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Book Two of the Mazzeo Mafia Duet

        

      

    

    
      SHE SOLD ME LIES AND STOLE MY DAUGHTER. IT’S MY TURN TO EVEN THE SCORE.

      

      Charlotte came into my house with lies on her lips.

      With debts on her head.

      With hate in her heart.

      

      Despite all that, we found something together.

      Hope.

      Healing.

      Family.

      

      But it was all just a pretty song and dance.

      A sinner’s lullaby.

      

      She made me weak…

      And now my little girl is the one paying the price.

      

      I’ll get my daughter back, no matter what it takes.

      Then I’ll find Charlotte Dunn…

      And show her what happens when you lie to the don.

      

      SINNER’S LULLABY is the second book in the Mazzeo Mafia duet. Make sure you’ve started with Lucio and Charlotte’s story from the beginning in Book 1, LIAR’S LULLABY.

    

  







            Charlotte

          

        

      

    

    
      Six weeks since I last saw Lucio Mazzeo and yet I’m still dreaming about him.

      Six weeks since he last touched me. Since he last kissed me.

      And yet every night, when I collapse into bed and close my eyes—there he is.

      Those gray eyes. Boring into me. Splintering me into a million jagged shards, each more irreparable than the last.

      All that’s left behind is fear.

      Fear and regret.

      Fear and regret and loneliness.

      “Please,” I whisper to him in those dreams every night. “Please forgive me. I’m begging you. I’m sorry.”

      And every night, the same thing happens.

      The gray in his irises turn dark. Almost black.

      I lose the man behind the anger.

      In his place is the uncaring beast he was when we first met.

      Lucio’s hand shoots out. Wraps around my throat.

      “Luc…” I choke out.

      He doesn’t hear me. Doesn’t care.

      He just squeezes and squeezes and squeezes and the lights start to fade and blur and dim and my breath won’t work, can’t work, and I’m clawing at his arm but he’s too strong and this was inevitable from the start and so I’m just going to—

      My eyes fly open.

      I sit up and stifle a scream. My chest is heaving with huge gasps as I breathe greedily, desperately.

      I touch a tentative finger to my throat. It feels warm. Like a hand just left there.

      But I know that’s all in my head. All dreamed up.

      There’s no one here with me.

      No one’s ever here.

      I look around at the small apartment. It’s comfortable and well-furnished, but after six weeks confined to it, I can only describe it as claustrophobic.

      More of a prison cell than anything else.

      The blinds are drawn, but I can tell it’s still dark outside. I push myself up and lean back against the headboard.

      I’m desperate for some form of human contact. Anything other than a hand around my throat, that is.

      I pull a pillow to my chest and hug it tight, trying to soothe this clawing need for touch. But the pillow is a shitty substitute. After only a few moments, I discard it.

      The dream is still with me.

      A dream that’s not really a dream at all.

      Not the first bit of it, anyway.

      Six weeks since that horrible day in Lucio’s library, and I’m still seeing the same images again and again. I’m haunted by them. Tormented by them.

      Every dream starts the same.

      Exactly the way it did when it really happened.

      With Lucio’s gray eyes finding mine.

      Realization dawning slowly.

      Robbing me of the chance to tell him myself that I betrayed him and his daughter to his sworn enemies.

      I close my eyes and replay it again…
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        * * *

      

      

  




SIX WEEKS EARLIER—LUCIO’S LIBRARY

      “You’ve got a rat in your bed, Lucio Mazzeo. And the only one to blame is yourself.” The Polish soldier on the floor cackles at Lucio’s despair.

      The bastard knows he’s about to die.

      So he’s taking me down with him.

      I can’t look away from Lucio, even though I want to.

      His eyes are molten. But his body might as well be carved out of marble. Cold. Unmoving. Frozen in time.

      The gunshot is so sudden that I can’t help but scream.

      For one insane moment, I actually believe he’s shot me.

      But when I look down, I see the blood pooling around the Polish soldier’s head like some perverse halo.

      The motherfucker’s eyes remain spiteful, even in death.

      “Tell me it’s not true,” Lucio growls, forcing my attention back to him.

      “Lucio, I can explain—”

      “Tell me it’s not fucking true,” he spits.

      I bite back my tears and shake my head. “I can’t do that.”

      “You told them about Evie?” he asks. His voice is low and dangerous. A feral beast in the wild. “You told them about my daughter?”

      I tremble.

      But not for myself.

      I tremble for the hurt I’ve caused. For the mistakes I’ve made.

      “I didn’t mean to,” I sob.

      That’s all I have to say.

      That’s all I can say.

      He turns from me. Hunches over in disbelief for a moment like I stabbed him myself. Hell, in a way I did.

      When he turns back around, it’s because we can hear running footsteps.

      “Lucio?” comes a voice.

      “Adriano,” Lucio sighs in response to the new presence at the doorway. “We’re in here.”

      Adriano appears at the threshold. Relief floods across the man’s normally carefree features.

      “Thank fuck,” he says. “I thought we got here too late.”

      “You very nearly did,” Lucio grimaces.

      “Charlotte?”

      I turn in the direction of Evie’s terrified little voice. Instinct moves me forward as I take a step towards her.

      “Stop right there.”

      I freeze.

      Lucio is the one who barked the order. He’s glaring at me as though I’m no better than the Polish soldier he’d just shot in the head.

      “Do not go near my daughter,” he snarls at me.

      I stand there, feeling Adriano’s eyes dart between Lucio and me..

      “Adriano,” Lucio says, in a voice that brooks no argument, “take her down to the cellar.”

      “What?” the man balks.

      “You heard me,” Lucio replies. “Take this bitch down there. And keep her there until I’ve decided what to do with her.”

      “Charlotte!” Evie cries again.

      I wince at the sound. She’s poking her head out from behind the sofa. Her cheeks are tear-streaked. Her eyes are swollen.

      She’s looking at me in confusion, wondering why I’m not coming to her.

      Wondering why her papa is so angry.

      Wondering why her world isn’t making sense… again.

      I turn back to Lucio. “Let me speak to her,” I beg him. “Only for a minute.”

      He can’t even bear to look at me. His eyes pierce right through me, as if I’m not even there. As if I’ve been blotted out of existence in his world. Torn off and thrown aside.

      “You will never speak to her again,” he intones. “Adriano, get her out of my sight.”

      Adriano’s hand closes around my wrist. I don’t resist as he pulls me away.

      All the strength is gone. All the fight. All the fire.

      I have nothing left but shame.

      “Charlotte, wait—”

      I hesitate, my neck craning back to look at Evie.

      She’s scrambling around the sofa to get to me. She starts to run, but Lucio steps in front of her, seizing her up in his arms before she can reach me.

      And then I’m being wrenched out of the door and carried down the destroyed corridor towards the staircase.

      I can hear Evie screaming for me.

      I can hear her sadness, her confusion.

      And I know that sound will haunt me for as long as I live.

      “What the fuck did you do?” Adriano asks in horror as we reach the staircase.

      I don’t look at him. I know that his eyes will be full of pity, and I can’t stand that.

      Because I deserve this torture.

      When I do find the words, they come out in a hoarse croak.

      “The wrong thing,” I tell him. “I did the wrong fucking thing.”
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        * * *

      

      

  




PRESENT DAY

      Light starts peeking in through the tiny slats between the blinds. I glance at the clock mounted on the wall in front of the bed.

      Five-thirty a.m.

      I’ve only slept for about three hours.

      And I’m pretty sure that I dreamed through most of it.

      I get out of bed and head straight for the bathroom. I wash my face and brush my teeth, then slip into the kitchen.

      As far as apartments go, this place is nice. The walls are a cheery auburn. The furniture is expensive Italian leather. Even the kitchen is clean and well-stocked, though I haven’t been doing much cooking lately. Just haven’t been in the mood.

      Haven’t been in the mood for much of anything, really.

      I’ve read all the books on the coffee table, but I barely remember them.

      I’ve watched all the TV and movies I care to watch on Netflix, but they all passed by in a hazy blur.

      Most of the internet sites are blocked, so I don’t bother with that much anymore, either.

      It’s a comfortable prison.

      But a prison nonetheless.

      Mostly, I just sit and stare out the window with a cup of coffee in hand. I’ve been drinking cup after cup these days. There’s something soothing about the bitterness on my tongue.

      I sink into a seat on the window ledge and gaze out at the world below.

      It looks simple. Happy. Normal.

      Shrubs and trees dotted along the sidewalk. Laundromats and cafés and second-hand bookstores lining the street.

      Parents escort their young kids to school. Women in bathrobes walk dogs. Men in suits hustle by on their way to work.

      A few days into my imprisonment here, I started naming some of the familiar faces.

      There’s the man who lives in the brownstone next to the laundromat. He’s got silver-brown hair and a distinguished face. The kind of face you trust instantly. I call him Derek. It seems like a trustworthy kind of name.

      Every morning, Derek walks his two kids to the elementary school around the corner. His little boy, code name Harry, looks just like him.

      His little girl, Meryl, must favor her mother, because her blonde hair is a sharp contrast to the muted brown of her brother and father.

      They look like the rest of the world outside my door does.

      Simple.

      Happy.

      Normal.

      I’ve started saying that to myself like a mantra every time I see them.

      The door to their house swings open.

      Meryl skips down the steps.

      Harry comes racing along next.

      Derek last of all, suited up, today’s newspaper tucked under his elbow.

      Simple. Happy. Normal.

      He calls after his children to slow down and wait for him. Both kids grind to a halt and look back at their father.

      He canters down the stone steps, links up with them—and they each slip a hand into his.

      That tiny little gesture cracks my heart wide open.

      To have a parent who tells you to slow down… who cares enough to yell… who holds your hand to make sure you’re safe…

      I’ve never had that. Never known that.

      And I can feel that lack like a bullet lodged in my chest that’s been there since the day I was born.

      Derek and his children round the corner and disappear from sight.

      More members of the neighborhood trickle out and about over the next hour while I watch and drink my coffee.

      Anita May with her three Labradors.

      Juan with that telltale swagger of his.

      The bodega owner, nickname Stevie, comes out to smoke a cigarette on his stoop.

      I cling to them because they’re all I have now.

      As they each appear, I speak their names out loud like they’re characters in an old and familiar movie.

      They can’t hear me. Can’t see me either, courtesy of the tinted, bulletproof windows.

      So even though I want to scream for help, I don’t.

      I just watch.

      Drink my coffee.

      And wonder how my life got to be this bitter and lonely.

      I hear motion in the hallway and check the time. It’s eight on the dot. Today’s a guard change day.

      Which means the new guard should be knocking on my door to check in on me in three, two, one…

      Knock.

      Knock.

      Knock.

      Sighing, I leave my spot by the window and head to the door. I don’t bother checking the little peephole. I just swing it open and find myself face to face with another surly recruit.

      He can’t be more than a few years older than me. A fresh crop of acne covers his cheeks and jaw.

      “Hi,” I greet, nursing my cup of coffee between both hands.

      “I’m Matteo,” he says brusquely.

      He’s clearly inexperienced. Something about his shifting posture screams “newbie.” I catch his eyes flitting over my body, and it’s only then that I realize I haven’t bothered changing or putting on a robe.

      I’m wearing a thin black slip. One that leaves little to the imagination.

      “I’m Charlotte,” I say, forcing him to look me in the eye.

      “I’ll be checking in on you every—”

      “I know the drill,” I interrupt. “You want some coffee?”

      He eyes me hesitantly. “No,” he says finally. “Grazie.”

      I nod politely and shut the door on him.

      The spell of the quiet morning is broken. The terror of the long, empty day awaits.

      I try to stay busy. I take inventory of the kitchen. Cous-cous, rice and a few vegetables that are on the verge of going bad.

      When that’s done, I go back into the bedroom and change into bike shorts and a sports bra.

      I get a couple of exercise videos going and I do a two-hour workout that leaves me feeling exhausted. Which is exactly what I’m going for.

      I clean the apartment.

      I have another cup of coffee.

      I work out again.

      Then I put a movie on and fall asleep on the couch as the sun sets over the city, exhaustion and lethargy blending together.

      But no matter what I do, the bitter taste on my tongue never leaves.
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        * * *

      

      When I wake up, it’s still late evening and my stomach roils.

      I consider eating something. All I’ve had today is coffee, and yet it’s not hunger I feel. It’s just… emptiness. Depression, probably.

      Then—a knock on the door.

      I frown and check the time. Matteo is supposed to look in on me every hour on the hour. But it’s only quarter ‘til eight.

      I pace over and open the door to find Matteo standing there with a pizza.

      My brain is foggy with loneliness and for a moment, I actually think it’s a thoughtful gesture. A gift of sorts.

      “Did you order a pizza?” he asks in a thick accent.

      Oh. Weird.

      “Uh—”

      I’m about to tell him I didn’t, but then I notice the delivery person standing right behind him.

      Big brown eyes. Curly blonde hair. Killer curves underneath the shapeless delivery t-shirt’s she’s got on. She even has on a baseball cap.

      It’s Vanessa.

      I hide the surprise on my face as I glance back at Matteo.

