” More than he could possibly understand. The woman I was holding captive was actually an exceptional human being, someone who deserved better than the fate she would be forced to accept. I was ignorant and got myself into a bad situation, blinded by the greed the cash instilled in me.

      I’d definitely learned my lesson.
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      Carter sat beside me on the couch with his arm wrapped around my shoulders. My legs were pulled over his thighs, and we cuddled on the couch together like a couple enjoying their evening together. His hand rested on my thigh, and his bare chest rose and fell gently with his even breathing. Instead of focusing on the TV, he glanced at me from time to time.

      It felt so normal.

      It didn’t seem like I was a prisoner anymore. It seemed like I was just a woman with her man. We’d already screwed on the couch, and now we were just enjoying each other’s company. He drank his scotch while I had my wine. I pulled my panties back on so his come wouldn’t drip down my thighs and onto the fabric of his furniture.

      If I didn’t have a life to get back to, I would actually want to stay there.

      My life had been stressful since I was young. A lot of stupid decisions put me in bad situations. Every day was a struggle, and I constantly worked to have a better life. Being a guest in Carter’s home showed me a luxurious life I’d never imagined. There was no such thing as stress, not when a man like him took care of me.

      But it didn’t matter how much I loved being there. It couldn’t compare with the life waiting for me.

      The true place where I belonged.

      His phone vibrated in his pocket, and he fished it out to see the name on the screen.

      Ever since I came into his captivity, I always looked for an opportunity to escape, to gain more knowledge about Carter and his behavior. So naturally, I looked at the screen even though I didn’t expect to see anything relevant.

      But the name on the screen was very relevant.

      Egor.

      Carter immediately repositioned the phone in his hand to hide the screen. “I have to take this, sweetheart.” He left the couch and headed up the stairs, his black sweatpants hanging low on his hips.

      Was that a coincidence?

      What were the odds that he would be in contact with the same Egor?

      It seemed unlikely, but that didn’t chase away the dread that settled in my heart. Carter and I had just experienced an evening of peace and quiet, but all of that faded away the second that phone rang. My body became heavy with terror, and my heart thudded with palpitations.

      It couldn’t be the same Egor.

      It just couldn’t.

      The only way I was going to find out was by asking him or spying on him. If it really was the same Egor, Carter would probably lie about it. This whole situation had been a lie. The only true way to get my answer was to eavesdrop, to hear the conversation myself.

      I sprang off the couch and sprinted across the rug until I reached the hardwood floor in front of the staircase. I was careful with my footfalls, making them quiet as I ascended to the next floor as fast as possible. When my feet hit the rug in the hallway, I moved quickly again, the sound muffled by the thickness of the rug. I stopped in front of his office door, which was closed. His voice was immediately audible.

      “Friday, then?” Carter’s deep voice was calm as usual, borderline indifferent. He was quiet as he listened to the person on the other line. When he spoke again, it was nearly a minute later. “Yes, I’ll bring her. We’ll make the exchange at the border.”

      My heart dropped into my stomach like a heavy stone. He never said my name, but his words were all the evidence I needed. Carter worked for Egor, and he was bringing me back to him like he planned.

      Everything had been a lie.

      Carter had never bought me for himself.

      I ran away from Egor, throwing myself into the arms of crueler men in the hope I would be able to get away. But of course, Egor tracked me down, had someone else buy me, and now I was returning to him.

      How could I have been so stupid?

      I panicked in front of the door, the perspiration immediately marking my brow and palms. The adrenaline was so intense it knocked the energy out of me. I felt weak in the knees, felt my fingertips go numb, and lost all sensation in my lips. I couldn’t feel anything, but I could also feel overwhelming pain.

      I thought Carter was a good man…but I’d been so wrong.

      So fucking wrong.

      He’d lied to me every single day, making up excuses for why he was keeping me. He was just babysitting me until Egor returned from one of his complicated business trips. Now he was back in the country, and he was ready to claim me.

      I couldn’t believe I’d slept with Carter.

      I couldn’t believe how fucking stupid I was.

      Carter must have finished up the conversation because nothing else was said. His footsteps were audible on the other side of the door as he approached the hallway.

      A part of me wanted to stand there and confront him, to scream at him for this terrible betrayal. But then I remembered my words wouldn’t matter because Carter didn’t give a damn about me. He’d been lying to me every single day. The time for conversation was over. I knew what I had to do.

      I had to kill him.

      That was the only way out of this nightmare.

      I would kill him, use his thumb to unlock the security system, and then use it again to start one of his cars.

      Then I would get the hell out of there—and disappear.

      I sprinted down the hallway without worrying about the loud sounds I was making. I took the stairs rapidly and then made it into the kitchen. The knives were on the counter, so I grabbed the biggest one I could find, gripped the handle as tightly as possible, and then prepared to butcher my captor.

      Even without a weapon, he was a serious opponent. Bigger and stronger than me, he would be able to take me down if I made the wrong move. I had to slice him across the throat or stab him in the heart. My movements had to be precise. The only comforting thought I had was my invincibility. Regardless of what I did, he wouldn’t kill me.

      Egor wanted me alive.

      I stepped out of the kitchen and spotted him at the bottom of the staircase. With the knife gripped in my hand, I was prepared to slice that beautiful skin until he bled out and died on the elegant Turkish rug. He had been a man I was fond of, someone I even liked, but now, he was just my enemy. I should have killed him in his sleep when I had the chance.

      I wouldn’t make that mistake again.

      He turned his gaze away from the couch, where he’d been searching for me. The instant his eyes settled on me, seeing the large knife in my hand, he knew exactly what had transpired. He saw the rage in my eyes, the intent of murder. He stared at the knife for a moment, not showing a hint of fear even though he was the one unarmed. When he lifted his gaze to meet mine, the same look of calmness was settled there. “Sweetheart, I don’t want to hurt you.”

      I gripped the knife tighter, wanting to slice his heart out and watch the light leave his eyes. “You can’t hurt me when you’re dead.”

      He stepped closer to me, his thick arms remaining by his sides. All the muscles of his body were tense in preparation of the fight about to ensue, but his handsome features remained as stoic as ever. “Even if you cut me, it’s not going to slow me down. And you’re more likely to cut off your hand in the process.” His brown eyes narrowed in hostility. “So just put down the knife down, sweetheart. I mean it when I say I don’t want to hurt you.”

      “You mean it?” I asked coldly. “You expect me to believe that? You’ve been lying to me this entire time. I thought you were some kind of good guy, but now I know you’re just Egor’s bitch.”

      His eyes narrowed even more as both of his hands tightened into fists. “Be careful, sweetheart.”

      “I will,” I hissed. “The only way I’m getting out of here is by killing you. And I’m not gonna stop until—”

      He charged me. His lean but ripped physique came at me quicker than a bullet. His heavy feet pounded against the hardwood floor as he propelled himself with a formidable momentum.

      I barely had a second to react.

      I steadied the knife and sliced at him, but my blade only hit air. I pointed the blade right at his heart, ready to claim his life. I was prepared to make the ultimate sacrifice for my freedom—by taking someone’s life.

      I missed.

      Carter moved with stealthy speed. He grabbed my wrist, slammed it hard onto his knee, and forced me to drop the blade on the floor.

      “No!”

      He kicked it away then shackled both of my hands behind my back with one of his. Without the same gentleness he showed me before, he shoved me against the wall and pressed his chest into my body, keeping me in anchored in place.

      Just like the last time he pinned me down, I could hardly move.

      I was completely at his mercy.

      He breathed heavily in my ear, his massive hands so strong I couldn’t even flinch. “You never had a chance, sweetheart.”

      “I’ll make another chance.” My cheek was pressed against the wall, and I felt his hard-on through his sweats. My loss fueled him in many ways. “I’m not going back to him. I will never stop trying to kill you, asshole.”

      He gripped the back of my neck, keeping me in place so easily. “I’m sorry you had to find out that way.”

      “And I’m sorry for sleeping with you. I’m sorry for thinking you were a good man. You’re no better than him…”

      He kept his mouth pressed to my ear. “You don’t have the full story, sweetheart.”

      “I don’t care about the full story.” I tried to buck off him with my hips, to catch him off guard with my words. “I hate you, Carter. You can’t send me back to that monster. You have no idea what kind of shit he does to me.”

      He pressed his forehead to the back of my head. A quiet sigh escaped his mouth. “Trust me, I don’t like this.”

      “If you meant that, you would let me go.”

      “It’s not that simple. My hands are tied.”

      “No,” I hissed, bucking against him again. “My hands are tied.”

      His hands loosened on my wrists, and he forced me to turn around. Pressing my back against the wall with my hands pinned beside me, he looked into my face. With a clenched jaw and remorseful eyes, he didn’t seem like the monster he’d just revealed himself to be. “I hate this, sweetheart. I mean that.”

      “No, you don’t. You would let me go if you did.”

      He clenched his jaw. “I can’t.”

      “You can do anything, Carter. If you really give a shit about me, do the right thing. Be a good man.” A slight jolt of hope moved into my heart when I saw the sadness in his eyes. His feelings seemed sincere, as if he didn’t like the situation we were in.

      “I can’t.” This time, his voice emerged as a whisper. “If I let you go, Egor will come after my family. I can’t allow that to happen. They’ve already been through enough.”

      “And you don’t think I have a family?” I hissed. “Why is your life more important than mine?”

      “I never said it was. But my family’s life is more important to me than yours.” He cocked his head to the side slightly, his eyes narrowing in pain. “I have to choose—and I have to choose them. When I bought you, I had no idea what I was getting myself into.”

      I listened to every word, wanting an explanation for our situation. How did Carter get mixed up with Egor in the first place?

      He sighed before he continued. “My cousin and I buy trafficked women from the Underground. We’ve been doing it for years. Their families pay us to get them out of the situation. We pretend to be genuine buyers. Once the money is transferred, we keep them for a while to avoid suspicion, and then we return them, untouched by us, to their families.”

      It was so selfless and sweet, I could hardly believe what I was hearing. “What…?”

      “When Egor asked me to buy you, I’d already retired from the business. My family and I decided it was too risky. But he gave me an offer I couldn’t refuse, more money than anyone had ever offered me before. He told me he was your brother…and I believed him.”

      Fucking asshole.

      “It wasn’t until I had you in my captivity that I realized he was lying. He had business to attend to, so he asked me to keep you for a month before I handed you over.”

      It’d been almost a month since I’d arrived here. That meant I only had days left.

      “Here we are now…” He sighed as he looked at me, his jaw tight. “I tried to interact with you as little as possible. I didn’t want to get attached to you, especially since I’ve been attracted to you since the moment you jumped out of my car. You’re like a lamb that’s about to be slaughtered…I shouldn’t make you a pet. But of course, that didn’t happen. I wanted an excuse to have you, to keep it violent and nonconsensual so there would be no emotion involved… That didn’t work. I wanted to be a bad guy for once, to live out a fantasy since the situation was perfect. But I couldn’t go through with it…and here we are.”

      My hands were still pinned to the wall with his strength. Even though I wasn’t fighting him, he never relaxed his hold. He knew I would do anything to escape, and this story wouldn’t change my objective.

      “I’m not as evil as you think I am. I just made a mistake.” He moved in closer to me, his lips close to mine. “I never would have bought you if I’d known. I should have been smarter. I should have been less greedy. I shouldn’t have cared about the money, especially when I don’t even need it.”

      Now everything made sense. He didn’t strike me as an evil guy. I would know since I was always in the company of the cruelest men in the world. His love for his family suggested he had empathy and compassion, and judging by the fact that he wouldn’t rape me, it indicated he had a soul under that hard chest.

      “I’m sorry, Mia.” He looked me in the eye as he said it. “I hate this. It makes me sick to my stomach to hand you back to him. You deserve better than that. You deserve to be free… I’ve always thought that.”

      I could feel his sincerity in his touch as well as his words. I could feel the remorse, the overwhelming sadness.

      He bowed his head and stared at the ground for a moment, his fingers relaxing around my wrists. “If I could let you go, I would. But Egor is the kind of man I don’t want to cross. My family is in the middle of some serious shit with the Skull Kings. My cousin almost died because of it. If I provoke Egor, I’ll drag my family into another war…and we can’t fight on two fronts.” He lifted his gaze and looked at me again. “I’m sorry. I mean that from the bottom of my heart.”

      I looked into his gaze and somehow found comfort in the look. I knew he was at war with himself, wanting to protect me as well as his family. He was in a difficult situation, and no matter what he decided, he lost.

      But I shouldn’t feel bad for him, not when I had to worry about myself. “I believe everything you said…but you still have to let me go. I know you need to protect your family, but I have a family too. I can’t go back to him. I won’t go back to him.”

      He released my wrists, assuming I was subdued. “There’s no other way, Mia.”

      “I will kill you, Carter.” I looked him in the eye as I unleashed my threat. “I don’t want to, but I will. Nothing is gonna stop me…not this time.”

      He gave a slight nod in understanding. “Then I’ll have to chain you up until it’s time—not that I want to do that. I was hoping we could enjoy each other a little longer…that you could be happy for a little longer.”

      “You think I’m happy?” I asked coldly.

      His eyes shifted back and forth as he looked into mine.

      I’d never told Carter the truth about my life because I was too afraid he would use it against me. But now that his true colors were revealed, I knew exactly who he was. “You have to let me go…because I have a son.”

      Carter stiffened noticeably at the revelation, his eyes stilling as they focused on me. His arms rested by his sides, but his shoulders were tight with the revelation. He took in a deep breath, like the information pained him.

      “He’s eight. I haven’t seen him in three years, not since Egor captured me. There were times when I wanted to kill myself in Egor’s captivity. The only reason why I didn’t was because of my son…because I have to survive for him.” My eyes watered as I remembered my darkest times, when I thought about hanging myself in my own prison cell. The temptation rose several times. Death sounded so sweet, sounded so wonderful. My little boy was the only reason I resisted. “Please help me, Carter. My son needs me. You love your mother…imagine life without her. Even as a grown man, you still need her.”

      He bowed his head, unable to look at me.

      I grabbed his chin and forced him to look at me.

      He complied, but his eyes were still full of self-loathing.

      “Please,” I whispered.

      “Why didn’t you mention this before?”

      “And risk you using him against me?” I whispered. “Egor threatened to do it all the time, but he never did because I always complied with his demands.”

      He pushed my hand away, forcing my fingers off his chin.

      “Carter, do the right thing. My son doesn’t have a father. All he has is me. I don’t want him to grow up and forget about me…” Tears built up in my eyes until they started to fall down my cheeks. “I want to raise my son into a man. I want to go to his soccer games. I want to be there every day, to make up for all the time I lost. I can’t do that unless you help me. So please help me.”

      He stepped back, his hands moving to his hips. “You know I would help you if I could. But if I set you free, he’ll come after me and my family. My family is innocent. I can’t involve them in this.”

      “And my son is innocent,” I said. “I’m innocent. You said you would help all those women… Now help me.”

      “It’s not that simple.”

      “Doesn’t matter. My only crime was being in the wrong place at the wrong time. Egor spotted me in a bar, and in that moment, he decided I was his and he would never let me go. I had no power to stop him. He put a bag over my head as soon as I walked outside, and his men threw me in the back of a van. How can you let him get away with it?”

      He rubbed the back of his head. “I won’t change my mind, Mia. My family is everything to me.”

      “So is mine…”

      He dragged his hands down his chest, his movements accompanied with a sigh. “You’re asking me to make a sacrifice I can’t make. I’m very sorry that you’re in this position. I’m sorry that your son is out there somewhere without his mother. I really wish things were different…I mean that. But you’re asking for more than I can give.”

      I crossed my arms over my chest, knowing the knife was too far away for me to reach. “If you do this for me, I will do anything for you. I will be your maid and your fantasy. I will do whatever you ask…for the rest of my life. I would be eternally bound to you…always.”

      He crossed his arms over his chest, intrigued by the request.

      “I will let you whip me whenever you want. I will let you do whatever you wish. I will be obedient and grateful. I will make your house spotless and put dinner on the table every night. I will be your servant for as long as you want. Just give me back my son…give me back my life.”

      He dropped his gaze again, remaining silent.

      I took his silence as a good sign. Instead of rejecting me right away, he actually considered my request. I was giving him something he wanted, a dark fantasy he wanted to fulfill. He wanted to ruin my skin with more scars. He wanted to make me cry as he fucked me. He could have all of those things, turn me into his private whore, if he made this sacrifice for me. It was something I would gladly give…in exchange for my son.

      He shook his head slightly. “It doesn’t change the problem. I’ll never be able to enjoy you if I’m constantly at war with Egor.”

      “Then figure out a way to avoid the war.”

      “How so?” he demanded.

      “Pretend I killed myself.”

      “He’s going to want to see proof.”

      “Then give him proof,” I said. “Make it happen. Do something.”

      He sighed again, frustrated to his core. “You’re simplifying everything.”

      “No. I’m giving you solutions.”

      He rubbed the back of his head. “It’s still a risk I’m taking.”

      “If you give me back, you’re still taking a risk.”

      He dropped his hand, his eyebrow raised. “How so?”

      Carter wasn’t evil the way Egor was. The second he handed me over, the guilt would eat him alive. Knowing my son would always be alone in the world would be a burden he would have to carry. He would have to live with the fact that a mother and son were permanently separated. “Because you won’t be able to live with yourself.”
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      I was used to morning sex—even if I wasn’t really awake at the time. Bones took what he wanted when he felt like it, pretty much the same way I did. He didn’t explain his behavior or make apologies for it either. He just went for it.

      Now it was part of our daily routine.

      But that morning, it didn’t come.

      When I opened my eyes, it was almost eight. Bones usually woke me up the first time at seven in the morning. He moved between my legs, got off, and then headed to the gym. I assumed there was something wrong because our routine never changed.

      I sat up and looked around the room, not seeing anything unusual. I pulled on his t-shirt and walked into the living room, expecting to see him at the dining table with his morning coffee. He was usually shirtless, his ink vibrant against his fair skin.

      Instead, I saw him sitting on the couch, fully clothed in black jeans and a t-shirt. His bag was on the floor beside the coffee table. His elbows rested on his knees, and his chin was tilted toward the floor, his eyes downcast instead of on the TV or me.

      I knew what that meant.

      I knew he had two more missions to do. This was the first one.

      I’d convinced myself I could do this. It was just two more, and it would be over for good. Bones was a strong man who was capable of anything. He would come back to me. He was powerful, fast, and experienced, and there was nothing he couldn’t handle. There was nothing that would stop him from coming back to me.

      But no matter how many times I whispered those assurances to myself, it didn’t change anything.

      It didn’t heal my broken heart.

      I stared at his black bag on the floor then took a deep breath, doing my best to be calm about the situation. Getting emotional wouldn’t change anything. It would just make it harder for both of us. I knew he waited until the last possible moment to limit my suffering.

      But now, I would suffer every single moment he was gone.

      Bones sighed before he rose to his feet. “Baby…”

      I crossed my arms over my chest and refused to look at him.

      He faced me, the couch between us. “Only two more.”

      All it took was one bad mission to take him away from me. All it took was one stray bullet. I’d lost him once, and now that my life was complete, I couldn’t bear that pain again. I’d finally found the man I wanted to spend my life with, to sleep with every night, and I wanted to hold on to that so tightly that it never slipped through my fingers.

      When I turned my gaze back on him, I saw the structured way he held himself, his muscular arms hanging by his sides and stretching the sleeves of his t-shirt. He watched me with his hard gaze, waiting for me to say something about the horrible situation we were in.

      But I didn’t have anything to say. It was just too horrible to address.

      He sighed when I remained silent. “I’ll be gone three days. Short trip.”