      “Yeah,” I reply, grabbing the pizza from him. “I’m starving.”

      “Um, excuse me?” Vanessa says, popping up from behind me. “Hate to be intrusive, but can I use the bathroom before I head off? I’m dying here.”

      Matteo stares at her with raised eyebrows. “There’s a public restroom around the corner,” he tells her.

      She bats her eyelids at him. I just stand back and watch. Waiting.

      “Public restrooms never have feminine sanitary products,” she says without skipping a beat. “And I’m having a little emergency here. So if you don’t mind, I need to—”

      “Okay, okay,” he says quickly, clearly uncomfortable with this conversation. “Jesus. I don’t need fucking details. Miss Dunn? You okay with this?”

      I blink stupidly. I didn’t expect him to consult with me at all.

      “Oh, uh, yeah, of course, sure,” I reply, trying not to look too excited. “I have stuff she can borrow. Come on in.”

      She slips through at once. The door closes on Matteo. I turn to Vanessa, ready to hug her.

      “Hold up,” she says immediately, making me freeze. “There’s every possibility we’re being watched. You need to pretend like you don’t know me.”

      “Uh… okay?”

      “Take me to your bedroom,” Vanessa instructs me. “We don’t want anyone getting suspicious.”

      “Just through there,” I point out for her. “Also: how the fuck are you here at all? How did you even find out where I was? Did you go to the compound?”

      “Slow down,” Vanessa calls breezily over her shoulder. She heads into the bathroom and gestures for me to follow her in there. “There’s probably no cameras in here.”

      “What are you talking about?” I ask. “The apartment doesn’t have surveillance.”

      Vanessa shakes her head at me in dismay. “Sometimes, you can be so naïve.”

      She shuts the bathroom door and turns to me.

      I frown. “Because locking ourselves in the bathroom together is not suspicious at all?”

      Vanessa shrugs nonchalantly. “It won’t matter soon. Now, to answer your questions: I didn’t have to go to the compound looking for you,” she continues. “Because Adriano told me where you were. And before you ask, no, he doesn’t know I’m here right now.”

      “Adriano?” I say incredulously. “I didn’t even realize you guys knew each other.”

      “He caught my notice at the compound when I was visiting you,” she shrugs. “And we met again when I came to the hospital to see you. We’ve kept in touch since then.”

      “Wait,” I interrupt, smelling a rat. “Are you sleeping with him?”

      Vanessa rolls her eyes, but it looks like she’s trying too hard to appear casual.

      “Of course not. He’s just a helpful contact to have. And staying in contact with him means I know what’s going on with you.”

      I sigh in frustration and sit down on the closed seat of the commode.

      “Yeah, my life’s a real shitshow,” I say. “Did Adriano fill you in on that?”

      “Partly,” she replies. “He told me you were… outed.”

      “That’s a nice way of putting it. And this is my punishment,” I say, gesturing to the apartment. “Trapped in here for God knows how long.”

      “Have you spoken to Lucio or Evie?”

      “Not a word. I haven’t seen either of them in six weeks. I have no idea what’s going on. No idea how Evie’s doing,” I tell her. “He’s punishing me.”

      “Well, as punishments go, it’s not bad.”

      “Excuse me?” I demand.

      “Hey now, don’t bite my head off. I’m just saying—at least he didn’t kill you. He didn’t hurt you at all. He set you up in a really nice little apartment in a really nice neighborhood. That has to mean something.”

      “It means that he likes to play mind games,” I snap. “He’s not doing this to be nice, Vanessa.”

      “I’m just saying… maybe he still cares about you?”

      I shake my head, fighting back angry tears. “No. Not anymore. Not after what I did.”

      Vanessa puts her hand on my shoulder and squeezes. “Buck up, babe. There’s light at the end of the tunnel.”

      “Oh, yeah?”

      “Yeah,” Vanessa replies, with a conspiratorial smile. “It’s me. I’m the light at the end of the tunnel.”

      “What does that mean?” I ask.

      Her smile gets wider and her eyes flash brightly. She’s clearly enjoying herself.

      “It means I’m breaking you out of this joint.”

    

  







            Lucio

          

          

      

    

    






An Hour Earlier—Lucio’s Office

        

      

    

    
      My eyes twitch towards the new monitors set up next to my desk. The feed is on and it’s live. I can see movement, but I don’t want to look any more than I have to.

      Even though it’s very fucking hard not to check obsessively.

      I stare down at the list of names in front of me. How long have I been looking at this same damn sheet of paper?

      Too fucking long. My mind is a chaotic wreck these days. For six weeks, I’ve barely been able to concentrate long enough to read a single sentence.

      With a growl, I wrench my attention back down to the file in my hand.

      There are twenty-four names on the page. All men who have pledged their loyalty to the Polish.

      In other words, they’re dead men walking.

      Because I’m coming for them. For all of them.

      I just need to get my head on straight before I do.

      “Papa?”

      I look up just as Evie slinks into my office.

      She’s wearing shorts and a t-shirt that’s too big for her. Much too big for her. She’s clutching Paulie in one hand. Since Charlotte left, she’s become even more attached to that thing. She screams like she’s dying if anyone tries to separate the two of them for even a moment.

      “Good morning, tesoro,” I say, pushing my chair back so she can sit on my lap.

      I make sure to turn off the live feed so she can’t see the monitors. The only downside of that is that now I can’t see them either.

      “Where’s Enzo?”

      “Outside,” she says. “He told me you’d get mad if I came in and disturbed you.”

      “I’m not mad.”

      “I told him!” she chirrups, smiling at me.

      So many things have changed in the last six weeks. The house feels haunted by Charlotte’s absence. Every room is emptier without her in it.

      Evie’s started having nightmares almost every night. Sometimes, she misses school because she throws screaming fits and refuses to leave the compound.

      “What are you doing today?” I ask. “And where’s Becca?”

      “I’m hiding from her,” Evie tells me.

      “Evie…”

      “I don’t like Becca.”

      I sigh.

      The new nanny had come highly recommended. She’s in her thirties. Pretty, accomplished, and eager to please.

      Plus, she has the credentials to back it up.

      The problem is that she’s not Charlotte. And Evie’s all too aware of that.

      So am I.

      “Becca’s great,” I lie.

      Evie shakes her head at once. “I want Charlotte.”

      I grit my teeth.

      I’ve tried my best to be as patient with my daughter as I can, but when she starts talking about Charlotte, I want to fucking blow up.

      “We’re not going over this again.”

      “Becca doesn’t make yummy food like Charlotte,” Evie complains. “She always trying to make me eat green things.”

      I snort. “Well, green food is good for you.”

      “Charlotte used to make it taste yummy. Becca doesn’t.”

      “Everyone has different talents,” I tell her.

      Evie sighs. One little hand curls around my neck, and her bottom lip drops.

      “Go on,” I tell her, gently popping her off my lap. “Go find Becca.”

      “I don’t want to,” my daughter insists. “I’d rather stay with Enzo.”

      “Enzo’s not your nanny.”

      “I’m too grown up for a nanny,” Evie tells me primly.

      I raise my eyebrows. “You weren’t too grown up for Charlotte,” I point out.

      “Charlotte is my friend,” she informs me.

      My eyes twitch towards the darkened monitors again. It’s instinct at this point. Like a desperate addict fiending for his fix.

      “Evie,” I say, my tone turning stern, “I have work to do—”

      “You always say that!” Evie cries, snatching Paulie out of my reach and retreating back around my desk. “You never play with me anymore.”

      “That’s not true—”

      “It is true!” she yells.

      Before I can answer, she’s running out of the room and vanishing around the corner.

      Groaning, I lean back in my chair just as Enzo pops his head in the door.

      “Sorry, boss,” he says. “She insisted on seeing you.”

      “I know,” I grimace. “It’s okay. She just needs…”

      I’m about to say that she needs Charlotte, but I can’t bring myself to admit that out loud. Not when I know Enzo’s thinking the same thing.

      “Someone,” I settle on saying. “She needs someone.”

      Enzo nods. “And time,” he suggests. “This will pass.”

      “I’m not sure time will do it,” I reply. “How’s Becca dealing with things?”

      “As far as I can see, she’s trying her best,” Enzo answers diplomatically. “She tries to engage with Evie as much as she can. But…”

      “Kid’s not biting?”

      “She’s a tough nut,” Enzo says. “Headstrong.”

      I laugh. Wonder where she gets that from?

      I dismiss Enzo with a nod of my head and he disappears down the corridor.

      The instant he’s gone, I turn on the monitor. The feed pops up on the screen again. I have a bird’s-eye-view of most of the apartment. I flick through the different angles.

      Bedroom.

      Kitchen.

      Living room.

      The only place that’s not under surveillance is the bathroom. I was tempted to put a camera in there as well, but I decided not to be an asshole about it.

      Charlotte’s still on the sofa. Same place she’s been for the past several hours.

      She fell asleep there with a movie playing after feverishly scrubbing every corner of the apartment.

      Her legs are kind of entwined together and her hands are thrown carelessly over her chest. I can’t quite see her face, but I can see the subtle rise and fall of her breathing.

      It makes me sick to my stomach.

      Six weeks later, her betrayal is still hard to swallow.

      Not just because of what she did. But because of how I failed to see it.

      It wasn’t that there weren’t signs. Looking back on it, there were plenty of giveaways.

      I’d just turned a blind eye to them. I’d chosen to ignore, when I should have attacked.

      A harsh blare interrupts my thoughts. I slam my hand down onto the table.

      “Goddammit!”

      Three piercing blips and then it goes silent.

      The new security system is driving me insane. It’s supposed to be state-of-the-art, and apparently, that mostly means that it’s sensitive as fuck.

      If anyone comes within a few feet of the gate, the whole compound is tipped off with ear-splitting alarms.

      I had to pay off a poor old lady with ten grand in cash last week when she wandered a little too close. The alarm went off and I’d stormed out there with half a dozen armed men and jacked her up against the fence to interrogate her about who she was working for.

      That was an embarrassment.

      Tonight, the system is back on its bullshit again.

      At least I know it’s not a threat.

      It’s because I’d stupidly agreed to let my cousin Orlando have his bachelor party here.

      He asked me a few weeks ago, and I knew that turning him down would mean dealing with all my aunts and uncles.

      I’d rather take an incessant alarm than my family’s poking and prodding any day.

      But now, I’m regretting the decision.

      I’m so irritated by the whole fucking situation that I don’t hear the sound of approaching footsteps until the knock sounds on my door.

      “Come in.”

      “Yo,” Adriano greets, walking in with a huge grin plastered across his face.

      “What the fuck are you so happy about?” I demand.

      Adriano stops short and raises his eyebrows. “That depends. What the fuck are you so crabby about?” he asks before sprawling into the chair in front of my desk.

      I glare at him. “My family. The new security system. This fucking party tonight on my property. Take your pick.”

      “Dude, what’s wrong with having a party?” he asks. “If you ask me, you’re in desperate need of one.”

      “Fuck off.”

      “I’m serious,” he insists, throwing his leg up on the armrest. “You need to let loose, brother. Let off some steam.”

      “I need to destroy the Polish,” I retort. “That’s how I plan on letting off some steam.”

      “Yeah, yeah, and we’ll get around to it when the time is right,” Adriano insists. “Just not tonight. Anyway, they’ve been very quiet lately.”

      “Too quiet,” I agree. “It’s been six weeks since the attack on the compound and those fuckers have gone underground.”

      “Maybe you scared them off.”

      I narrow my eyes at him. “How likely do you think that is?” I ask sarcastically.

      “You did singlehandedly fend most of them off the day of the attack,” Adriano points out. “Makes sense that they’re even more afraid of the big bad wolf.”

      “Regardless,” I say, “that only means they’ll be more prepared the next time.”

      Adriano straightens up and leans in against my desk for a moment. “Lucio, I get it. You want to take down those motherfuckers. I do, too. But you can’t obsess about this shit every minute of every day. It’s gonna consume you.”

      “I need to protect Evie.”

      “You did protect Evie. She’s alive today precisely because you protected her,” he emphasizes. “And that’s what you’ll continue to do in the future. But you need to give yourself a break, too.”

      I roll my eyes. “Is this your pitch for the party tonight?”

      “Absolutely. You have to join,” he tells me.

      “I don’t have to fucking do anything.”

      “Jesus,” Adriano mutters, the smile dropping from his face. “You’d really rather stay up here and stare at that monitor all day?”

      I tense for a moment, realizing I never turned off the feed when Adriano walked in. The camera isn’t angled at him, but he clearly knows what it’s surveilling.

      Perhaps I’m not as subtle as I thought.

      “I’m working on the list of names Stefano managed to secure.”

      “Riiight,” Adriano drawls. “Are you forgetting who you’re talking to? It’s me, your closest friend.”

      “What the fuck do you want from me?” I sigh.

      “How about the truth?” he suggests. “Let’s start there.”

      “Fine.”

      “Good,” Adriano says. “What are you planning on doing with Charlotte?”

      I shrug. “Whatever the hell I want.”

      “I thought you were gonna be honest with me.”