      “For you…” I turned away again, not wanting to look at him.

      “It’ll be over before you know it.”

      “Again, for you…”

      He moved around the couch and approached me, his footsteps heavy in his boots. “Baby, you’re stronger than this.”

      “Stronger than this?” My neck nearly snapped when I turned my head. “You think I’m weak for not wanting you to go? You think I’m weak because I want my man to stay here with me, to live the quiet life he promised me? You think I’m weak because I don’t want to sleep alone? Griffin, I’m stronger when you’re here. I’m braver when you’re here. Because I know I can do anything as long as you’re beside me. If that makes me weak…then, fine. Guess I’m weak.”

      He bowed his head slightly, visibly regretting his words.

      “I don’t understand why you have to go. There are three other men who want to be part of this. They’ll have to manage without you then, so why can’t they manage without you now?” Maybe I was being selfish, but I didn’t want to live without Bones ever again. I’d already paid my dues with my suffering.

      “Because.” He lifted his head, his intense gaze staring into mine. “They had my back when I saved your family. They didn’t have to do that. They weren’t obligated. They didn’t even want to until I asked. These guys are family to me. I owe them everything. I’m not turning my back on them—not even for you.”

      I was suddenly overwhelmed with embarrassment, feeling selfish for making my demands. Bones did something unforgettable for my family. I forgot that his men made the same sacrifice.

      “Just as you didn’t turn your back on your family when it came to me. We both have loyalties to other people—loyalties that we both respect.”

      I tightened my arms across my chest. “I hate this.” I closed my eyes for a brief moment, and that’s when the tears started. “I can’t lose you, okay? I don’t want to feel that agony again. I’m so damn happy, and I never want to not be happy again.”

      “I’m happy too, baby. This is the only time I’ve ever been happy—when I found you.”

      My eyes softened, just the way they always did when he said something like that.

      “Two more times.” His massive shoulders tensed with the words. “That’s it.”

      Getting upset wouldn’t change what was about to happen. I had to tuck my chin and prepare for the hit. A part of me wished someone would put me in a coma until he came back, just so I wouldn’t have to suffer the stress.

      “Then I’ll never leave again.”

      “Okay…”

      He crossed the distance between us and moved his palms up my cheeks until his fingertips reached my hair. He tilted my chin up, forcing me to look at him. Instead of kissing me, he gazed into my eyes with the love that thudded deep in his look. His thumb brushed across my bottom lip, and he sighed as he looked down at me. “Where are you going to stay?”

      “I don’t know…probably here. I stayed here alone when you were gone.”

      His eyes shone with a hint of approval. “You’ll be safe here. Max will around if you need anything.”

      “Alright.”

      He bent his neck down and gave me a soft kiss on the lips. “I need to make love to you before I go.”

      “I didn’t get morning sex today…”

      He scooped me up in his powerful arms and cradled me against his chest. “You’ll get it now.”
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      After Bones was gone, I went back to bed to cry into the sheets. The bed smelled like him, so it was easier to pretend he was still there. My imagination ran wild, and I thought about things I didn’t want to think about…like him being shot between the eyes.

      I lay there for a few hours, forgetting about work and the life waiting for me outside the front door. If I stayed in bed until he returned, time would only move more slowly. I was making myself suffer needlessly instead of breathing fresh air and being productive. I reminded myself he only had two missions left. Once they were completed, I would never have to feel this anguish again. We could live a peaceful life, the one we promised to each other. We would find a house close to my parents, get married, and raise a family.

      I finally had the courage to go down to the gallery and get some work done. I wasn’t in the mood to paint, so I sat behind the counter and waited for customers to walk inside. Sometimes I would get foot traffic, but most of the time, I was addressing emails from current clients. They contacted me when they wanted to decorate their second home or redo their living room. They already had a few of my paintings, and once they became fans, they preferred to contact me when they wanted something new. Most of the time, tourists only came inside to see Italian craftsmanship. That was fine with me because it was always nice to meet new people and ask how they felt about Florence.

      In the late afternoon, my father walked inside.

      I wasn’t the least bit surprised. I’d assumed he would show his face after Bones left. I was sure he knew everything about it and wanted to check up on me. I left the chair behind the desk and came around to greet him. “I’m fine.” I blurted out the phrase without bothering with a hello.

      He stopped in front of me, a foot taller than me with dark Tuscan skin. He wore the same affection in his eyes, just as he wore his heart on his sleeve. His entire life was devoted to me and Conway; he was a lot more than just a parent. His intelligent eyes scanned mine, seeing the despair written all over my face. “It’s okay if you’re not fine, tesoro. I know this is difficult for you.”

      I shrugged it off, trying to be strong like Bones asked me to be. “Just trying to keep busy…”

      He glanced around the gallery, seeing that it was completely empty. “How’s that going?”

      “It’s been a pretty slow day…too hot.”

      He examined the new paintings I had on display, pausing in front of each one to take it in. My father wasn’t an artistic person, but his natural curiosity for everything I did made him seem like an art collector. “This one is my favorite in the batch.” He pointed to an image of a sunset, one Bones and I had seen about a week ago.

      “Thanks.”

      He walked back to me, his hands sliding into his pockets. “I always want to buy your paintings, but then I realize I would be hogging all of your work…and you wouldn’t have any other clients.”

      I knew he was being sincere. “True.”

      “You want to get some coffee? Have lunch?”

      “Father, you don’t need to check on me every time he’s gone.” I appreciated the concern, but I was a grown woman. Bones fell in love with me because I was tough and fearless. When he wasn’t around, I had to be that same person. I didn’t need a man before he came along. I shouldn’t need one when he was gone.

      “Tesoro, you know I’ll always check on you. Even when you’re forty and I’m almost eighty, I’ll still be here…checking on you.”

      I smiled. “When you’re almost eighty, I should be the one checking on you.”

      He grinned back. “That’s what your mother is for.”

      “I’m sure she has better things to do.”

      He chuckled. “Yes, she does. So, are you going to stay here until Griffin returns? You know you’re welcome at our place.”

      I’d stayed at that apartment when Bones was gone. It didn’t make sense for me to leave now. “I’m fine here. It’s a nice place. Quiet.”

      My father didn’t try to convince me otherwise. “The offer always stands if you change your mind.”

      “I know.”

      “So, how about lunch?” he asked. “Since I’m here, we may as well spend some time together.”

      “Sure.”

      Father and I went to the café down the road, a place with great coffee and deli sandwiches. We both got the same thing along with two coffees. It was the same place Antonio liked to go to, but I didn’t care if I saw him. I was too upset about Bones’s absence to care about anything else.

      Father scanned the café and the events occurring outside the window, always on alert for anything that might happen. It was a hot day in Florence, with scorching temperatures and insane humidity. When October arrived, it would start to cool off again. “I’ve been trying with Griffin, but it doesn’t seem to be getting better.” He looked out the window as he spoke, his sadness obvious in the tone of his voice.

      “I know…he’s very stubborn.”

      “Your mother told me he forgave her…because she reminds him of his mother.”

      Griffin never told me that, and I couldn’t stop my eyes from softening. “That doesn’t surprise me. She’s a pretty great mom.”

      “But with me, I’ll always be the man who came between you. I’ll always be the reason you almost ended up with that other young man.” He drank from his coffee, his black wedding ring contrasting against the whiteness of the cup. “I can’t change the past, so I’m not sure what I can do at this point. I guess we’ll just have to deal with it.” He kept his look indifferent even though the pain was deep inside him.

      “There’s still hope. He’ll come around.”

      “What makes you say that?” He lifted his gaze and looked at me again, his hand gripping the handle of the coffee cup.

      “He’s a very stubborn man. He was even more stubborn when we met. But when love looked him in the face, he softened. He softened more and more…until there was no hatred left. He was committed to killing our family for his revenge, and nothing was going to deter him from that. But after enough time had passed, he dropped his pain and turned into a new man. The same thing is happening now. Each time you talk to him, you make a dent in his armor. It gets bigger and bigger every single time. Eventually, you’ll break through it. Trust me.”

      He held my gaze without blinking, and after several seconds, he gave a nod. “Then I’ll keep trying.”

      “I know you will. I told him you cared about him.”

      “I hope he believed you…because I do. I used to hate him so much, but now I admire him. When I asked him to help with the Skull Kings, he immediately agreed. He’s committed to doing right by you, protecting the family he vowed to execute. His love for you has turned him into someone different, but not someone weaker. I wish I’d seen it sooner…things would be so much different if I had.”

      I hated seeing my father in regret since it was something he rarely did. He stood by his decisions and didn’t think twice about them. But now he would give anything to erase the past, to accept the man I loved far sooner. “Our separation only solidified our love. It only brought us closer together. In time, he will forgive you. I know he will—and not just for me.”

      “I hope you’re right, tesoro. It gives me hope that he’s forgiven your mother.”

      “She’s the one who killed his father, so that speaks volumes. You’ll be next.”

      “Hopefully.” He drank his coffee then looked out the window again. “Three days, huh?”

      “Two and a half,” I said with a sigh. I’d been counting down the hours since he left. I spent most of my days down at the gallery, so we weren’t always together, but knowing he was in danger every single second until he returned is what killed me. It made every hour feel like a lifetime.

      My father gave me a slight smile. “He’ll come back. He’s the strongest man I’ve ever met. It would take an entire army to take him down.”

      “I hope he never crosses paths with any army…”

      “He’ll be fine. Only two left, and it’ll be over.”

      I had to focus on that, to remember that this would be over for good eventually. “You asked for his help with the Skull Kings. What does that mean?”

      My father sighed before he explained the plan to me. “Griffin has a pretty solid relationship with them. My goal is to pay them off, basically. End the war before it can escalate. Conway is about to be a father, and Griffin is getting out of that life of crime. I want to settle our debts so we can never think about it again.”

      “And you’re going with him?” I asked, slightly afraid.

      He nodded. “But it’ll be alright, tesoro. I’ve been in worse situations.”

      “When is this happening?”

      “Once he gets back.”

      So Bones would return to me but then take off on another mission. This nightmare would never end.

      My father gave me a look of pity. “I wouldn’t have asked him if I had any other choice. He was eager to get on board because he wants to make sure this is done right. He wants all the Barsettis to have peace…since you’re a Barsetti.”

      “Now I understand the need for a simple life…what you’ve been talking about all these years.” I wanted to leave my front door open without fear of who might walk inside. I didn’t want to look over my shoulder and expect to see someone following me. I wanted my family to live freely under the sun, unafraid of the past.

      My father gave a slight nod. “And we’ll get it, tesoro. I promise.”
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      I set it up to look like an accident.

      An overdose on opioids put him in cardiac arrest.

      But in reality, I slipped something into his drink and put the pills where they belonged. He collapsed on the floor of his office, foam pouring out of his mouth and his heart giving out on him.

      I watched the whole thing—to make sure it was done right.

      Then I slipped out and headed to the airport. Egypt was warm this time of year. I headed through the poverty-stricken streets until I found my bike in the alleyway. I kicked it into gear and sped to the airport at the edge of the city, just fifty miles away from the iconic pyramids.

      Max spoke in my ear. “Everything went according to plan?”

      “Yeah.”

      “No witnesses?”

      “They won’t even notice he’s dead for a few hours.” His guards remained outside the dining room and surrounded the entire block, but they hadn’t noticed me slip inside from the roof.

      “Good.”

      “Tell Vanessa I’m getting on my flight.” I pulled up to the terminal and left my bike in the parking lot.

      “Sure thing.”

      “How has she been?”

      “Spending time with her father. He’s come to Florence every day to hang out in her gallery.”

      It wasn’t clear if he was doing that just to spend time with his daughter or give me peace of mind that she was safe. Maybe it was both. He’d been trying to earn my forgiveness, and the best way to do that was through Vanessa. I liked knowing she wasn’t alone, that she was distracted instead of counting down the hours until I returned. “Good to know.”

      “I’ll let her know you’re on your way back.”

      “Thanks.”

      “You’re one of the best in the group. I’ll miss working with you.” Max never hid his displeasure at my decision. We’d decided it would be the four of us until we were too old to do this anymore. It wasn’t difficult to find someone who could kill people for money, but it was nearly impossible to find someone who could be trusted. It would be impossible to replace me. Instead of finding a fourth man, they would manage with three instead.

      Words escaped me, and I didn’t know what to say. A part of me wanted to keep working with Max, but I knew that wasn’t possible anymore. Shane stayed in the business, and as a result, Cynthia wouldn’t live nearly as long because of the stress. Vanessa wanted to raise a family with me. I couldn’t do that if I was gone all the time. Once she became my wife, she would be the center of my universe—even more than she was now. My place was beside her, keeping her safe day and night.

      Not killing men for money.

      I finally responded to his words. “I’m going to miss it too, Max. But we both know it’s time for me to move on.”

      He didn’t say anything for a long time, like he’d turned off his mic. But then his voice came through. “Yeah, I know. Doesn’t make it easier for me to accept.”
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      My plane landed in the middle of the night, and I arrived at the apartment past three. But the late hour didn’t fool me. I knew what would be waiting for me the second I walked in the door.

      I stepped inside and set my bag on the hardwood floor next to the door. In the darkness, she moved toward me. Dressed in nothing but my t-shirt, she moved into my chest and wrapped her arms around my neck. “Thank God you’re home.”

      God had nothing to do with it. I walked through that door because nothing was going to stop me from coming back to her. I scooped her into my arms so we could be at eye level with each other. Her soft hair formed a curtain across half of her face, the strands grazing against my neck with their gentle touch. My large hands felt her ass cheeks, the soft pieces of muscle I loved to spank. “I promised I would come back, baby. You know I keep my promises.” I kicked the door shut behind me and didn’t worry about locking it. With me in the house, there was nothing that could bother either one of us.

      “I missed you…”

      “I know, baby.” I carried her down the hallway and into our bedroom, feeling my woman shake in my arms. She’d counted down the hours until I returned, stayed up late at night because she couldn’t stop worrying about me. She didn’t need a man to be happy, but I was an exception. She needed me for everything, from protection to love. She allowed me to take care of her because I was the only man qualified for the job. “I’m here now.” I dropped her onto the bed then moved to pull her panties down her legs.

      But she wasn’t wearing any.

      She undid my jeans and pushed them down with my boxers, getting them over my ass but not any farther. She didn’t remove her t-shirt but pulled it up around her waist so I could move between her legs. She grabbed my hips and yanked on me hard, pulling my length inside her.

      She gasped when she felt me, like she somehow forgot how I felt.

      I held myself on top of her, my jeans below my ass and my shirt pulled up to my waist. We were both still partially clothed, but undressing seemed to be too much effort. I held her gaze as my cock felt her, was welcomed by the overwhelming wetness between her legs. She was ready for me long before I walked in the front door. Without telling me how she felt about me, she showed me she loved me every day. With tears in her eyes and desperation in her fingertips, she acted like it’d been three months since she’d seen me last, like this was the first time she was getting me back. Our love was so intense, it was almost too much for me to handle. But she was the kind of woman who could handle anything—even me.

      Her hand slid up the back of my neck and into my hair as her legs wrapped around my waist, securing me inside her. “Griffin.” She spoke into my mouth, begging me to never leave her again. Her lips touched mine, but she didn’t kiss me. “I can’t do it again…”

      I settled between her legs then started to move, surrounded by the slick arousal that coated my dick. “Yes, you can. I know you can.”

      “No.” She held onto my shoulder and moved with me, her hips shifting as she took my length over and over. “I missed you so much…I couldn’t sleep. I worried the whole time.”

      “I know, baby. I could feel it.” I could feel her turmoil even when we were thousands of miles apart. I brushed my lips across hers before I finally kissed her. “But we can do it one more time. One more time and it’ll be over.”

      “Two more times…” She stopped moving and looked me in the eye. “I know you’re going to talk with the Skull Kings.”

      Her father had obviously told her. I’d been waiting, wanting to tell her the truth at the last minute. “We’ll get through that too.”

      She growled in my face, a weak sound because she couldn’t mask the pleasure between her legs. “You better marry me when all of this is over. Because that’s what I want…to live in a nice house in the middle of nowhere…just us and our family.” Her fingers grazed my hair, lightly fisting it as she took my big dick with ease.

      I stopped thrusting so I could look down at her, seeing her beautiful hair cascade around her. With bright eyes and a seductive part to her mouth, she was the sexiest thing I’d ever seen. She hid her thoughts from the rest of the world, but with me, she wore her heart on her sleeve. She didn’t just want me, she demanded me. She wasn’t afraid to tell me what she wanted, unashamed to love me with all of her heart. “You bet your ass, I will.”
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      It was good to be home, even though I would be leaving again in a short while. My woman was there with me, taking my dick first thing in the morning before she was even truly awake. I moved around the kitchen and made breakfast and coffee before I sat down at the dining table.

      I hadn’t been inside the apartment for that long, but it felt like home to me. Decorated with Vanessa’s artwork and the furniture that was picked out for her, it was her haven. It absorbed her spirit, made her love heavy in the fabric of the couches and carpet. Even when she wasn’t in the room, I could feel her presence everywhere.

      Crow’s name popped up on my phone.

      It was the first time I wasn’t annoyed to see his name, knowing this was just business. I answered without saying a word, unsure how to greet this man.

      He wasn’t affected by my poor manners. “How did your mission go?”

      “Fine. Killed the guy and left.” My line of work wasn’t as exciting as people thought. I did my job then went home. There was no emotion attached to it. When my head hit the pillow, I went to sleep immediately.

      “I’m sure Vanessa is happy you’re home.”

      But she was miserable I had to leave again. “She is.”

      Once the pleasantries were out of the way, he got to the heart of the matter. “Are we still doing this tonight? You need more time?”

      I wanted this over and done with soon as possible. I had no idea what the Skull Kings were planning. Once the threat was neutralized, it was one less thing I had to worry about. The Barsettis always seemed to get themselves into trouble. Carter and Conway got mixed up in this bullshit, and Vanessa walked home alone and ran into me. Must be a family trait. “I’m ready.”

      “My daughter can spare you for the night?”

      Despite the tears she shed when I left, she was a tough woman who could handle anything. “She’ll be fine. I’ll meet at your place in a few hours.”

      “Will you tell the Skull Kings you’re coming?”

      “No. Dates aren’t really their style.”

      “You’ll catch them off guard.”

      I chuckled. “They’re never caught off guard.” I finished up the conversation with him just as Vanessa walked into the room. In my t-shirt and with messy hair, she was the queen of my castle. She was also the prisoner in my four walls. She constantly hovered between both, balancing between royalty and servitude. Even if she wanted to leave me, she couldn’t. Her commitment was the price she paid for her father’s life.

      Her hand snaked over my bare shoulders as she looked down at me, a sleepy look in her eyes. “How’d you sleep?”

      “Never better.” The bed we shared was too small, but I’d never been more comfortable. My hand moved up under her shirt to the soft skin of her belly. She’d put on some weight since I’d returned, but I liked seeing the extra inches around her middle. I preferred a healthy woman over a depressed one.

      “Me too.” She smiled down at me. “I hadn’t slept in days.”

      Pain pulled at my heartstrings, the guilt killing me inside. What kind of man hurt his woman like that? What kind of man made his woman sleep alone? I didn’t like who I was when I was still in this line of business.

      She caught the sadness in my eyes. “You’re leaving tonight, aren’t you?”

      I didn’t hide the truth from her. “In a few hours.”

      A heavy sigh escaped her lips. “Here we go again…”

      “This won’t be nearly as dangerous as the other stuff I do.”

      She cocked her head to the side. “Is that supposed to make me feel better?”