      “I don’t fucking know yet!” I snap. “I don’t fucking know. How’s that?”

      He nods knowingly, like I’m giving him all the answers he wants. “You’ve kept her in that apartment for six weeks.”

      “What are you saying?” I press. “That she doesn’t deserve it?”

      “That’s not what I said.”

      I run a frustrated hand through my hair. “Then what are you trying to say?” I snarl. “Because I’m losing patience with this conversation.”

      “You’re trying to punish her,” Adriano says slowly. “And I get why. She betrayed you. She put Evie in danger. She lied to you for months.”

      “I sense a ‘but’ coming.”

      “Buuut…” He raises a finger like a professor about to make a key point. “…You never gave her a chance to explain.”

      My jaw drops. “Are you fucking serious?” I lean back in my chair in dismay and shake my head. “You know what? I’m sure you’re not being serious, so I’ll pretend that was just a joke gone wrong. Give you the benefit of the doubt and let you strut on out of here, down to the party or—”

      “There’s a reason you’re keeping her in a nice little apartment downtown,” Adriano cuts me off. “There’s a reason you’re giving her certain comforts, certain protections—”

      “It’s not fucking protection,” I bark. “It’s security.”

      “Call it what you want,” Adriano replies calmly. “You’re keeping tabs on her, and it’s not because you’re worried about who she might have contact with.”

      “Oh no? So why do you think I’m doing it then?” I ask darkly.

      “You’re doing it because you care about her.”

      Adriano’s words feel heavy in the space between us. It sits uncomfortably close to the truth.

      Not that I’ll ever admit that out loud.

      “You’re doing it because you don’t want to let her go,” Adriano continues. “Even though you know you should.”

      I steeple my fingers. “You’re treading on dangerous territory here.”

      “I’m not afraid of you, stronzo,” Adriano quips back.

      I smile. “Then you’re a stupider man than I realized.”

      Adriano grins, totally unbothered. “How many times a day do you look at those monitors?” he asks.

      My eyes flicker to the screen.

      I stop short when I realize that there’s a pizza delivery person at the door. From the angle of the cameras, I can’t see his face clearly.

      But I’m satisfied knowing that Matteo is there, vetting them carefully.

      Still—something about it bothers me.

      Charlotte has never ordered pizza before.

      But she also hasn’t eaten anything all day.

      “Lucio?”

      “What?”

      “Never mind,” Adriano demurs, somewhat smugly. “You just answered my question.”

      “Fuck you,” I snap. “When did we recruit Matteo, by the way?”

      “Is he on duty today?”

      “Yeah.”

      “He’s a newer recruit. Less than a year in, but the boy’s got potential.”

      “He’s young?”

      “Twenty-three,” Adriano answers. “Why?”

      “Just wondering if he’s up to the task.”

      “Of what? Keeping Charlotte confined to the apartment? Or protecting her?”

      “She’s clearly skilled in manipulation,” I point out. “And the more inexperienced the man, the more vulnerable he is.”

      “You’ve managed to hold her for this long.”

      I nod, resisting the urge to look back at the monitors. “We covered that detail, yes,” I drawl.

      “How long are you gonna keep her there?”

      “I’ve already told you,” I say impatiently. “I don’t know.”

      Adriano sighs. “Fine. You don’t know.”

      “Can we put a pin in this conversation?” I demand. “It’s going in circles and really starting to piss me off.”

      “I’d be happy to,” Adriano replies, “…if you come down to the bachelor party with me.”

      I roll my eyes. “Not in the mood.”

      “Well, get in the damn mood!” he fires back. “You need a break.”

      “You don’t get breaks when you’re a don. Especially not when you have an enemy you need to destroy.”

      “Are you planning on destroying them tonight?”

      I glare at him.

      “Didn’t think so. Then you might as well have some fun,” Adriano continues. “There’s going to be strippers. Knowing Orlando, there might even be a few hookers—”

      “I’m not paying for sex.”

      “I never said you needed to,” Adriano says, raising his hands. “But you do need to get laid. That might significantly improve your mood.”

      “My mood is fine.”

      Adriano gets to his feet and puts his hands down on my desk.

      “You need to get Charlotte out of your head,” he tells me bluntly.

      “For fuck’s sake,” I growl, rising from my seat, “I’ll come down. But only to get you off my back.”

      “Yes! My hero. I could kiss you right now.”

      “Do it and see what happens,” I growl.

      He chuckles under his breath as he bows and gestures to the door. “After you, my liege.”

      I lead Adriano out of my office, making sure to lock the door behind us.

      As we’re walking towards the staircase, I hear movement just behind me.

      “Uh, Mr. Mazzeo?”

      I turn to see Becca standing there. She looks awkward. Strained.

      “Yes?”

      “I’m sorry to disturb you,” she says. “But I’ve been looking for Evie.”

      I have to hide my smile. “Playing hide-and-seek again?”

      “You could say that,” she replies with a nervous giggle. “Except I wasn’t really aware that we were.”

      She’s got strawberry blonde hair and blue eyes. But nothing like Charlotte’s. Becca’s eyes are a darker, murkier blue.

      Charlotte’s are bright. Clear. Fiery.

      “She was attached to her previous nanny,” I tell Becca. “Give it time. She should be in her room by now.”

      “Okay. Thanks.”

      “Oh, and Becca?”

      “Yes, Mr. Mazzeo?”

      “I’m hosting a party tonight for my cousin. I need you to keep Evie upstairs and in her room until tomorrow.”

      “Of course. Understood.”

      “And you can call me Lucio.”

      Her eyes go wide for a moment, and she gives me a smile that would have made my dick jump months ago.

      But now?

      Nothing.

      No reaction.

      “I will… Lucio.”

      I give her a parting nod and follow Adriano down the staircase. He glances at me when we reach the landing.

      “You have a habit of choosing hot nannies,” he jokes.

      “She might as well be a robot as far as I’m concerned,” I reply bitterly. “I’ve made that mistake once.”

      And I have the knife in my back to prove it.
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      The party’s just getting started when Adriano and I walk out to the pool deck.

      There’s a DJ stationed behind a massive set of speakers, and he’s in full swing. Thundering bass vibrates every window in the house.

      The bar is fully stocked. The lights are pulsing.

      Turning, I notice a line of coke on the patio table, ready to be snorted. A gaggle of laughing men sprawl in the chairs around it.

      I zero in on Marcelle, who’s getting ready for first crack at the blow.

      Rolled-up hundred dollar bill in hand, he’s wearing a white shirt that’s almost completely see-through. And he’s paired that with gold Gucci pants and several gold gangster chains.

      Son of a bitch looks like a cheap gigolo.

      “Well, I’ll be damned,” Adriano mutters, noticing him at the same time I do. “Your cousin’s a piece of work.”

      I shake my head and walk up to Marcelle before he can go to town on the coke, leaving Adriano behind me.

      “Marcelle.”

      He looks up at me. I see the dislike flash across his eyes.

      The feeling’s fucking mutual.

      “Cousin!” he croons with fake enthusiasm. “You’ve got a great set-up here.”

      “Starting the party early,” I remark as I eye the line of cocaine on my glass table.

      “You look a little sour-faced, cugino,” Marcelle says, giving me the once-over. “Any particular reason?”

      “Isn’t standing here talking to you enough of a reason?”

      Marcelle’s smile turns tight. “There’s that famous sense of humor I’ve heard so much about,” he says. “Thought it was a myth.”

      “Who says I’m joking?”

      His smile falters a little.

      I know I’m goading him, but fuck, I need a reason to stay at this idiotic party. Even if that reason is making this moron squirm.

      “Lucio!”

      I turn and see another of my cousins, Dante, walking towards us.

      I can feel Marcelle’s eyes on my back, glaring a hole through my shirt. But I ignore him and clap Dante on the back.

      “Perfect timing. I need a drink,” I tell him. “Let’s hit the bar I paid for.”

      Dante glances back over his shoulder at the shitshow behind me. He takes it in instantly and suppresses a laugh.

      “What did you say to Marcelle?” he chuckles. “The man looks like he’s about to shit his golden pants right in front of everybody.”

      “Nothing he liked,” I reply darkly.

      We approach the bar. “Whiskey,” I say to the bartender. “Make it a double.”

      “Bourbon for me,” Dante says. He clambers on one of the stools and swivels towards me. “It’s been a minute, cousin.”

      “Indeed.”

      “How’s Evie doing?”

      “Great.”

      “Heard she started school.”

      The bartender, Sampson, sets out drinks down in front of us, his eyes scanning the room in the process.

      I’ve brought him in from one of my restaurants for the night. He’s a long-tenured part of the Family, so he’s here pulling double duty as bartender and security.

      If any of the partiers gets out of hand, he’ll put them back in line quickly and efficiently.

      And brutally, if necessary.

      On top of that, I’ve got a security detail stationed around the compound for the night. But they’re a little removed, standing just beyond the designated party area.

      More for the people outside the party than the people within.

      I squint into the distance to make sure they’re where they’re supposed to be. Sure enough, I see one of my black suits in the garden.

      As well as the glint of the moonlight reflecting off the AR-15 in his arms.

      “You okay, bro?” Dante asks. “You seem tense tonight.”

      “I wasn’t a fan of hosting the bachelor party here,” I admit. “The compound is a target.”

      “Yeah, I heard about that,” he replies. “Sounds fucking insane.”

      “I handled it.”

      “I’m just glad that Evie didn’t get hurt. Evie or Char—”

      He stops short, his words trailing off a little as his eyes find mine.

      “Uh, I’m sorry, man,” he sighs. “I heard what happened with Charlotte, too.”

      I narrow my eyes at him. “What exactly did you hear?”

      “Just that she—well… that she was working with the Polish,” he finishes. “Adriano filled me in.”

      Right. The two of them are friends.

      That doesn’t stop me from being pissed about how much Dante knows, though.

      It feels like a betrayal of my confidence.

      Minor, compared to what Charlotte did. But I’m touchy about that kind of thing these days.

      Dante must see the irritation on my face, because he butts in quickly and says, “Listen, he only told me ‘cause I asked. I wanted to know how Charlotte was doing.”

      “Why?”

      He stops short. “Why what?”

      “What do you care how Charlotte is doing?” I ask pointedly. I haven’t forgotten how hard he hit on her the night she attended the Mazzeo family Sunday dinner.

      “Oh, well… she was—"

      “She’s off-limits,” I interrupt, taking a big sip of my whiskey.

      “Yeah, of course. After what she did—”

      “She was always off limits.”

      Dante hesitates for a moment, realization dawning. “Ah, right,” he says finally, inclining his head. “Understood.”

      He takes a sip of his own drink and surveys the room.

      I hear splashes by the deck as a bunch of Marcelle’s idiot friends cannonball into the pool with their clothes on.

      The alcohol is already flowing a little too freely. I growl in distaste.

      “Where’s the groom-to-be?” I ask, realizing that I haven’t seen Orlando since I walked in.

      “Last I saw him, he was smoking a joint by the pool.”

      “How many fucking guys did he invite to this thing?” I ask, knowing I’m more likely to get the truth from Dante.

      “‘Fifty’ was the number he gave me.”

      I shake my head. “Asshole.”

      “Not what he told you?”

      “‘Twenty-five, tops,’” I quote bitterly. “He assured me that everyone invited was properly vetted.”

      “You could have said no to this party altogether, right?”

      I raise my eyebrows and laugh. “And face the wrath of the aunts? Fuck no,” I reply. “I’d rather face the Polish again.”

      Dante snorts. “I don’t blame you.”

      “This is a goddamn sausage fest!” someone yells from behind. “Where are the fucking tits?”

      “Morons,” I grumble. “Does Orlando’s fiancée realize what she’s getting herself into?”

      “Not my place to ask,” Dante says. “But if she had any sense at all, she’d leave him at the altar.”

      “Seriously!” someone else chimes in. “We want pussy!”

      “There you two are!” Alberto crows, materializing between Dante and me at the bar. He punches Dante in the arm. “You disappeared on me, you cocksucker.”

      Dante grimaces and rubs his shoulder where Alberto hit him. “It’s every man for himself in this crowd.”

      “The party’s sick,” Alberto says, glancing towards the DJ mixing tracks by the pool. “The people—not so much.”

      “What did you expect?” I ask. “It’s Orlando.”

      “I know. Which is why I’m surprised there aren’t any women here,” Alberto says. “Though I did hear a little rumor that he ordered strippers.”

      “Worse. Marcelle did,” Dante clarifies. “He’s the best man, remember?”

      A knot of irritation tightens in my stomach. I’ve made allowances for family. But these motherfuckers are pushing me too far.

      And I’m not in the mood to be pushed.

      “Fucking Marcelle?” I repeat. “Jesus.”

      I get off the barstool and stride straight towards my coked-up cousin. He’s just snorted yet another line off my coffee table and he’s reaching for his drink. He misses, bumps it hard, and some of the whiskey sloshes off on the ground.

      “Marcelle.”

      “Lucio! The big boy’s back,” he squawks. “What can I do for you, cuzzo?”

      “You ordered strippers?” I demand.

      He quirks one eyebrow up. “It’s a fucking bachelor party, friend. What’s the problem?”

      I tighten a fist at my side. “Which company did you use?”

      He stands up unsteadily and grins like a loon. “Does it matter?”

      “Yes, it fucking matters,” I snap. “I hope you’ve vetted all the girls.”

      “Vetted?” Marcelle asks, with one raised eyebrow. “As in, did I get a lap dance from each girl? No, but I promise you that the pictures are quite enticing.” He throws me a wink and a cheesy thumbs-up to underscore his point.

      I close the distance between us, grab his stupid see-through shirt, and slam him up against the pillar supporting the cabana roof.

      “I don’t give a fuck about how ‘enticing’ they are, you idiot,” I growl right in his face. “I’m asking if you ran background checks.”

      “Jesus, they’re fucking strippers,” Marcelle complains, shrugging out of my grasp. “They’re not fucking, you know… undercover agents or some shit like that. You need to chill.”

      A few of the other partiers are looking at us curiously.

      It’s obvious that I look like the bad guy here. The unreasonable one.

      And even though I know I’m in the right, I’m too tired for this shit. It’s been a long six weeks. I don’t have much fuel left in the tank.

      So I let it go. I release Marcelle and take a step back.

      “These strippers better be above fucking board, Marcelle,” I tell him with a heavy sigh. “Otherwise, you and I are going to have some words.”

      “It’s gonna be fine, man,” Marcelle replies. “I’ve got mad muscle here. And they’re armed.”

      I’m already aware of that. A few shaven-headed goons have been trailing the key members of the groomsmen’s party. None of his so-called ‘mad muscle’ are making a secret of the fact that they’re carrying guns.

      Goddamn amateur hour.

      “Just keep a handle on things, okay?” I say.

      Then I stalk off.

      I head into a dark part of the garden, hoping to find some peace and quiet.

      It doesn’t matter where I go, though. The music still follows me.

      The howls. The laughter. The sound of careless chaos being unleashed.

      Had there been a time when I’d actually enjoyed these kinds of parties?

      If so, it was a lifetime ago.

      I glance up towards the third floor, hoping that the noise won’t keep Evie up the whole night. I catch a flash of Becca passing across the window.

      I sigh again.

      Turning my eyes down, I notice two suits stride up the paved path that leads to one of the compound’s entrances.

      One is Enzo. Just behind him trails Giovanni.

      They’re scanning the darkness constantly. Checking for threats. Protecting their don.

      Consummate professionals, in other words. Content to stay in the shadows. The polar opposite of Marcelle’s flashy hired idiots.

      I wave them down. “Buonasera, gentlemen.”

      “Evening, boss,” they chorus.

      “Who’s outside Evie’s door tonight?”

      “Marco,” Enzo answers. “He’ll be there the whole night.”

      “Good.” I slump onto a stone bench by the fountain.

      The water trickles pleasantly. It’s a nice night. Cool and clear.

      “Anything else, boss?” Enzo asks dutifully.

      “No,” I say, shaking my head. Then something occurs to me. “Oh, wait—there are some women coming,” I grimace. “Strippers. Marcelle’s treat.”

      Enzo frowns. He’s like I am—protective and paranoid to a fault. It’s why I trust him with my home security.

      “He vetted them?”

      I chuckle. “Allegedly. But tell the boys up front to do it again when they get here, yeah? No weapons.”

      He nods. “I’ll radio them now.”

      “Grazie, mio amico,” I murmur. “As you were.”

      Both men half-bow, then return to their patrol. I hear the crackle of Enzo relaying my instructions to the other guards on duty as they disappear into the garden.
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      I sit in the dark for a while. Not thinking about anything. Just breathing.

      It doesn’t take long before I hear a howl rise up from the pool area.

      The strippers must have arrived.

      My plan was to stay out here for a while longer, but I’m itching for another drink and I’ve left my glass inside.

      So, swallowing my annoyance, I get up and make my way back to the main house.

      The pool has been abandoned. Every man is now crowded into the living room and the strippers are already spread out among them.

      Old habits die hard, so I do a quick scan and count.

      There are ten women in total. A whole rainbow of skin and hair color. What they have in common is that none of them are wearing much, if anything.

      I count six thongs and two bikini tops between the ten of them.

      So much nakedness. Tits and ass and luscious lips, all gyrating and whispering sweet temptations into the ears of the roaring, drunken men.

      They’re all champing at the bit to get their hands on the women.

      It doesn’t do a fucking thing for me.

      Even when one of them catches sight of me entering through the glass doors.

      She’s a blonde bombshell in a neon green thong. When she sees me, her eyes light up like the Fourth of July.

      She throws me a wink as she grinds on Dante’s lap, but I turn away with a scowl and head for the bar.

      “Another drink, Sampson,” I tell him.

      “You got it, boss.”

      I look around and notice Adriano in one corner of the room. One of the women is shaking her ass for him and he’s laughing as he downs a shot of tequila.

      He looks like he’s having a good time.

      And for a second, I’m actually envious. That kind of thing doesn’t feel possible for me anymore.

      “Hey, handsome.”

      Another of the women squeezes between my legs, batting her eyes at me.

      She’s got dark hair, in a similar shade to Charlotte’s, but her eyes are dusky and brown. She’s wearing pink pasties and a matching thong.

      “My name’s Midnight,” she adds.

      I raise my eyebrows. “And your real name?”

      “Do you care?”

      “No,” I concede. “I don’t.”

      She runs her hand down my chest, peeling my shirt open a little in the process.

      “Can I interest you in a lap dance?” she asks.

      She’s definitely attractive, and there’s something about her voice that catches my attention. She’s speaks like someone with an education. With class.

      But I can’t make myself feel something. Feel anything.

      “No.”

      “No?” she repeats, clearly stunned by the refusal.

      “No,” I repeat again. “Try another mark.”

      “Aw, come on, baby,” she wheedles, trying to recover fast. “I’m really good.”

      “And I’m really not interested.”

      I take her arm and spin her right out between my legs. Anger flashes across her face, but she manages to cover it up quickly.

      She gives me one last look and then sways her hips in the opposite direction. I glance back at Sampson.

      “Keep those drinks coming,” I order.

      I get about three seconds of silence before Adriano comes bouncing over.

      “What the hell do you think you’re doing?” he demands, taking the barstool next to mine.

      I sigh internally. “Drinking. What’s it look like?”

      “She was hot,” he says.

      “They’re all hot.”

      “So how come you don’t seem interested in a single one?”

      “Because they’re all fucking boring,” I tell him. “There’s so much makeup caked on their faces, they look like Barbie dolls.”

      Adriano snorts with laughter. “A little harsh, don’t you think?”

      I shrug. Being polite has never been a priority.

      I notice Marcelle relaxed on the sofa while an ivory beauty grinds on his cock. His ‘muscle’ stands at strict attention behind him, one hand resting on his holstered weapon.

      “Look at that dipshit,” I scoff. “This is what he imagines being don is like all the time. Coke on the table, women on your lap, armed thugs at your side.”

      Adriano snorts. “It usually is… unless you’re Lucio Mazzeo.”

      I flip him the bird, but he only laughs harder.

      The strippers have spread out across the room. I notice one girl, a dark-skinned beauty, dancing on one of the security guards that Marcelle brought with him tonight.

      His eyes are filled with lust as his hands slowly land on her ass.

      “Real professional guards he’s got there.”

      “He probably just gave a bunch of his friends guns and told them to pretend,” he says. “‘Make me feel like a big shot,’ you know? That’s the kind of shit he’d do.”

      “The sad part about that is that it could actually be true.”

      “Okay, so Marcelle and Orlando are fucking turds,” Adriano concedes. “Doesn’t mean you can’t enjoy yourself.”

      “I am enjoying myself,” I reply without even trying to sound convincing. “I’m enjoying the alcohol.”

      Adriano mumbles something under his breath, and I catch a word that sounds suspiciously like “Charlotte.”

      “What was that?” I demand.

      “Nothing,” Adriano answers quickly. “Sampson, another one for me.”

      He takes the shot that Sampson pours, throws it down his throat, and flashes me a wild grin.

      “Once more into the breach, dear friend,” he quotes.

      I wrinkle my nose. “Since when do you know Shakespeare?”

      He winks. “It’s not French. But not bad, either.”

      Then he enters the thick of the crowd and tosses himself into a seat on one of the single leather sofas. Within seconds, there’s a dancer on his lap, pawing at his shirt.

      And that’s when I notice something.

      Every single girl seems to have the same move.

      She finds a man, and immediately her hands run down his chest and down to his hips.

      Like she’s patting him down.

      Like she’s searching for something.

      I frown, my body tensing slowly as I start paying attention.

      Each of the girls has miraculously managed to situate herself no more than a few inches away from every armed security guard in the room.

      I get to my feet. The drink in my hand falls to the ground. Explodes.

      That’s when I feel eyes on me.

      I turn to the left and catch someone staring dead at me.

      It’s the dusky-eyed stripper who first approached me. Midnight, she called herself.

      Her body is tense. Watchful.

      Fuck.

      “Now!” she yells, the moment she’s aware that I’ve caught on.

      All the strippers move in synchronicity.

      They pull the guns free from the idiot guards’ holsters, and point them directly at the men they’ve stolen from.

      All except Midnight…

      Who’s got a tiny knife held flush against my throat.

      “What the fuck?”

      Marcelle’s face is screwed up in shock as he stares at the stripper who had been on his lap only a few seconds ago.

      Adriano’s still on the leather single sofa, his eyes darting between the ten women.

      He’s looking for weaknesses. Or maybe he’s looking for clues.

      “Who do you work for?” I croak to Midnight. “Kazimierz?”

      She smiles, but refuses to give me an answer. Instead, she nods to one of the other strippers. The blonde one in the green thong who sized me up when I first walked in.

      She pulls out her phone and taps out a short message.

      I grit my teeth in self-loathing fury. I thought these partiers were the idiots.

      But it turns out I’m the biggest idiot here.

      Marcelle is still spluttering. “I paid—I mean, I was supposed to—"

      He’s trying to work up outrage, but all I can see is his fear.

      “You’ve been fucking had, Marcelle,” I call out to my moronic cousin. “By your so-called security, as well.”

      “We’re loyal,” one of them has the audacity to snap at me.

      “Loyal?” I laugh. “This isn’t about fucking loyalty. It’s about competency. If you’d been doing your job, you’d have them at gunpoint, not the other way around.”

      “Hey, I’m not complaining,” the blonde says conversationally. “You boys made this really fucking easy.”

      My phone starts ringing, but I ignore it.

      “I’d answer it if I were you,” the blonde tells me smugly. “Go on. Answer.”

      Keeping my eyes on her, I pluck the phone from my pocket and accept the call.

      “Boss,” Enzo’s voice comes through from the other line. “There’s someone at the gate. Wants to speak with you.”

      Fuck.

      I know exactly who it is.

      And a conversation with Kazimierz, the psychotic Polish don, is not what I felt like doing tonight.

      “Let the bastard in,” I grit.

      “It’s a woman, don.”

      A woman?

      What the fuck is going on?

      “Okay,” I rasp. “Let her in.”

      I can hear Enzo’s uncertainty. “You sure, boss?”

      “Considering we’re all being held at gunpoint here—yeah, I’m sure.”

      “The fuck?” he starts to exclaim.

      “If your men come at us, we will shoot,” Midnight warns me.

      I figured as much.

      “Stay at your station,” I order. “And send her in alone.”

      “Yes, boss.”

      The line goes dead.

      The dusky-eyed brunette gives me a self-satisfied smile.

      “Midnight, huh?” I ask.

      She smiles wider. “You were right to ask for my real name,” she says. “You were wrong not to care.”

      I laugh bitterly. “I care now.”

      “Sorry, handsome,” she shrugs. “Missed your chance.”

      I notice a flash of sudden motion over Midnight’s shoulder.

      It’s one of Marcelle’s men. The same idiot who crowed about his “loyalty” like that fucking mattered at this point.

      The idiot seems to think he can wrestle the gun out of the closest stripper’s hands.

      He gets about three inches closer to her before—

      Boom.

      Her bullet catches him in the neck.

      And the moron hits the floor. Everyone watches in tense silence as he flops around on the floor like a dying fish.

      Blood splatters everywhere—all over my white rug—and he blubbers incoherently.

      Until, little by little, the sound and motion fade away.

      And he makes the final leap from idiot to dead idiot.

      “Fuck!” Marcelle exclaims in horror. “Fucking hell, you bitch!”

      “Maybe we weren’t being clear enough,” the blonde hisses to the whole room. “Anyone of you fuckers move, and we pull the trigger!”

      All the drunk, coked-up dumbasses swallow hard.

      Then I hear footsteps.

      The sharp clip-clap of high heels on my wooden floors.

      I see a flash of golden blonde hair through the glass windows.

      I see her sure, confident walk. The tight black jeans under a fitted red leather jacket.

      She rounds the corner, stepping into the room like she owns it.

      Her deep brown eyes land on me immediately. A soft smile plays on her plump pink lips.