      I’d shoved my foot in my mouth. “It’ll be fine, baby. I promise you.”

      “Don’t make promises you can’t keep.”

      I grabbed her hip and dragged her into my lap, placing her across my thighs. “I keep all my promises, baby. I promise you, your father and I will be fine. And I’ll be fine on my last mission too.”

      She rested her forehead against mine. “It doesn’t matter what you say or do. I’ll never feel peace until it’s all over. I’ll never relax or truly be happy until you walk in that door for the last time, until I sleep alone for the last time.”

      No one had ever made me feel as low as Vanessa. Her love for me raised me up, but it also crippled me at the same time. When she needed me, it gave me a greater purpose in life. Leaving her side for a job seemed ridiculous. I had more money than I would ever need, more money than she would ever need. I certainly didn’t need more of it. I just needed more of her. “It’ll happen soon enough.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      I’d just said goodbye to Vanessa a few days ago, and now I was doing it again. We stood in front of the door, my bag over my shoulder. It was packed with my rifle, shotgun, and pistol, along with ammunition. It was black leather, sleek and smooth. Anytime Vanessa saw that bag, she knew what was inside it. And she knew that meant one thing.

      She couldn’t keep the pain out of her eyes. “Call me the instant it’s over.”

      “I will.”

      She stood in front of me without touching me, unable to keep the misery out of her expression. Vanessa had hardly shown her emotions to me when we first got to know each other, but now she wore them out in the open. She tried to hide them now, to the best of her ability. “I hate the way you make me feel. I’ve turned into one of those women who worries all the time…who stay up all night waiting for the front door to open.”

      “You mean, you hate that I made you fall head over heels for me.”

      She shook her head. “Now isn’t the time for your arrogance.”

      “I’m always arrogant. And I love seeing you this way…even though it makes me an asshole.”

      “You love seeing me miserable?” she whispered.

      “No. I love seeing the way you love me, the way you can’t live without me. When I told you I loved you, you tried to run away. But now you’re so hung up on me that it’s hard to believe I said I love you first.”

      She shook her head again. “Arrogant.”

      “No. Just proud. Proud that I earned the love of such a woman.” I cupped her face and leaned down to kiss her, to feel the emotion in her lips as she embraced mine. I didn’t want her to cry, not after I’d seen her shed so many tears for me. My fingers touched her hair, and I felt her petite frame against me. It was nearly impossible to leave this place, to leave the home I made with this extraordinary woman. My heart would always remain behind, even if my body took me somewhere else.

      “Please be careful,” she whispered against my mouth.

      I kept my eyes closed, not wanting to see the sorrow etched into her features. “Always.” I turned away before I could look at her again, not wanting to see the heartbreak I caused. When I was gone, she would let her tears fall, but I didn’t want to see upcoming heartbreak. I hadn’t even been home for a day before I had to walk out on her again.

      I made it to my truck and pulled onto the road, doing my best to focus on the next task at hand. My emotions had to be left behind so I could remain pragmatic for the evening. As far as I was concerned, Vanessa didn’t exist. I had to be calm, cruel, and sinister. I had to behave like I had no one to live for but myself.

      But when everything was said and done, I had to marry her.

      Officially make my woman mine.
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      When I arrived at the Barsetti home, they were gathered outside. Crow was dressed in all black, his dark hair matching the color. Pearl was in high-rise jeans and a white blouse. With her hair pulled back, she looked elegant, the opposite of her husband. Cane and his wife were there too. Cane had a gun in his holster and a shotgun across his back, even though he wouldn’t be participating in the meeting.

      I left my truck parked in the gravel and joined them. Lately, I’d been spending more time with the Barsetti clan than Vanessa. I talked to her father as much as I talked to her.

      It was becoming a pain in my ass.

      Pearl smiled when she laid eyes on me, and when she walked up to me, she didn’t just greet me with a hug, but a kiss on the cheek—the way she greeted her son. “How are you, honey?”

      Honey. That was the first time someone had called me that. “Good, Mrs. Barsetti. How are you?”

      She squeezed my arm and smiled. “You can call me Pearl, Griffin.”

      “I prefer Mrs. Barsetti.” It was a sign of respect that she’d earned.

      She smiled but didn’t press me on it. “I’m sorry you had to leave Vanessa again.”

      I didn’t want to think about what she was doing at that moment. Probably lying in bed next to the phone. “When all of this is over, I’ll never leave her again.”

      She gave a nod. “I know.”

      Crow came up to me next. “Griffin. Thanks for coming.” He shook my hand.

      I followed the movements, my heart not truly invested. “Let’s bury this once and for all.”

      Cane came next. “I really think Conway and I should back you up, somewhere outside the city. If we’re five hours away—”

      “No.” Crow had made up his mind, and he wouldn’t change it. “If something goes wrong, you need a head start. There will be time for you to evacuate everyone. If you don’t get the call from me…assume the worst.”

      Pearl held her gaze steady, but her eyes started to water in terror.

      Cane’s face remained stoic, probably because he’d been in these situations so many times. The possibility of death didn’t unnerve him anymore. “Alright.”

      “Nothing is going to go wrong,” I said. “It’ll be tense, even difficult, but nothing will go wrong, not when you’re walking in there with me.”

      Crow turned to me. “Arrogance turns your strength into weakness.”

      I held his gaze, unaffected by the insult. “A man without confidence becomes a human target.”

      Crow didn’t back down.

      “The Barsettis may have a respectable name, but I’m a respectable man. I’m not the kind of person you want to cross. I have connections everywhere from being in the game for so long. The Skull Kings need me. It will be in their best interest to establish peace, at least when it comes to me.” I turned back to my truck, dismissing the conversation. I wanted to get this over with. The sooner we got there, the sooner we could leave. The sooner this would be over and I could make that call to Vanessa to tell her we were both okay. I lived for that moment, looked forward to that moment with everything I had.

      Crow said goodbye to his family, holding his wife the longest. It was one of the only times I saw him be affectionate with her, at least in front of me. He cupped her cheeks with both hands and rested his forehead against hers. They didn’t seem to say anything to one another, just holding each other.

      I turned away, feeling like I was infringing on their privacy.

      When they were finished, Pearl walked up to me. With tears in her eyes from saying goodbye to her husband, she hugged me next. “I need you to come back too, Griffin. Not just for my daughter’s sake…but for mine.” She squeezed me around the waist before she let me go.

      The maternal love wrapped around me, made me think of my own mother, the woman whose face I could hardly remember. I never needed anyone until I met Vanessa, but now I felt a strange connection to the woman who killed my father. Vanessa filled the hole in my chest, but Pearl kept my mother’s spirit alive. “I will.” I pulled my arms away from her, uncomfortable touching her when Crow was standing right there.

      We got into the truck and pulled onto the road. I was behind the steering wheel, and Crow was in the passenger seat. I’d screwed Vanessa in this truck a couple times, so it was strange to have her father sit there, but I pushed the thoughts from my mind so it wouldn’t be awkward.

      It would be a long drive, and I wasn’t looking forward to spending so many hours with this man. I still resented him for what he did to me. I still hated him for the pain he caused. It was strange to respect his wife so much but have so little for him.

      Crow didn’t say anything, and I hoped the tense silence would continue. I preferred the quiet over forced conversation.

      The first hour was spent driving through the countryside without sharing a single word. We left Tuscany and headed north, taking the shortest path to Milan instead of the most scenic route. He spoke. “If you had it your way, we wouldn’t say anything the entire time?”

      I kept one hand on the wheel while my other arm rested on the windowsill. “Yep.”

      He shook his head slightly and kept looking out the window. “I’m not much of a talker either, but that sounds boring.”

      “I like boring.”

      He sighed from his side of the truck. “Fine. We’ll do it your way.” He rested his elbow against his windowsill and propped his head up, enjoying the scenic views in silence. He didn’t try to talk to me again, allowing the silence to become the loudest sound in the truck.

      It was exactly what I wanted, for it to be so quiet that I could pretend he wasn’t there at all.

      Twenty minutes later, his phone rang. He dug it out of his pocket and looked at the screen. Once he saw the name, he immediately took the call. With the phone pressed to his ear and his gaze focused out the window, he addressed the person on the phone. “Tesoro.”

      My body stiffened slightly when I realized Vanessa was on the other line. I kept my eyes on the road and my hand on the wheel, but my mind became distracted, focused on the conversation they were having.

      “Hey, Father.” Her words were audible through the phone, her beautiful voice filling the truck. There was anguish in her tone, tears in her voice. “Are you busy right now?”

      “No. Griffin and I are in the truck. It’ll be a few hours before we get there.” He had a distinctly different tone when he spoke to his daughter. Affection mixed with protectiveness, he addressed his daughter like an adult. But there was always an undertone of childlike gentleness, something he didn’t use with Conway. Crow balanced between the two different approaches, treating her like a young princess and a grown adult at the same time.

      When she spoke again, her voice was brimming with emotion. Like rising water about the burst from a dam, she was barely holding on. “Please be careful…”

      He swallowed the lump in his throat and struggled to keep his composure even though she couldn’t see his face. But he kept his voice stoic, a mask of strength that was forced. “I’ll be fine, tesoro. Don’t worry about me.”

      “I need both of you to come back, okay? I can’t live without either of you.”

      The fields passed me on the left, but I wasn’t paying attention to the open road or the setting sun. The sky was starting to blend with the colors of pink, purple, and blue, but I didn’t care about the beauty of the land right in front of me. All I could do was focus on the pain in my woman’s voice, the heartache she couldn’t contain anymore.

      “We will,” Crow said, keeping a strong front for his daughter. He refused to show any kind of vulnerability, giving her the reassurance she needed to hear. “Griffin and I are both experts. You have absolutely nothing to worry about.”

      “Okay, I hope so.”

      Crow lingered on the phone even though there was nothing else to say.

      “I love you so much. You’re my best friend…”

      I gripped the steering wheel a little tighter, feeling my heart ache for the words she was saying. I wished I could do this on my own and keep her father out of it to give her peace of mind.