      I feel the atmosphere in the room change.

      The men who recognize her seem to stop breathing.

      The men who don’t watch in confused fascination.

      And me?

      I don’t know what to fucking think. What to feel. What to do.

      “Hello, Lucio,” she says coolly. “It’s been a while.”

      My ex-wife’s name falls from my lips like hot ash.

      “Hello, Sonya.”
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      “Come again?”

      Vanessa wags her eyebrows at me.

      “I’m here to rescue you,” she says again, dramatic as all hell. “Knight in shining armor status. Why else would I put on such a hideous set of clothes? This is all for you, baby.”

      I’m not sure whether to laugh, cry, scream, or just straight-up go insane.

      “Vanessa, this is nuts. Even for you.”

      “Which is exactly why it’ll work.”

      She has the audacity to cap off that ridiculous action-movie line with a freaking wink.

      “How?” I press. “How is this going to work? I have an armed mafia guard stationed outside my door twenty-four-seven. If you’re right about the cameras, then there could be a hundred more guards on the way here at the push of a button.”

      “Please,” Vanessa dismisses with a wave of her hand, as though Matteo is only a small little bump in the road instead of a six-and-a-half-foot-tall capital-P Problem. “We’ll be out of here before the cavalry arrives. And that little pup out there? I can handle him.”

      “You’re underestimating him.”

      “And you’re giving him too much credit,” Vanessa retorts. “I’ve been staking this place out for days now. He’s the first guard you’ve been assigned that’s not prepared for the job.”

      “What makes you say that?”

      “For one, I saw him smoke a joint before he came up here,” she tells me. “For another, he was totally checking me out.”

      I roll my eyes. “Most men do,” I point out. “Big whoop. What’s your point?”

      “My point is that I can manipulate him.”

      “You’re planning on seducing him?” I ask. “Because I’m not about to sit here while you have a quickie.”

      A conspiratorial smile lights up her face.

      I stare at her for a moment, still dumfounded.

      “What?” Vanessa asks innocently.

      “You’re enjoying this,” I realize.

      She shrugs. “Life without you was boring.”

      “Jesus, Van,” I sigh. “This is not a game! If you’re right and Lucio is watching me, then they’ll track us down.”

      “Not if we’re careful.”

      I shake my head, feeling the panic set its claws into my flesh. “I can’t leave.”

      “Why the hell not?” Vanessa demands, her eyes flash at me dangerously.

      I stop short.

      It’s a fair question, actually.

      Why can’t I leave?

      I check my own hesitation, wondering why I’m so nervous to do something that would have been second nature to me not long ago.

      “Oh my God.” Vanessa’s exclamation cuts through my thoughts.

      “What?”

      “Oh my God,” she repeats again.

      I glare at her. “If there’s something you wanna say, now’s the time.”

      She lowers her voice to a secretive whisper. “You’re in love with him.”

      I feel my body tense instinctively. I try and reject the words.

      I want to tell her how ridiculous they are. How untrue.

      But my tongue feels heavy somehow.

      “That’s… that’s not…”

      “Look at you,” Vanessa says in amazement, her eyes boring into my face. “You’re going red.”

      “Because I’m flustered.”

      “Because I’m right. Aren’t I?”

      “No,” I say in a timid voice.

      “For fuck’s sake, Charlotte!” Vanessa exclaims, throwing her hands up in the air. “I can’t believe you fell for him!”

      “I’m not in love with him,” I deny. “I just… I may have slight feelings for him.”

      “Slight?”

      I sigh tiredly. “It’s not a big deal.”

      “It is a huge deal! You should know better.”

      I frown. “I should know better?”

      “Oh, come on, babe,” Vanessa says. “Falling for a man only puts you in the weaker position. God knows they never reciprocate in the same way. Look what happened with Xander.”

      Her words are like a dagger to the chest.

      Mostly because I know she’s right.

      “I can’t control how I feel.”

      “You can try,” Vanessa says. “And you can choose to walk away from it now. Just come with me.”

      She’s right.

      She’s so freaking right.

      I can’t keep hoping that Lucio is going to miraculously decide to forgive me. It’s been six weeks and I haven’t heard a word from him.

      Not one.

      Any time I ask to speak to him, the guards ignore me.

      Any time I beg to see Evie, they look right through me.

      I have to accept the fact that I’ll never get Lucio’s forgiveness. That I’m trapped in this guilty hell for the rest of my life.

      And that means I need to look out for myself.

      “Okay,” I say, taking a deep breath. “Okay. Let’s get outta here.”

      “Yes!” Vanessa says, pumping her fist in the air. “That’s the fucking spirit.”

      “What exactly is your plan?”

      “I’m gonna pretend to be really sick,” Vanessa says confidently. “I’m gonna start spewing at the mouth and he’ll be forced to take me to the hospital.”

      I frown. “Okay, but for real.”

      She blinks. “That’s for real.”

      “Uh… that’s the plan?”

      “Yup,” Vanessa chimes, sounding pleased with herself.

      I sigh. “I forgot.”

      “Forgot what?”

      “That you’re an idiot.”

      She winces like I slapped her. “Ouch. What do you mean? You don’t think it’ll work?”

      “First of all, he’s not going to care that you’re sick,” I point out. “And second, he’s definitely not gonna leave his post to take you to the hospital. He’s more likely to put you in a cab. And that’s assuming he doesn’t just dump your ass on the sidewalk before you even get the words out of your mouth.”

      “Even if I’m deathly sick?” Vanessa asks.

      “Even if you’re deathly sick.”

      “I think I can convince him to take me,” she says with a nonchalant shrug. “I mean, I can be very persuasive.”

      I shudder at a sudden memory—Vanessa leaning over Lucio, tempting him with her curves.

      That feels like it happened years ago.

      But it still makes me nauseous.

      “Okay, let’s suspend disbelief for a moment and assume this plan of yours works and Matteo takes you to the hospital…”

      “Mhmm?”

      “You think I’ll just be able to walk out of here?” I ask.

      “Um…”

      “He’ll lock me in, Vanessa,” I sigh. “If there’s not a guard posted outside my door, I’m locked in. That’s the whole point of this little punishment remember? I don’t have freedom.”

      “Fuck,” Vanessa sighs.

      “Thought so.”

      “Damn it. I thought I had this in the bag.”

      She leans against the closed bathroom door and looks up at the ceiling. “What if I try and get the key from him first?”

      “How?”

      “Uh… seduce him?” she asks, falling back on her old tricks.

      “Right before you throw up in his face?” I ask with a chuckle.

      I can’t help but laugh at the absurdity of this whole situation. It’s either that or get really freaking depressed.

      “I just need to distract him long enough for you to slip out of here,” Vanessa says patiently. “He’ll unlock the door to let me back out, and before he can lock you in again, I can work my charms on him.” She rests a comforting hand on my shoulder. “Stick to what you know, right?”

      I still feel a little sick to the stomach. “I don’t know about this.”

      “Trust me.”

      “Van, what if he catches on?”

      “He won’t,” she says confidently. “I’m good at this, remember?”

      “Yeah, but—”

      “Stop finding reasons to stay,” she snaps at me.

      I stop short. “That’s not what I’m doing.”

      “Oh no?” Vanessa asks. “So you don’t feel guilty about trying to escape?”

      I frown. “No.”

      “Good. Then this should be a piece of cake,” she says. She snaps her fingers to conclude this insane pow-wow and pushes herself off the door.

      She moves to the mirror and checks her reflection. Then she pulls off the oversized pizza shop t-shirt she’s wearing to reveal a black bralette underneath.

      “Hm, glad I wore this one today,” she says approvingly. “What do you think?”

      Her boobs really do look incredible. She may be a one-trick-pony, but it’s a damn good trick.

      “You definitely look hot,” I reply. “But what else is new?”

      “You’re sweet,” Vanessa says, blowing me a kiss. “Are you ready?”

      “Wait,” I say. “I need to pack a bag.”

      “Make it fast,” she says. “And make it light. We need to do this fast.”

      “Got it.”

      I walk back into the room, and I can’t help but take a scan around, looking for the cameras.

      If they’re there at all, they’re well-hidden. I imagine Lucio on the other side of the lens. Watching me.

      The thought sends a shiver racing over my skin.

      I shove it from my head as I pull together a few things.

      Packing takes no time at all. I don’t have much here. I re-emerge into the living room with my bag slung over my shoulder.

      “Okay, I’m good to go.”

      “Nice. Let’s do this.”

      Vanessa strides over to the door and tugs it open. Matteo turns to her with suspicious eyes.

      “You were in there a long time.”

      His eyes flit over her new get-up and the crease between his eyes deepens. “Weren’t you wearing something different when you walked in there?”

      “I was washing my face and I happened to spill water on it,” she says. “I can be such a klutz sometimes!”

      Vanessa turns to me. “Thanks for letting me use your bathroom.”

      “No worries,” I reply in a tone that suggests we’re strangers. “I’m gonna go devour that pizza. I’m starving.”

      I shut the door on both of them—but not all the way closed.

      Then I press my ear against the surface of the door, but I don’t have to strain too hard because I can hear them both clearly.

      “So what’s the deal with that?” Vanessa inquires curiously.

      Matteo’s voice is gruff but not uninterested. “What do you mean?”

      “Who is she? She must be someone important, huh? If she needs a bodyguard?”

      “I’m not her bodyguard.”

      “No? What are you then?”

      “None of your business.”

      There’s a beat of silence.

      “It must get lonely though, right?” Vanessa continues. She’s laying it on thick. Full porn-star voice, like every word is a breathy moan. “Standing guard all day and all night, with no company, no one to talk to.”

      “I don’t need anyone to talk to.”

      “Everyone needs someone to talk to.”

      “Not me.”

      “No?” Vanessa asks, her tone getting downright suggestive. “Well, then, we don’t have to talk at all.”

      I can’t see, but I know what Vanessa’s doing. I’ve watched her play this game with tons of other men.

      She smiles, flirts, compliments, seduces… and at the end of the night, she walks away with a full wallet or an expensive watch.

      I imagine she’s running her fingers down his chest, pushing her body up against his.

      I hear a little bump at the door.

      Yup. Spot-on.

      But if I have any hope of sneaking out, Vanessa’s gonna have to move him away from the entrance.

      I grab my bag and sling it over my shoulder, waiting for some sign that I can open the door without fear of being caught.

      “You need to stop doing that.”

      She’s definitely touching him now.

      “Can I be honest with you?” Vanessa asks, ignoring him. “I didn’t really have to use the bathroom. I just wanted to work up the courage to speak to you.”

      The girl’s got skill. I have to give her that.

      “You need to get out of here. I can’t be doing this.”

      “You can’t, but you want to… Am I right?”

      I hear a little groan, but I’m not sure if that’s him or Vanessa.

      I’m pretty sure she’s gone for his dick.

      “I knew you liked me.”

      Yup. Definitely gone for his dick.

      “We can’t be doing this,” he says again.

      He’s already huffy, excited, short of breath.

      “Why not?” Vanessa asks. “She’s safe in there. If anyone comes up here, we’ll hear them first.”

      His words are drowned out. I know that Vanessa’s pounced. She’s kissing him up against the same door my ear is pressed to.

      I hear the sounds of grappling. Groaning. A guttural moan.

      Vanessa again: “I want you. Come on—that dark little corner is perfect.”

      “No, I can’t…”

      “Come on, big boy,” Vanessa whimpers. “You deserve a little break. And I’ve always wanted to do it in public.”

      I can feel their weight pull off the door as they sashay down the hall.

      My heart is beating fast, but I try and tamp down my adrenaline. I need to pay attention.

      I hold my position while I count down from one hundred. Like I used to do with Evie when we played hide and seek.

      The stakes are a little higher now, though.

      When I reach zero, I take a huge, deep breath to calm my racing heart.

      Then I open the door as quietly as I can.

      I freeze for a second and listen to the drone of the lights in the hallway.

      When no one comes running to the door, I pull it open and poke my head out a fraction.

      I turn my head to the right, and see Vanessa and Matteo in the corner, pressed up against the windowpane next to the elevators.

      Vanessa’s legs are wrapped around Matteo’s hip, her hands clawing at his back. He’s kissing her neck, leaving her free to glance at me over his shoulder.

      She gives me a wink.

      Time to go.

      I slip out of the apartment with my bag in tow.

      As soon as I round the corner out of sight, I bolt for the stairs.

      I’m careful not to make a noise until I reach the next landing. Then I pick up speed, sprinting out of the building as fast as I can.

      I half-expect someone to jump out of the shadows and grab me.

      But no one does. Which means Vanessa’s plan has worked.

      I’m free.

      I stand out in the open air of the street. There’s no bodyguard at my back. No one watching me.

      A smile spreads across my face…

      And a tear trickles down my cheek.

      Now what?
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      Sonya fucking Prescott.

      She was trouble when I met her.

      Trouble when I married her.

      Trouble when she disappeared without a trace. When I gave up hope of ever finding her again. When I held a funeral with an empty coffin and decided I had to move on with my life.

      And now she’s back. Alive and well.

      And she’s still fucking trouble.