      “I love you too, tesoro. And you’re my best friend as well.”

      I didn’t expect to witness such a heartfelt conversation. It made me uncomfortable because their connection was so deep. Now it didn’t surprise me that Crow did everything he could to keep me away from her. And it didn’t surprise me that Vanessa worked so hard to get his approval, and when that approval didn’t come, she couldn’t stay with me.

      “Please come back,” she said. “Both of you.”

      “We will.” Crow took a deep breath as his eyes remained focused out the window. “I should get go. I’ll talk to you soon.”

      “Okay…talk soon.”

      He hung up and dropped the phone on his thigh. He purposely turned his head away and focused his gaze out the window so most of his reaction wasn’t visible. He never showed an expression besides annoyance or anger, at least that I’d seen. But when Vanessa was around, it was a different story. She stripped away his hardness and made him softer than a cloud. He purposely hid his face from me, and if he could, he would have walked away to have this moment to himself.

      But since we were stuck together, there was nowhere for him to go.
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      We arrived in Milan and left the truck at the curb outside the Underground. Hours had passed, and it was deep into the night. At midnight on a Monday, there was no one out. People had retired to bed long ago.

      We sat side by side.

      Crow turned to me, most of his face hidden in shadow. “Let’s do this.”

      “Alright. I’ll go in first. If I don’t come back, leave without me.”

      “You really think that’s a possibility?”

      I faced forward again. “It’s unlikely, but I like to prepare for the worst.”

      “Armed or unarmed?”

      “Unarmed.” I opened my door. “I’m gonna offer the cash Conway profited from their operation. Bring your laptop to make the transfer.”

      “Alright.”

      I stood in the street with the door open. “I told your wife I wouldn’t let anything happen to you.” I wouldn’t protect him just for Vanessa’s sake. I saw the way Pearl looked at her husband, the way she always defended him. There was nothing but love between them—and undying loyalty. “I’m a man of my word, Crow.” I shut the door before he had the chance to say anything.

      I walked to the back entrance and entered the Underground. I was stopped by the guards for a quick pat-down before I stepped inside. The auction wasn’t starting for a few hours, so I was early—and there was hardly anyone there.

      I headed to the bar, watched the blonde behind the counter smile at me, and I ordered a drink.

      A few minutes later, Tony appeared. Dressed in black and gray, he was a man ten years older than me, with his nose pierced and tattoos up and down both of his arms. He leaned against the counter and fist-bumped me. “It’s been a while since I’ve seen you. Got a big hit list?”

      “Very.”

      He chuckled then ordered a drink. “Life is more fun when business is good.” He downed his drink in one gulp. “And there’s blood on your hands.” He patted my back then turned to the rest of the room where the empty tables sat. “Why are you here so early? Heard that we have fresh meat tonight?”

      “Not exactly.” I drank my glass in one gulp, matching his thirst. “I have business to discuss with you and Rush.”

      “Business, huh?” he asked. “We’re usually the ones coming to you, not the other way around.”

      “I think you’ll be interested in what I have to say.”

      He grinned, like this was all a joke. “You are an interesting man…” He drifted away and spoke to one of his men. They exchanged a few words before the guy disappeared down one of the hallways. He came back to me, the tattoo on his neck more visible when he turned the other way. It was an image of a naked woman in chains, her wrists and ankles bound together. “Rush is finishing up. Be here in a second.”

      I leaned my back against the bar and kept up my indifference even though my heart was pounding more than usual. Normally, I didn’t have anything important on the line. Before Vanessa, even my own life didn’t matter. But now, I had to make sure everything went well, that Crow made it back to his family. “Business has been good for you?”

      “It’s always good. And it has extra perks…like playing with the goods.” He winked.

      I’d paid for sex a lot in my life, but I’d never paid for a slave. A woman submitting of her own will was far sexier than forcing her to. Vanessa wanted me constantly, used me for sex all the time. Seeing the way she needed me was the biggest turn-on in the world. Sometimes I wanted to tie her up, but watching her bounce freely on my dick was the sexiest thing of all.

      Rush joined us a moment later and greeted me with an embrace. “It’s been a while, Bones. My bar sales have gone down.”

      I gave a sly grin. “Looks like that’s about to change.”

      “Good. My bartender missed you too.” Rush was the leader of the Skull Kings at the Underground. Of course, he had a man above him. And that man had someone above him in a different place. The Skull Kings were a widespread group with many different connections. It was why they were so formidable. “So, I hear you have a business proposition for me.”

      “I do.” I ordered another drink, getting rounds for all of us first.

      Rush grinned before he took a drink of his scotch. “Always the gentleman.”

      I leaned against the counter again and looked him straight in the eye, showing the same fearlessness I was known for. “I know you’ve got beef with the Barsettis. You tried to take them out, and it went to shit.”

      Rush’s endearing smile immediately faded away, the scar underneath his eye becoming more noticeable. When he frowned, he seemed innately hostile. “We originally called you for the job, but you turned it down.”

      “Had other obligations.” They had no idea I was the one who killed most of their men—since there were no survivors to tell the tale. “The Barsettis are pretty formidable. Have a lot of contacts in a lot of places. Their allegiances are unknown, and that’s what makes them unpredictable.”

      “What’s your point?” Rush asked, flustered by the compliments I showered his enemy with.

      “I’ve done work with Crow Barsetti in the past. Pretty ruthless guy. He was informed of the attack on his son’s life and the bloody massacre that followed. The streets outside the opera house are still stained with blood.”

      Rush’s eyes shifted back and forth as he stared at me. Tony did the same.

      Having their full attention, I continued. “Crow’s got a business deal going down soon. Doesn’t need any distractions. Contacted me to intervene in the situation. He has a peace offering for you, if you’re willing to hear it.”

      “A peace offering?” Rush asked coldly.

      “His piece of shit son undermined our operation,” Tony spat. “You think there will be peace when some asshole crosses us?”

      “If it’s convenient for both of you,” I said. “And I think it is.”

      “We don’t give a shit about convenience.” Rush’s voice lowered, turning sinister. “That asshole undermined us, took a cut of our profits that belong to us exclusively. He may have wiped out our team, but that doesn’t mean the war is over. It just means they won the battle.”

      This was worse than I thought. The Skull Kings had a serious vendetta against the Barsettis, because of Conway’s and Carter’s stupidity. It was fortunate they hadn’t struck again in the last few weeks. “What if I told you Crow Barsetti wants to make an offer?”

      Rush raised an eyebrow. “What kind of offer?”

      “To pay back the money Conway profited. Plus interest.”

      When Rush didn’t shoot down the offer right away, I knew there was hope. Tony listened to every word too, not detesting the offer put on the table.

      I continued. “It’s money you didn’t have to work for. He’d transfer it into your account right now. In exchange, he wants this issue to vanish. He has a big business venture he’s planning overseas, and he doesn’t have time to address this at the same time. But if you don’t agree, he will switch his focus to the Skull Kings.” I couldn’t tell them the truth, that the Barsettis just wanted to disappear. If I made them seem weak, the Skull Kings would try to take advantage of their exhaustion. The Barsettis had to maintain the front of strength, that they could keep fighting forever.

      Rush finally turned to Tony, their eyes having a private conversation.

      It was good news they didn’t say no right away. “Obviously, Conway Barsetti would never come near the Underground again. None of the Barsettis would. You’re both worthy opponents. If the war keeps going, you’ll both lose men and resources over the next decade, but neither one of you will be the victor. Take the deal.”

      “Why did he bring you into this?” Rush demanded.

      “Because I’m an objective third-party negotiator,” I said simply. “You trust me. He trusts me.”

      Rush pulled Tony to the side, and they spoke quietly for a few minutes. Neither one of them raised their voices, so that was a positive sign. After a few minutes, they returned to me.

      “What have you decided, gentlemen?” I asked.

      “He’s outside?” Tony asked.

      I nodded.

      Rush snapped his fingers. “Bring him in.”

      “Does that mean you accept the deal?” I asked.

      Rush narrowed his eyes. “I said, bring him in.”

      “Rush.” I gave him a firm look. “Cross him, and you cross me. And we both know you don’t want to do that. If you think you can take the money and kill him, that would be a mistake. Because there would be hell to pay.”

      “Are you threatening me?” Rush asked, stepping closer to me.

      “Depends on your intentions,” I said calmly. “But yeah, I’m threatening you.”

      It was a testament to his unpredictability, because he grinned. “Bones, I’ve always liked you.” He clapped me on the shoulder. “Bring him in—only him.”

      I was convinced that Crow wasn’t walking into a danger zone, not after I reminded the Skull Kings they were also declaring war on me if something sinister happened. I knew that changed their tune pretty quickly. I pulled out my phone and made the call. “They’re interested in the deal. Bring your shit.”

      “Alright.” Crow hung up as quickly as he answered.

      I stood at the bar and waited, my eyes on the door.

      A minute later, Crow made it past security with his satchel over his shoulder. He walked toward me, appearing tall and confident despite the antagonistic air in the room. He headed for me, his eyes on Rush and Tony. For a man who had everything on the line, he seemed oddly unaffected. I admired him for his bravery, for wearing his heart on his sleeve when he spoke to his daughter, but now for appearing as unemotional as a rock. He set the bag on the counter then turned to the three of us.

      Silence.

      Hostile silence.

      Rush stared Crow up and down, the rage deep in his eyes.

      Tony stood with his hands in his pockets, detesting Crow with the same enmity.

      I didn’t speak, knowing I had to let Crow take the stand on his own. It wasn’t like he needed me anyway. I laid the groundwork. He could handle the rest.

      “I have the account set up.” He spoke with a strong voice, his back straight and his muscular shoulders rounded. “All I need is your information, and we can get this shit over with. All the funds will be transferred in less than five minutes. Then we can move on.”

      Rush was silent as he stared at him.

      When Crow didn’t get a response, he opened his bag.