      She looks around the room. Tall, blond, skinny as hell. The gun hangs limp in her hand, but I know it’s just an act. She’s not afraid to pull the trigger if the need arises.

      “Nice space,” she says. “You always had good taste.”

      “Except in women,” I drawl.

      She smiles. “Come now. Don’t be like that.”

      “What the fuck are you doing here?”

      She shrugs. “I thought it was time we had a conversation.”

      “I meant, what are you doing alive?”

      “Oh,” she says, a fevered little giggle escaping her lips. “That.”

      “Yeah,” I say. “That.”

      “Were you sad?” she asks, cocking her head to the side.

      “What?”

      “Were you sad?” she repeats. “When you thought I was dead.”

      I sigh. “No. Not really.”

      She raises her eyebrows and whistles low like she’s impressed. “Jeez, you don’t mince your words, do you?”

      “Did I ever?”

      “Good point,” she concedes. “I’d just hoped that parenthood might have softened you.”

      “Why should it have changed me?” I ask. “It certainly hasn’t changed you.”

      Her eyes dart across my face as though she’s searching for something.

      “On the contrary,” she whispers. “It’s changed me a great deal.”

      She doesn’t elaborate. I don’t care enough to ask.

      I’m still reeling from her sudden appearance. Wondering what the fuck she wants with me.

      “Evie thinks you’re dead,” I inform her.

      That gets a reaction.

      Barely.

      She flinches ever so slightly, doubt casting a shadow over her otherwise perfectly tailored appearance.

      “That’s what she had to believe,” she says finally. She has the good grace to sound a little regretful. “Otherwise, she would have told you the truth. I couldn’t let that happen until the time was right.”

      “What is the truth, Sonya?” I ask calmly. “Are you even capable of it?”

      “That’s rich, coming from you,” she snaps, getting defensive.

      “Me?” I ask incredulously. “Don’t even go there. I never lied to you.”

      “That’s right,” she says bitterly. “You were always honest. Painfully so.”

      “And that upset you?”

      “Upset me?” she echoes in disgust. “It enraged me.” Her eyes flash with hot anger.

      Everyone else in the room is still. Silent. Like statues rooted to the ground.

      “Which truth couldn’t you handle?”

      Her eyes flash to mine and then away again just as quickly.

      She’s carrying the weight of the past on her shoulders.

      Good.

      I can make use of that.

      “That the Family would always be the most important thing in your life,” she tells me. “The Family would always be your priority. Never me. Never your wife.”

      I let out a sad exhale. Such a petty anger she’s revealing. I thought she was above that.

      Apparently, I thought wrong.

      “You knew what you were getting into when you agreed to marry me.”

      She purses her red lips. “I expected more from you.”

      “Then you clearly weren’t paying attention.”

      Her upper lip curls with anger. She’s still smarting from old wounds.

      Typical Sonya. She protected her grudges like they were precious fucking jewels.

      I’m still a little taken aback to see her in person again. I must admit that it’s a beautiful façade she’s created for herself.

      She’s kept her beauty, maintained her body, played up her assets.

      But underneath it all, she’s still the same insecure woman who left me because she was so scared that she’d have to play second fiddle to the mafia her whole life.

      She never understood a thing about me.

      Not then.

      Definitely not now.

      “Would you like to know how your daughter is?” I ask casually. “The one you abandoned?”

      I see the stubborn set of her jaw and I know I’m getting to her. Which in and of itself is pissing her off.

      She never did like surrendering control.

      “I never abandoned her,” Sonya snaps. “Not for a second.”

      “No?” I press. “She showed up on my doorstep completely alone. All she had was a mangy stuffed toy and a sorry excuse for a note.”

      “It had to be done.”

      “Why?”

      She stops short, her eyes slipping into damage control mode.

      “I had my reasons.”

      “She was terrified, Sonya,” I tell her. “You left her to the wolves, and the wolves brought her to me.”

      “Are you saying that was a mistake?”

      “I’m saying that you should have brought her to me,” I explain. “If in fact you couldn’t take care of her anymore. Somehow, I don’t think that’s the case.”

      She looks at me with unreadable emotion in her eyes for a second before she averts her gaze.

      I go on. “You’re working with the Polish, aren’t you?”

      She doesn’t say a word. Just stares back at me, furious but faltering.

      “You left her with them?” I ask. “You left my daughter with the fucking Polish?”

      “Stop,” she interrupts. “Stop pretending like you’re a fucking father. You’ve been in her life all of five minutes.”

      “And whose fault is that?” I demand. “I never had the chance to be a father because you stole that from me. Did you know you were pregnant when you left?”

      She doesn’t hesitate. “Yes.”

      The word lashes out like a bullwhip. She wants it to hurt me.

      I already knew that answer. But her confirmation still feels like ice water down my back.

      “You knew and yet you left anyway.”

      “If I’d told you, you would never have let me just leave,” she points out.

      “Yes, I would have,” I refute. “But I’d have kept my kid.”

      She narrows her eyes at me. “You’d have asked me to leave my child?”

      “Is it that big of a stretch for you to imagine?” I ask. “You already left her.”

      “But I was always going to come back for her,” Sonya tells me. “And here I am.”

      I stare at her, letting those words sink in for a moment.

      “So this is you taking Evie back?” I ask calmly.

      “That’s exactly what it is.” A steely glint appears in her eye.

      I shake my head. “Not happening.”

      She clacks her nails on the gun. “Excuse me?”

      “I said it’s not fucking happening, Sonya.”

      She narrows her eyes and raises her hand to waggle the weapon in my line of sight. “In case you haven’t noticed, I’m the one with the gun here.”

      I shrug. “And?”

      “And my girls have your men at gunpoint,” she continues. “You don’t have a lot of choice in the matter.”

      “I’ll take my chances.”

      I feel a trickle of blood slide down my neck from the point of Midnight’s knife. The stripper—if that’s what she is—hasn’t budged an inch. She’s clearly looking to Sonya for orders.

      Sonya shakes her head. “You forget, Lucio: I know you.”

      “Correction,” I interrupt, “you knew me. I’m not that man anymore.”

      She glares at me, weighing the sincerity of my words. “Did you love me?” she asks suddenly.

      I blink. That was unexpected.

      I clear my throat. “What answer do you want?”

      “Fuck you,” she hisses, clearly rattled. “I want the truth.”

      “The truth,” I echo. “Fine. No, I don’t think I loved you. I loved the idea of you. But not you. Not truly.”

      “What the fuck is that supposed to mean?”

      I shake my head. “You still don’t get it, do you?”

      “Enlighten me.”

      “I don’t have the patience,” I say. “And frankly, I don’t have the desire. You chose your path and I chose mine. And now… now you need to get the fuck out of my house.”

      “Not without my daughter.”

      I see her knuckles clench around the gun. She holds it comfortably, capably.

      I taught her that.

      “She’s my daughter now,” I say through gritted teeth.

      “I merely lent her to you,” Sonya says. “But now, I want her back.”

      I stare at her for a moment, wondering what the fuck is motivating Sonya. What had the Polish offered her that she would so willingly use her own kid as a pawn in their machinations?

      “She’s six, Sonya,” I growl. “She’s fucking six years old. And she’s your goddamn kid. She’s not a chess piece to be moved on a board as and when you see fit.”

      I see shame flood through Sonya’s eyes for a moment.

      Then it’s replaced with rage.

      “You don’t know me,” she says. “And you don’t know my reasons.”

      “Then tell me,” I challenge.

      “Oh, you’ll find out… in time.”

      I growl in furious disgust. “Jesus, Sonya, do you even hear yourself?” I ask. “You’re saying you left because you wanted to protect Evie from me. Then why put her right back in the thick of it?”

      Her answer is clear and unwavering. “It’s for the greater good.”

      “The greater… what the fuck?”

      “You wouldn’t understand,” she says, shaking her head. “You’ve only ever thought about yourself your entire life. You’ve never truly loved anyone else.”

      “That’s not true,” I say firmly. “I love Evie.”

      “Do you?” she asks, as though she’s genuinely curious.

      “I do,” I say. “Discovering that she existed was not easy. Quite frankly, it was an inconvenience. But somewhere down the line, that changed.”

      Sonya stares at me thoughtfully for a moment.

      “That’s touching,” she says, after a moment. “And so nearly convincing. For a moment there, I almost believed you.”

      “Sonya—"

      “Morgan!” Sonya yells over her shoulder, cutting me off.

      “What are you…?”

      “Don’t fucking move,” she hisses, pointing the gun right at me. “One goddamn twitch and I’ll shoot. I swear to God.”

      I hold up my hands.

      “Sonya, don’t do this.”

      She doesn’t take her eyes off me as one of her girls appears at her side.

      “Yes, Mistress?”

      “Go find my daughter,” Sonya instructs. “We’re leaving.”

      “You’re not taking her,” I say through gritted teeth.

      “Watch me.”

      Fuck this.

      I’ll kill the bitch before I let her touch my daughter.

      I kick Midnight in the stomach. The knife clatters from the girl’s hand.

      I take one lunge towards Sonya…

      And then she fucking shoots.

      I feel pain.

      Instant and unrelenting and lava fucking hot.

      It bursts in me like a star exploding in my left arm where the bullet hits. I sag halfway down, vision blackening.

      But I refuse to crumple to the floor and succumb to it.

      Evie needs me. I cannot fall.

      So I fight through the pain.

      I’ve done it before. I can do it again.

      “I told you not to move,” Sonya says smugly. She struts a little closer to me. My vision is hazy, but I can see those high heels, bright red against the black-and-white tile of my living room floor. “The next time you decide not to listen, I’ll aim for that pretty boy face of yours.”

      “Were you always a psychopath?” I gasp against the pain. “Or did that happen after you left me?”

      She puts two fingers under my chin and lifts so my eyes meet her. She smiles like a predatory cat. “Flattery will get you nowhere, darling.”

      Fucking hell.

      “Got her!” a voice rings from upstairs.

      “No…” I growl weakly. But my voice is fading. My strength is slipping away.

      I try to make a move. It’s sloppy and uncoordinated.

      But at least it’s something.

      I don’t make much progress before Sonya whips me in the face with the butt of the pistol.

      I fall to my knees with an agonized grunt. The pain in my arm is so fucking hot. Blood slicks my shirtsleeve. My vision is blurring and darkening at the edges.

      Sonya kneels down in front of me. “Stay right there, Lucio,” she says in a gentle voice as she strokes my cheek. “You don’t want Evie to see you die, right?”

      That makes me stop.

      And she notices.

      Her eyes flicker with uncertainty for a moment.

      Then it’s gone. She stands back up, leaving me slumped on my knees, chin bobbing against my chest.

      Motion from the staircase. The woman Sonya called—Morgan, I think—comes down the stairs…

      With my daughter in her arms.

      Evie is still half-asleep, her blonde hair matted onto one side of her face, her eyelashes fluttering softly.

      “Evie…”

      I whisper her name, but I know she can’t hear me.

      I can barely hear myself.

      Reality is fading into something—a nightmare, maybe. I can’t see. My arm hurts so goddamn bad. And my head is reeling from shock after shock.

      As the women file out, Sonya throws me a glance over her shoulder.

      “It’s been great catching up, baby,” she calls teasingly.

      She gives me a wink. And I feel rage twisting in my gut.

      Sonya has learned a lot in the time she’s been away.

      But not enough.

      Because she’s made a mistake. A grave one. The mistake of leaving me alive.

      And I’m gonna come for her.

      I swear it on my daughter’s name.
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      I take a seat inside the café down the street.

      I make sure to pick a spot that gives me maximum coverage but still allows me to see the apartment clearly. If anyone exits, I’ll be able to see.

      “Hey, hon, can I get you anything?”

      I look up at the waitress. Bouncy red ringlets, cute dimples. She looks like she should be on the cover of a cookie box. She’s just got that homely, friendly vibe about her.

      Or maybe I’ve just been cooped up indoors for too long.

      This is the first conversation I’ve had with someone other than the guards stationed outside my apartment-slash-prison-cell. And those barely qualified as conversations.

      I check my wallet, gratified to know that I have about a hundred dollars on me.

      Dine-and-dashing is what got me into this whole mess. Sure as hell not gonna make that mistake again.

      “Coffee, please,” I tell her. “Wait. Actually… a milkshake.”

      From bitter to sweet. There’s a fitting little metaphor in there somewhere. But I’m way too tired and anxious to puzzle it out.

      She grins like we’re sharing a naughty little secret. “We’ve got caramel, strawberry, chocolate, and pecan.”

      “Hmm… pecan, please,” I decide. “And a plate of curly fries.”

      “Coming right up, darling,” she says, giving me a little wink as she walks away.

      I continue to stare at the apartment. I’m waiting for either Matteo or Vanessa to appear.

      But as the minutes tick by and there’s no sign of either one, I start to get more and more nervous.

      Shouldn’t Vanessa have made her own escape by now?

      Why is she taking so long?

      “Here you go,” the waitress says, appearing at my shoulder.

      She pops down a generous serving of curly fries dusted with salt, parmesan cheese, and a sprinkle of chili powder. Then she sets down the pecan milkshake, which is much larger than I’d anticipated.

      “Wow,” I breathe.

      She laughs. “Everything’s homemade,” she tells me.

      “It looks amazing,” I reply, my eyes flitting back to the window again.

      “Waiting for someone, dear?”

      I hesitate. “Uh… sort of.”

      “Someone special?” she asks. She’s assuming that I’m here to meet a man.

      I resist the urge to laugh in her face at the mere notion.

      “Just a friend,” I say diplomatically as I reach for a curly fry.

      “Okay, well, if you need anything, just holler. My name is Casey. You enjoy now!” she chirps, heading off back to the counter.

      I pop the curly fry into my mouth and immediately take a one-way trip to greasy, delicious heaven.

      It also reminds me just how hungry I am. That’s surprising. It’s been a while since I’ve been interested in food.

      Apparently, freedom can do wonders for your appetite.

      The next fry is just as good. So is the third.

      I’m halfway done with my curly fries by the time I see Vanessa come out of the building. She looks from side to side, clearly searching for some sign of me.

      I’m getting ready to lurch out of my seat with a mouth full of fries and milkshake to wave her down.

      Thankfully, she spares me the effort. When she gets close enough, I start waggling my arms like a madwoman. She sees me through the window and enters the diner.

      Vanessa slips into the vinyl booth.

      “Scooch over. Damn, these look good.” She picks at the fries and starts chomping on one happily.

      “So…?” I say breathlessly.

      “So what?”

      “What happened?” I yelp.

      She shrugs. “What do you think?”

      “You really banged him?”

      She rolls her eyes. “No, of course not. We just made out a little.”

      “How did you get away?”

      “I feigned some stomach distress,” she says with a little laugh. “Told him I was gonna be sick and that maybe it was the old pizza I had for lunch.”

      I snort with laughter as Vanessa pops a few more fries into her mouth.

      “He was ready to go at that point, so it was tricky business. But I managed in the end.”

      “And he just let you go?”

      “What could he do?” she asks. “I pretended to almost throw up a couple of times and then he dropped me like a hot rock.”

      I can’t help but giggle. “You’re diabolical.”

      “Why, thank you for noticing,” she says in a fake posh accent.

      I’m shaking my head. My best friend has gotten me into a fair share of trouble with her antics.

      But she’s gotten me out of a fair share of trouble, too.

      I’m just glad she’s on my team.

      “I hung back a little to check on his next move,” she tells me. “He didn’t even look in on you. He just locked your door. Obviously—”

      “He thought I was still in there,” I finish for her.

      “Yup.” Vanessa smiles triumphantly. “Which means no one’s even caught on that you’re gone.”

      I sigh bitterly. “It’s only a matter of time, though.”

      “Maybe,” she admits. “But I think we’ve bought ourselves enough time to finish this little treat. Now gimme some of that shake. It looks good.”

      Between the two of us, we finish the fries and the shake in record time. But I keep glancing back at the apartment building every five seconds.

      “We should get moving,” I say nervously.

      “Agreed. I’m full anyway. Let’s hit the road.”

      “Where are we going, though?” I ask.

      She shrugs, totally unconcerned. “Let’s start by just getting the hell away from here. We’ll figure out the rest on the fly. Cool?”

      I want to say “not so cool,” but I hold back. Van is way more comfortable with the on-the-fly life than I am. But beggars can’t be choosers.

      So, on the fly it is.

      I head to the counter to pay for our food. I leave Casey a generous tip as well.

      “Come back again soon, honey,” she tells me as she rings me up.

      “I’ll do my best,” I say with a sweet smile. Even though I’ll probably never see her again.

      I wave goodbye and then Vanessa and I get back on the street. We don’t have a destination in mind, so we just weave back and forth.

      Left here. Right there.

      Cross the street, then double back.

      Walk through a Chinatown market against the flow of the crowd.

      If anyone is trying to keep up with us, they’re gonna have one hell of a hard time.

      I won’t go back to that prison without a fight.

      It’s quiet on the other side of the market. We emerge into a residential area. It’s pretty lonely and poorly lit. The moon hangs over us, but dark clouds mar its brightness.

      “Charlotte?”

      “Yeah?”

      “You okay?”

      “Fine.”

      “You don’t sound fine.”

      She’s right. I’m not fine. I’ve got a bad feeling in the pit of my stomach, and I don’t think it’s from the curly fries.

      The craziest thing is that I recognize this feeling.

      It’s guilt.

      Guilt, with a little anger stirred in for good measure.

      “Maybe I’m not,” I sigh.

      We stop on a shadowy stoop and Vanessa pulls me to a seat on the step next to her.

      “I should be. Right? I should be freaking thrilled to leave that asshole and all the shit he’s done to me in the rearview mirror.”

      “Char, babe…” Vanessa coos gently. “You have feelings for him. It’s not that simple when feelings are involved.”

      I blink back angry tears. “Fuck him! I didn’t have the money to pay for one fucking meal,” I cry, completely losing my shit. “And for that, I’m his prisoner? I’m his property? I have to do whatever the hell he wants? I…”

      My voice dies out in the darkness.

      “Fuck him is right,” Vanessa urges. “Forget about him.”

      “Forget about him,” I echo. I can hear myself and I sound pitiful and weak. “I wish I could.”

      The truth is that I’m only just now starting to come to grips with what Lucio means to me.

      When I was in his house, it was easy to fantasize about breaking free. Or to just focus on Evie and pretend that Lucio didn’t matter.

      But he did matter.

      He does matter.

      Even after everything he’s done to me…

      After everything I’ve done to him…

      I love him.

      “We connected,” I admit slowly, softly. “We got each other.”

      “Oh, I’m sure,” she mutters sarcastically. “Sensitive guy like that. I’ll bet he’s a real good listener.”

      “Stop that,” I scold. “I’m being serious. He opened up to me.”

      “About what?”

      “Lots of things. How hard it was for him to be a father. How hard his own childhood was. He’s… complicated.”

      “He told you all that?”

      “Yes,” I whisper. “And I told him about Mama.”

      Vanessa sucks in a breath of air. “Jesus, really?”

      “Yeah.”

      “You never talk about her. Not even to me.”

      I shrug. “With him, I did.”

      She eyes me carefully. Almost cautiously.

      “So this is more than just sex then?” she asks finally.

      “I thought so,” I answer hesitantly. “But who knows what it is now?”

      I sigh and stand up again.

      “We should keep moving.”

      Vanessa joins me back on our feet and slips her arm through mine. We venture further into the night, headed for who knows where. The only sound is our feet on the pavement and distant car horns blaring.

      “Just out of curiosity,” Vanessa muses after a while, “how was the sex?”

      “Van!”

      “What? You can’t blame a girl for asking,” she says defensively. “The man is fucking hot.”

      “It doesn’t matter. None of this matters, really. The sex or my feelings or Evie or any of it. I fucked it up. I lied. I ruined it.”

      She brushes a flyaway hair out of my face and squeezes my arm tight. “There’s a way through anything, babe,” she consoles me. “One day, you’ll look back on all this and laugh.”

      “You say that like you’re confident I’m even going to survive this shit.”

      Vanessa laughs, that carefree cackle of hers. “We’re free as birds, darlin’!” She lets go of my arm and pirouettes down the sidewalk like the world’s worst ballerina.

      I want to laugh. God, it would feel so good to laugh.

      But instead I get even closer to breaking down and sobbing.

      Because I’m not free. Even now, I’m just delaying the inevitable.

      Between the Polish and Lucio, I’ve got two very big, very bad, very powerful enemies interested in making me pay for my betrayal.

      I’m caught between a rock and a hard place.

      And both of them want to kill me.

      Vanessa turns around from a few yards down the sidewalk and fixes me with a sympathetic look. “Babe, talk to me.”

      But what am I supposed to say?

      I love a man who hates me.

      I care for a little girl who desperately needs a mother figure.

      My life is in shambles and it’s all my fault.

      I can’t bring myself to voice any of that out loud. I can barely admit it in my own thoughts.

      But I have to start somewhere. I can’t bury this shit forever.

      “I just think—”

      Before I can finish, a passing car slows down right next to us. The shutters roll down and the blaring music is turned down as the driver pokes his head out of the window.

      “Hey, girls,” he drawls with a salacious grin.

      He’s in his late twenties, if I had to guess. He’s wearing a baseball hat spun backwards and an oversized New York Giants football jersey.

      He’s also got two friends with him. Both look equally foolish.

      “You two look lonely out here,” he croons at us. “Want some company?”

      “From you boys?” Vanessa asks, aggression laced in her tone. “I think we’re way more than good.”

      “Oh, come on. Don’t be a bitch,” he snaps. “We can show you a good time.”

      “We can have a good time all by ourselves, thanks,” she snarls viciously. “Get going now.”

      The back window rolls down. “How much?” one of the shithead friends asks. He dangles a wad of cash in our direction and waggles his eyebrows like he’s fucking Santa Claus.

      My cheeks flare with anger.

      “We’re not fucking hookers, you assholes,” I spit. “And even if we were, we’d have standards. Get the hell away from us.”

      The driver’s face falls for a moment. Then it twists into that mask of male anger I know all too well.

      “Fuck you, whore!” he yells.

      The tires squeal as he speeds off down the road. He leaves a middle finger hanging out of the window for our viewing pleasure.

      “Bastards,” Vanessa mutters.

      “Boys,” I hiss in disgust. “They’re just stupid fucking boys.”

      “Indeed. And they’re all the same. Which, to segue back to our previous topic… forget him! Leave him in the dust! There are so many good men out there, boo, and you’re a beauty and you’re smart and you’re tough and I just know you’re gonna find someone who—”

      “No,” I say flatly, cutting her off. “Just… no.”

      She sighs and puts a friendly hand on my shoulder. “On your own time then. Let’s get you back on your feet first.”

      “I—”

      My words are cut off by the screeching of tires as yet another car stalls to a halt next to us.

      “Goddammit!” I yell. I whirl to face the vehicle. “If you’re after a blowjob, motherfucker, you’ve come to the wrong fucking—”

      I stop short as the window rolls down, revealing the man sitting in the driver’s seat.

      “Adriano?”

      He gives me an exasperated smile.

      “I’m not looking for a blowjob tonight,” he tells me with a dark chuckle on the edge of his voice. “Something tells me you’d just bite my dick off anyway.”

      Vanessa croaks with laughter. I shoot her an annoyed glare.

      “How did you find us?” I ask, horrified.

      Adriano raises his eyebrows as though the answer is obvious. When he glances down at the cell phone in my hand, I realize how stupid I’ve been.

      “You installed a tracker on my phone?”

      “You can’t have expected it to be that easy to get away,” he says gently. He sounds almost apologetic. Thoughtful.

      But it doesn’t matter.

      Vanessa’s advice was right, even if forgetting Lucio seems next to impossible. I need to get away from him. To stay away.

      And that means I’m not getting in Adriano’s car.

      I shake my head and back slowly away.

      “No,” I tell him. “No, no, no. I’m not going back to that prison cell.” Desperate tears prick at the corner of my eyes. “I can’t. I won’t.”

      “Don’t worry,” Adriano says. “I’m not taking you there.”

      “Then where are you taking me?”

      “I’m taking you to the compound.”

      I stare at him for a moment. “The compound?”

      “The place we all know and love,” Adriano replies. “Get in.”

      I glance both ways up and down the street. There’s no one else here. I can’t scream for help, but maybe, if I start sprinting right now, I could get to that fence and—

      Adriano sighs. “Please don’t make me chase you,” he pleads. “It’s been a long day and you’d really be making my life difficult. Because I’d have to run, and then I’d have to restrain you, and I’d have to explain all that to the big fella when we get back to the mansion. So, for my sake if nothing else—please just get in the car.”

      His gaze is calm and level.

      And, to my surprise, I find myself obeying.

      Like this is all just fate. Like getting away from Lucio was never truly an option.

      I walk around to the passenger car door and get inside. A few seconds later, I hear the back door open as Vanessa gets in with me.

      Adriano turns in his seat to glance back at her.

      “That was quite the stunt you pulled back there with Matteo,” he says dolefully.

      She gives him a wink. “I used my powers of persuasion.”

      “I have a feeling I know exactly what powers you used on him,” Adriano replies. “You play dirty.”

      Vanessa smiles unremorsefully. “I play to win.”

      “Well, Vanessa 1, Matteo 0, that’s for damn sure.” He chuckles.

      I roll my eyes. “If you two are done, can we get going already? I feel like I’m gonna be sick.”

      Adriano revs up the engine, and within seconds, we’re cruising down the road in the direction of the Mazzeo compound.

      My stomach twists into knots, but I ignore it as much as I can.

      “I have to admit,” Adriano says, glancing at me, “I thought you’d put up more of a fight.”

      “Oh, I have plenty of fight,” I tell him bitterly. “I’m just saving it for someone else.”

      Adriano’s smile gets a little wider. I hear him mutter something under his breath as he shakes his head slightly.

      It sounds suspiciously like…

      “Poor fucker doesn’t know what he’s in for.”