      “Asshole.” Rush rested one arm on the counter as he stared at him.

      I stood between them, ready to intervene if it came to that. I could take a bullet and survive. Crow was too old for that.

      Crow turned back to Rush, his green eyes vibrant with hatred.

      “Where’s my apology?” Rush demanded.

      Crow’s eyes shifted back and forth as he looked at him, the fury no doubt simmering deep in his gut. He was too proud to apologize to a tyrant like Rush, but he had to respond in some way. He couldn’t bend and look weak. But he couldn’t fight either, not when that would escalate the already tense situation. “The only thing I will apologize for is the stupidity of my son. I thought I raised him to be smarter than this, not to be so greedy, not to profit off a woman’s life like she’s livestock. He’s better than that—better than you. That’s the only apology you’ll get from me.” He turned back to the counter and pulled out the laptop.

      It was a smart thing to say, an acknowledgment but not a pussy move.

      Rush was silent, which was a good thing.

      Tony crossed his arms over his chest.

      Crow set up everything on the laptop then slid it down the bar toward them. “Enter your account information, and I’ll begin the transfer.”

      Rush turned to the screen and typed in everything, having memorized his banking information instead of writing it down. He finished and pushed the laptop back, his jaw tense.

      Crow turned to them before he finished the deal. “We have an understanding, gentlemen? I never want to hear from you, and you’ll never hear from me. If you cross me, I’ll make sure your operation crumbles beneath your feet.”

      I had to hand it to Crow. He knew how to hustle pretty damn well.

      Rush raised an eyebrow. “No one could pull that off.”

      Crow turned back to them. “I already have men in Hungary, Russia, and Romania, your main ports of operation. I know you funnel the women through those channels. If I pay the right money and tell the right people, your entire operation will be undermined. I’ll retrieve every woman you sell, distribute all your secrets to your enemies, tell all the authorities where you auction your women. This income is easy for you to streamline, and all I’ll have to do is interrupt the food chain. Yes, I can pull it off, asshole.”

      I tried not to grin.

      It was the first time I’d ever seen Rush speechless.

      Crow didn’t blink. “So, do we have a deal?”

      Tony glanced at Rush before he nodded. “If every cent is put in our account, then yes, we have a deal.”

      “Good.” Crow turned back to the laptop, typed in the information, and then hit the enter button. He stared at the screen and waited for the funds to be transferred. It took almost a full minute for the transfer to go through because of the size of the funds. When it was completed, he turned back to Rush. “Check it.”

      Rush pulled out his phone and logged in to his account. “It’s there.”

      Crow immediately packed up his laptop into the bag. “It’s been a pleasure.” Like nothing happened at all, he turned his back to Rush and Tony and walked out, leaving his back exposed as he left the Underground.

      I stayed behind, wanting to make sure this was really settled. “Sounds like a fair trade.”

      Tony looked at Rush’s phone before he met my gaze. “He paid up. That’s all that matters.”

      “We’ve got more important things to do than chase him around,” Rush said in agreement. “Let the Barsettis disappear. They must be scared of us if they paid us all that money.”

      “And you must be scared of him,” I reminded them. “As you should be.”
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      We didn’t say a word to one another until we were outside of Milan. The light shone in the rearview mirror, and then we were on an empty road leading to the south of Italy. Crow kept up his indifferent persona, like he wasn’t relieved that the tense confrontation was now behind him.

      When we were far away and certain no one was following us, the conversation began.

      “They won’t be a problem,” I said. “They’re happy with what they got and ready to move on to the next thing.”

      “That’s the impression I got too.”

      “And you said all the right things. Defused the situation without sounding like a pussy.”

      He looked out the window. “Not my first time.”

      “It just sucks that you’re out that much cash…it was a lot.”

      “I don’t care about the money,” he said honestly. “I’m just glad this is over. I’m grateful my son can have his child without looking over his shoulder, that my wife isn’t scared about our kids. And besides, Conway and Carter are paying back every single dime. I cleaned up their mess, but I won’t pay for it.”

      I grinned. “That’s fair.”

      It was late into the night, so Crow rested his head against the window and closed his eyes. “I know I should call my wife, but I don’t want to. She’ll cry…I hate listening to her cry.”

      “She didn’t cry when you left.”

      “She always tears up when I tell her I’m okay,” he said quietly. “She holds her breath the entire time I’m gone, and once I’m back, she releases all her pain. Instead of feeling it at the beginning, she feels it at the end. Her tears don’t annoy me, they just hurt. I hate it when she hurts.”

      I understood that feeling all too well. I pulled out my phone and called Vanessa, my elbow resting on the windowsill. She answered before the first ring finished.

      “Are you both okay?” she blurted, breathing hard like she’d been marching around the apartment with her phone clutched tightly in her hand.

      “Yes. Both of us.”

      “Oh…” She breathed into the phone, her eyes probably closed as she stood in the middle of the living room. “Thank god. I’m so happy to hear that…you have no idea. I haven’t been able to sleep. I’ve just been staring at my phone all night.”

      I felt the same pain Crow described, feeling like shit for scaring her. “We just left Milan. We’ll be home in a few hours.”

      “And it went well?” she asked with hesitation.

      “It went better than I expected. They took the money. There were a few bumps and some hostilities, but your father handled it well. We both parted on good terms. They stopped thinking about us the second we walked out…which was what we wanted.”

      “Good…I’m relieved. When will you be home?”

      “Not for at least five hours. I’ve got to drop your father off first.”

      “Oh…”

      “Go to sleep, baby.” She was probably exhausted from stressing all night, from being upset for almost an entire week.

      “I want to see you when you get home.”

      “I’ll wake you.”

      “Promise?” she asked. “Don’t let me sleep. I would much rather see you right away.”

      I should feel awkward with her clinginess in front of her father, but strangely, I didn’t. I didn’t care at all. I loved her and she loved me. There was no reason to be embarrassed about it. “Promise.”

      “Alright, I’ll let you go,” she said. “Love you.”

      “Love you too, baby.” I hung up and returned the phone to my pocket, not looking at her father’s reaction to the conversation I’d had with his daughter. I didn’t care about his opinion anyway.

      After a long stretch of silence, he addressed it. “Thank you for making my daughter so happy.” He didn’t look at me when he spoke, staring straight ahead. “You’ve put up with me, my brother, a bunch of bullshit…never gave up on her. I don’t care how much you hate me. Even if you always hate me, that’s fine with me. Regardless, I’m grateful she has you. It’s all I’ve ever wanted, for my little girl to have the right man.” As if he hadn’t just said something heartfelt, he called his wife and told her he was fine.

      As he predicted, she cried on the phone a bit.

      Like a real man, he listened to it. Consoled her. Told her he would be home soon. Gave her a shoulder to cry on even though he wasn’t there for her in person. After several minutes, he got off the phone with her and got comfortable, prepared to sleep for the rest of the drive.

      I kept thinking about his conversation with Vanessa, how she loved her father so deeply, called him her best friend. They had a close relationship, remaining loyal to each other regardless of what life threw at them. I never wanted to come between them, but I knew I already was.

      How could I hate a man who loved Vanessa as much as I did? Who would do anything for her, even risk turning her against him? Crow always had his daughter’s best interest at heart, and I had to admit I was the worst possible guy for any man’s daughter. It was unrealistic to expect him to behave in any other way. I wouldn’t make excuses for the hurtful things he did and said, especially when he got carried away, but when I witnessed their tender relationship with my own eyes, I knew I couldn’t be a wedge between them.

      I could bring them closer together.

      Nothing would make Vanessa happier than to see me build a relationship with her father, to become part of her family in a meaningful way. After everything I put her through, it was the least I could do. Vanessa and I were going to spend the rest of our lives together and start a family. Holding on to this hatred for Crow wasn’t realistic.

      I should let it go.

      There were better people to hate besides Crow Barsetti, people who deserved it more. I respected this man in a lot of ways, the way he could walk in there so calmly and establish peace, the way he took his son’s place without thinking twice about it, the way he listened to his wife cry and carried her pain with him. I admired this man because he’d raised a strong daughter, the perfect woman to spend my life with. Without him, I never would have found her. I would have spent my entire life alone, never knowing love. I didn’t believe in soul mates, but I certainly believed in that.

      I had a terrible past, but perhaps everything was meant to happen…to lead me here. My forgiveness would bury the past for good. The blood war that had continued for three generations would be buried in the past like the dead. I would never be a Barsetti, but my children would have Barsetti blood.

      Our bloodlines would fuse together and become one.
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      Crow woke up when I pulled onto the gravel. He ran his fingers through his hair then wiped the sleep from his eyes. He looked at the front door, the large wooden slab that reached the ceiling of the first floor. The lights in the windows turned on as everyone in the house woke up. Before Crow got out of the truck, the front door flung open and Pearl stepped out first.

      Crow got out and watched his wife run to him in the darkness, her bare feet crunching against the gravel with her movements. She jumped into his arms, her legs and arms hooking around his torso.

      I stared at them, immediately thinking of Vanessa and me. She greeted me in the same way, with overwhelming affection. Regardless of who was watching, she loved me openly, showing the depth of our romantic relationship.

      Pearl cupped his face and kissed him, like a young couple still passionately in love.

      I got out of the truck next and saw Conway and Sapphire on the front steps. Conway had his arm around Sapphire, but he wasn’t watching his parents. With his gaze averted to the ground, he found something else to look at.

      I heard Pearl and Crow talking as he held her.

      “Our babies are okay?” she whispered, her forehead against his.

      “Yes.”

      “It’s over? You’re sure?”

      “Yes.” He kissed her on the mouth as he carried her closer to the front door. “Everything is alright, Button. Our simple life is safe. Our children are safe. I’m safe.” He held her against his chest as he carried her to the front of the house with ease. He set her on the concrete so her feet wouldn’t have to touch the gravel again.

      She was in the same clothes she’d been wearing earlier, but her hair was messy from lying down until we came home. She cupped his cheeks one more time before she stepped back so he could greet their son.

      He kissed the inside of her palm before he dropped her hand. He looked at his son next. “Con—”

      Conway embraced his father, hugging him tightly. “I’m glad you’re home, Father. I’m sorry about everything.”

      Crow stilled before he hugged his son back. Whatever he was going to say didn’t seem important anymore, not when his son said those words to him. He hugged him tighter and closed his eyes, holding his son even longer than he held his wife. “I’d do it again…a million times.” He cupped the back of his head and kissed his forehead. “I love you, son. So damn much.”

      “I love you too, Father. I’m so sorry—”

      “Forget it. It’s over.” He pulled away and looked his son in the eye. “It’s time for us to be happy. To live quietly. To welcome the new Barsetti that will be here any day. I just hope this is the last lesson I have to teach you.”

      Conway stared at his father, his eyes starting to water. “I will always need you to teach me things, Father…”

      Crow’s eyes watered in return. “Then this better be the last mess I have to clean up.”

      “I can’t promise that either,” Conway said. “Sapphire and I are going to need you to babysit and change diapers…”

      Crow blinked the emotion away and chuckled. “I don’t mind cleaning up after my grandbaby. But I’m not cleaning up after you anymore.”

      “Deal,” Conway said. “Carter and I will pay back every dime you gave them.”

      Crow gripped his son by the shoulder. “I know you will. That’s how I raised you.” He moved to Sapphire next and embraced his daughter-in-law, delicately hugging her because of her enormous stomach.

      Pearl came to me next, tears still in her eyes. She moved into my chest and hugged me. “Thank you for everything, Griffin. You’ve been such a blessing to this family. We love you very much.”

      Love. They loved me. “Thank you, Mrs. Barsetti.”

      “I don’t want to hog you too much,” she said as she pulled away. “I know Vanessa is probably waiting by the door as we speak. I was sleeping on the couch in front of the window, waiting for the lights from your truck.”

      “I told her to go to sleep. I’ll wake her when I get back.”

      She smiled. “I promise you she’s wide awake.”

      I smiled back. “You’re probably right.”

      She kissed me on the cheek before she pulled away. “Good night, Griffin. Hope to see you soon.” She walked inside with Conway and Sapphire, leaving Crow behind.

      Crow turned to me and extended his hand. “Thanks for everything…again. I’m sure that would have gone quite differently if you weren’t there to lay the groundwork. As my wife just said, you’ve been a blessing to this family…definitely not a curse. I’m sorry I ever said otherwise.”

      I didn’t take his hand, letting it hang between us.

      When Crow realized there would be no reciprocation, he lowered his hand, his eyes filling with disappointment. “Good night, then.”

      “I forgive you.”

      He flinched in place, his eyes widening when he heard the words I said. He regarded me with focused eyes, as if he didn’t believe the words that came out of my mouth. Perhaps it was part of his imagination. Perhaps he’d misheard what I said. He didn’t say anything, unsure how to proceed.

      “You’re a great father. I think a man isn’t only judged by his strength and success. He’s judged by the way he takes care of other people, even if those people don’t deserve it. I see the way you respect your wife, treat her like a queen, and put her before yourself. I see the way you love your children, the way you’ve been a great example of what Vanessa should expect in a man. She’s a picky woman, only falling in love with a man who’s strong enough to handle someone like her. And you’ve been a great example to your son, to make him follow in your footsteps.”

      Crow tilted his head to the ground, seeming to be overwhelmed by the praise he’d just received.

      “When I hear you talk to Vanessa, I understand how much you love her. I can hear it in your voice, see the way you react to the sound of hers. You’re different, softer. I know you would do anything for her, even keep her away from me because you thought she deserved better. How could I hate a man who refused to let his daughter settle for anything less than the perfect man? You taught her loyalty, how to throw a mean punch, and how to take care of herself, not wait for a man to do it. If you hadn’t had her, hadn’t raised her to be so damn perfect, I wouldn’t have found the woman to spend my life with. There’s no other woman out there who would have brought me to my knees the way she did, who would have softened my rage and anger the way she has. She’s turned me into a better man, a man I’m actually proud of. So instead of hating you…I should be thanking you.”

      Crow lifted his gaze again, his hard expression gone. He took a deep breath, his eyes softening in the way they did for Vanessa and Conway. He didn’t erect any of his walls around himself. He allowed me to see a more vulnerable side to him…since I’d showed him a different side to myself. “That means a lot to me, Griffin.”

      “And it means a lot to me that you raised the perfect woman. I respect her so much. She’s not the kind of woman to wait for a man to save her. She saves herself. I’ve never seen anything like it. She’s half my size but manages to put me in my place…over and over. I didn’t realize I wanted a wife and kids until I found her. I didn’t realize what kind of man I wanted to be until I found the right woman.”

      A half grin formed on my face.

      “I was really wrong about you, Griffin. I’m sorry for that.”

      I shook my head. “You wanted the best for her. I understand that now.”

      “I never thought I would say this, but…I’m glad all of this happened. I’m glad the Skull Kings attacked us and all these events were put into motion…because my daughter never would have found the right man…since you’re the right man.” He stepped closer to me. “You’re a part of this family, Griffin. Whether you’re married to my daughter or not, you’re a son to me. You’ll always be a son to me.”

      I never knew how much I wanted to be part of something until I had it. Vanessa was family to me, and now the rest of her family was too. They didn’t accept me because they had to. They accepted me because they wanted to. I could see the sincerity in Crow’s eyes, the way he admired me the way I now admired him. On the surface, I was a dangerous guy covered in tattoos who had been shot more times than any other man. But underneath that, I had a heart the same size as his.

      He extended his arms and moved into me, pausing before he touched me to gauge my reaction.

      I didn’t move away.

      He was an inch shorter than I was, and he closed the gap between us and wrapped his arms around me. He hugged me the way he hugged his son, with the same kind of grip and the same kind of affection.

      My arms moved around his body, and my chin moved to his shoulder. I held my greatest enemy in my arms, embraced a man I’d plotted to murder. But now there wasn’t a hint of rage inside my chest. Now I embraced this man as a friend…as a father.

      He cupped the back of my head—just the way he did with Conway. “When my time comes, I know you’ll take care of my wife. I know you’ll take care of Vanessa. I can rest in peace knowing you’re there…and that is the greatest gift you could have given me.”
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      Pearl was right.

      When I walked in the door, Vanessa was wide awake.

      Judging by her tired eyes and flat hair, she hadn’t closed her eyes—even for a few minutes. The sun had already risen about twenty minutes ago, so the night had passed. She stayed up the entire time, waiting for the moment she would see me in person.

      “Griffin.” Relief washed over her face when she saw me with her own eyes. Just the way Pearl broke down when she saw Crow, Vanessa did the same with me. She buried herself in my chest, her fingers exploring my body to make sure I was okay. “I’m so glad you’re home.” She kept her face against my chest, the tears from her eyes soaking into my t-shirt. “I couldn’t sleep…”

      “I’m here now.” My hand cupped the back of her head, and I watched her lean on me like a crutch. “Everything went smoothly. Nothing to worry about.”

      “You don’t think they’ll be a problem again?”

      “No.” I scooped her into my arms and carried her to bed. “They got their money. That’s all they care about.” I set her on the bed then stripped my clothes off so I could get into bed beside her. It was one of the rare times when I wasn’t in the mood for sex. There was something else deep inside my chest, a satisfying feeling that completed me. I didn’t want anything more.

      She was already in my t-shirt, so she got under the covers with me. She was happy just to hold me, to feel me beside her as the sun continued to rise and fill the bedroom with sunlight. “I’m glad this is over. I know how much my father worries about these sorts of things. Mama too.”

      “They’re both happy. Relieved.”

      “Good. I’m glad to hear that.” She rested her hand on my stomach while her leg was tucked between mine. With her face on my shoulder and her hair spread out everywhere, she was the perfect sleeping companion. She was light, soft, and beautiful, and there was no one else I’d rather share my bed with—along with everything else. She closed her eyes, finally finding peace now that I’d returned home.

      I watched her, entranced by the woman who’d captured my heart. She was my reason for living. It used to be cash and violence, but now both of those things didn’t matter anymore. She was my purpose, my world. “Baby?”

      “Hmm?” She kept her eyes closed, more comfortable in my arms than in any other position.

      “I forgave your father.”

      Her eyes snapped open, her fatigue instantly wiped away. “You did? Why? What happened?”

      “When I listened to your conversation over the phone, I realized that he loves you as much as I do. And how could I hate someone who would do anything for you? We have the same thing in common, the biggest thing in common.”

      Her eyes softened.

      “He was just doing the right thing for you. He stood up for you when most men would have backed down. He was never afraid of me, never afraid of making me a worse enemy. All he cared about was protecting you, regardless of the consequences to himself. He risked turning you against him by rejecting me, but he did it anyway. Maybe he didn’t handle it the best way, but there’s no doubt that your father would do anything for you, even the hardest things. Then I saw the way he treated your mother and brother, the way he selflessly protects his family. Maybe we got off to a bad start…but he’s definitely a respectable man. I decided to let it go…since his blood and my blood will be mixing to start a family. How could I hate a man you love so much? Someone you consider to be your best friend? So I let it go, knowing it was the right thing to do.”

      “Griffin…” She rubbed my chest as the emotion grew in her eyes. “You have no idea how happy that makes me…how happy that must have made him.”

      “It did make him happy. He hugged me.”

      “Aww…” She cuddled into me closer, her face moving into my neck.

      “And he said I was a son to him.”

      “Because you are.” She squeezed me tightly. “This is what I wanted for so long, and it’s finally happening… I can hardly believe it.”

      My arms moved around her waist, and I cradled her against me, her size dwarfed by mine. She was a petite woman, but her spunk made up for her stature. Plus, she didn’t need to be big when she had a big man for strength. “There are better people I should spend my time hating. Your father isn’t one of those people.”
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