    

  







            Lucio

          

          

      

    

    






The Mazzeo Mansion

        

      

    

    
      My eyes are trained on the black gate in the far side of the garden. I’m sitting on one of the porch chairs.

      Waiting.

      It’s been forty fucking minutes.

      But it feels like longer. It feels like hours have gone by since I gave Adriano the command.

      Go get her, I told him.

      He did what I said without questioning it.

      My arm is all bandaged up, but the sluicing pain that keeps raging up and down is a welcome distraction. It keeps me tethered to the moment. To my purpose.

      I’m itching for a drink, but I resist the urge.

      I want to be alert when she arrives.

      I can’t afford to let my guard down. After everything I’ve accomplished, after everything I’ve achieved as don... it seems ironic that two women might be my undoing.

      Fuck that.

      Nothing will undo me.

      Nothing will break me.

      Not even her.

      The black gate swings open and I tense instantly. But I remain seated. I see Adriano first.

      Then I catch sight of her.

      She’s wearing a fitted white t-shirt and denim shorts, frayed at the pockets and the edges, displaying little slices of her pale skin.

      I half-expected Adriano to drag her in here kicking and screaming.

      It seems that wasn’t necessary.

      Matter of fact, Charlotte takes the lead as she walks straight towards me, her fiery blue eyes putting the moon to shame. Chin high. Chest proud.

      Adriano looks at me and raises his eyebrows.

      It’s a silent warning.

      I get to my feet just as Charlotte stalks around the pool towards me. Adriano slips off in the opposite direction, giving us privacy—or running for the hills, I’m not sure which.

      “Charlotte…” I begin. I make sure to sound detached. Uncaring.

      And internally, I remind myself that she means nothing to me anymore.

      Her eyes flicker to my bandaged arm, but she doesn’t ask.

      Instead, she focuses back on my face and spits, “You bastard.”

      I pause. I’m pinging with adrenaline as I look down on this woman. This feisty spitfire ready to burst.

      I don’t show her that, either. I cock my head to the side and look at her with cold, mild amusement.

      Anything to piss her off further.

      “Six weeks,” she snarls. “Six fucking weeks!”

      “Are you saying you didn’t deserve it?” I ask.

      She recoils. Wasn’t expecting that, apparently. But she doubles down at once on her anger. “Okay, yeah, you have every reason to be hurt, upset—”

      “Betrayed?” I offer.

      “Betrayed,” she acquiesces with a sigh. “That, too. But you don’t know the circumstances—”

      “I don’t want to,” I interrupt harshly. “I’m not interesting in your fucking reasons.”

      She’s brimming with emotion. With anger, guilt, a million other things competing for top priority.

      Her guilt wins out.

      “You owe me that much,” she says softly. “You owe it to me to hear me out.”

      “I don’t owe you a goddamn thing,” I hiss. “Not a thing.”

      “I looked after your child for months!” she balks.

      “And you also sold her to the Polish the first chance you got.”

      She veers back, hurt coloring her features. “That’s not fair,” she whispers. That anger is cooling quickly.

      “Tell me something,” I say. I want to see how far I can push her before she breaks. “Did you hit yourself that night? Or did you ask him to do it for you?”

      She blinks at me, trying to follow my train of thought.

      “What?”

      “The prisoner I had in the cellar,” I explain. “The one you claimed attacked you and escaped. How did you get the bruise, Charlotte?”

      She hesitates, her body tensing fiercely.

      “Go on,” I urge acidly. “You wanted to explain. So explain. Who gave you that bruise, Charlotte?”

      She closes her eyes for a moment. “He did.”

      “So you asked him to hit you?” I press. “Or was it his idea?”

      “I…”

      “Answer me,” I growl.

      Charlotte flinches back, but stands her ground.

      “It was my idea.”

      “Of course it was,” I say with a nod. “Smart girl. That performance you gave afterwards was inspired. You must have been laughing on the inside the whole time.”

      “That’s not true,” she protests desperately. “That’s not what I was feeling.”

      I shrug. “It’s not like I can believe a thing you say to me. You’ve proven that you’re a talented actress.”

      “It wasn’t all an act,” she says. “In fact, except for that one instance, nothing was.”

      “Convenient.”

      “I know it sounds that way,” she concedes. “But it’s the truth. I was forced into—”

      “Of course you were forced. I never expected you to say anything different,” I say calmly. “Tell me: who forced you to stand there while he punched you in the face?”

      She shakes her head. “If you’ll just listen to me—”

      “No.”

      I’m losing patience.

      And if I’m being honest…

      I’m losing willpower, too.

      Because I’ll be damned if I’m not as attracted to her now as I was back then.

      I’ve been marinating in my own fury for the last six weeks. For six weeks, it was easy to see her on that video feed and hate her guts on sight.

      It was easy to believe that, when the time came to face her again in person, I’d continue hating her.

      That I wouldn’t want her in the same way I once did.

      That I wouldn’t care about her in the same way I once did.

      And yet, here I am.

      Wanting.

      Caring.

      In the same. Fucking. Way.

      “‘No’?” she repeats, staring at me with her too-blue eyes. “That’s it? You’re just writing me off without hearing my side of things?”

      “Let me make one thing clear,” I tell her. “If anyone else had done this, they’d be dead.”

      Her hands tremble. I hate myself for that.

      I bite down the feeling and power through it. She brought this shit on herself.

      “I am grateful for what you’ve done for my daughter,” I continue. “That’s the only reason you’re still alive.”

      She looks down for a moment. A curtain of dark hair falls forward, denying me a glimpse of her face.

      “Fine,” she says, with her head down. “Fine.”

      She lifts her head slowly. Her expression is resigned. The reflection of the stars off the pool highlights her cheekbones until she looks like she’s glowing.

      “That’s explains why I’m alive,” she says. “It doesn’t explain why I’m here. Why did you send Adriano for me?”

      I pause.

      A long, breathless pause.

      It takes everything I have to force the words out. The bitterness of failure is not a feeling I’m accustomed to.

      “Evie’s gone.”

      Charlotte sucks in a horrified breath. The panic and fear in her eyes is unmistakable and immediate.

      And, most baffling of all… genuine.

      “What do you mean?”

      “She was taken.”

      “Taken?” Charlotte gasps. “How could you let this happen?”

      I bristle at her words, but I stomp down the anger.

      She’s right.

      How had I allowed this to happen?

      “We were ambushed,” I tell her. “I let my guard down. She exploited that.”

      It’s a shitty excuse and I know it.

      “‘She’? Who’s ‘she’?”

      I sigh heavily. “Sonya.” Her name is poison on my lips.

      “Sonya?” Charlotte repeats, her brows knotting together.

      “Evie’s mother.”

      Charlotte’s expression doesn’t change for a long time. Slowly, her eyebrows unfurls.

      “Evie’s mother,” she says slowly, as though she can’t quite comprehend the words until she says them herself. “The mother who’s supposed to be dead?”

      I shake my head in disgust. Mostly directed at myself. “She was never dead. She just wanted it to look that way.”

      “Fuck,” Charlottes breathes. “Are you sure? Is this real?”

      “She had my men at gunpoint while she stole my daughter away,” I say darkly. “And she left me with a parting gift.” I jerk my head down towards the bloodstained bandages wrapped around my arm. “So yes, I’d say it’s real.”

      Charlotte is shaking her head back and forth like she can’t wrap her mind around this twist. “She faked her death and left her daughter with strangers. What kind of deranged excuse for a mother does that?”

      “That’s a good question,” I reply. “One I can’t answer.”

      “Evie must be so scared right now. So confused.”

      I grit my teeth. I’ve been doing my damndest not to think about that.

      “I’m getting her back,” I swear.

      It’s a promise I’ve made to myself.

      One I intend to keep.

      “Lucio?” Charlotte’s voice is slightly uneven when she speaks. “Why are you telling me all this? Why did you tell me about Evie at all?”

      Here comes the hard part.

      The part I was dreading.

      The part that’s kept me up and wired with adrenaline since the moment Sonya left me writhing on the floor of my home while she stole my daughter away.

      “Because I need your help to get her back.”

      She freezes for a moment.

      I’m not sure whether I’m sensing weariness from her. Or hope. Or something else entirely.

      “My help?” she repeats.

      “Yes.”

      “What do you expect me—”

      “You have contacts with the Polish,” I say curtly. “I’m going to need you to use them.”

      Realization dawns on her face. Her blue eyes seem to dim just a little.

      I don’t know what she was praying I’d say, but I don’t think that was it.

      Maybe she expected forgiveness. I don’t know if I’ll ever be ready for that.

      At best, this will wipe the slate clean. I get my daughter back. Charlotte gets her freedom back.

      And then we never see each other again.

      “I don’t have connections,” she whispers sadly.

      “Bullshit,” I bite back. “Fucking bullshit. You were working with them.”

      “I was forced to work with them!” she retorts, raising her voice. “I did it to protect someone.”

      “I told you: I don’t care about your reasons,” I snap. “I only care about who you know in the Polish.”

      “No one!” she says. “I didn’t know anyone. There were a few underbosses I met once. Once! And that’s because they kicked my door in and threatened me at gunpoint.”

      “And what about the man you set free?” I demand.

      She sighs, but her eyes never leave mine.

      “His name is Xander,” she says in a miniscule voice.

      “Xander?” I repeat. “Why does that name sound so familiar?”

      “Because he’s my ex,” she explains.

      I frown. Partly from anger. Partly from confusion. “Your ex?”

      The fucker was in my house. At my mercy.

      And I’d let him slip through my fingers.

      A surge of anger fires up in my belly, hot and vicious. I don’t know if it’s because he’s a Polish spy…

      Or because he’s Charlotte’s ex.

      “Xander’s a cop,” she explains. “A dirty cop, and he’s been working with the Polish for a few years. One of the deals he was handling went south and they blamed him. So they ambushed him at his apartment one night. I happened to be with him.”

      I don’t want to hear this. An explanation will only make things more complicated.

      But I don’t stop her, either.

      “They were going to kill him,” she continues. “So I stepped in. I made a deal with them to protect Xander. I told them I’d do whatever they asked of me if they’d give Xander another chance.”

      She draws in a shuddering breath. Like reliving that night is traumatic for her.

      I have an urge to reach out and stroke her cheek. To comfort the woman I once thought I loved.

      But I keep my hands clasped tight behind my back instead.

      “We broke up shortly after, and it seemed like they’d forgotten about me after a while. Then I ended up in your home and—”

      “They remembered you. Convenient.”

      Charlotte sighs. “They sent Xander in to speak to me, to remind me of the deal I’d made with them,” she says. “He snuck into the compound one night and he saw Evie. I didn’t tell him a thing about her, Lucio. He’s the one who used her as a bargaining chip to get himself out of a tight spot.”

      “You should have told me all this,” I growl.

      I refuse to let her off the hook so easily.

      “You think it was so easy?” she demands. “You think you’re the kind of man who inspires honest confessions? I was terrified, Lucio. And for the record, I was planning on coming clean with you before everything happened.”

      “Bullshit.”

      “I know it sounds like a lie, but I’m serious,” she says. “That’s why I wanted to get out of the house the day the compound was attacked. I went to see Xander.”

      “Why?”

      I don’t know if I can believe her wholeheartedly.

      But everything she’s saying has the unvarnished ring of truth to it. It all makes sense. Just an ugly coincidence.

      “To tell him that I was done playing the game. To tell him I wasn’t going to spy on you anymore. To end it. So when I say I don’t have connections to the Polish anymore, I mean it. I don’t.”

      I stare at her carefully, trying to discern how much of what she’s telling me is true and how much is not.

      I want to accept it.

      But I don’t trust myself where Charlotte is concerned. I have a blind spot with her face on it.

      “Well, then it’s time to grovel,” I say.

      Her expression flickers with confusion. “What do you mean?”

      “I mean that you need to go back to them,” I tell her. “You need to convince them that you’re on their side, that you want to work for them.”

      She reels back as though I’ve slapped her. “You want me to go back to the Polish? No fucking way.”

      “Yes fucking way. But,” I say, taking a long pause, “this time… you’ll be working for me.”

      Hurt skitters over her face but she tamps back the emotion.

      “You’re asking me to commit suicide.”

      “I’m telling you you don’t have a choice.”

      We stand there facing each other. The tension is like static electricity in the air.

      Dark storm clouds rage in the distance through the windows. It’ll pour tonight. Thunder. Lightning.

      Suits my mood.

      Eventually, Charlotte raises her eyes to meet my gaze again.

      “How?” she whispers.

      “The Polish run an underground fighting ring. It’s extremely lucrative for them, so all the big players are involved. You—”

      “Jesus,” she cuts in before I’m finished. “I know what you’re asking me. And I’ll say it again: this is suicide.”

      “The ring girls get closer than anyone,” I say. “It’s the best way. It’s the only way.”

      Charlotte breathes quietly while she takes this in.

      In the end, she comes to the same conclusion I have.

      Adriano and I went over all the options. This was the best we could come up with.

      The ring girls work the fights on behalf of the Polish. They’re scantily-clad bimbos that walk around serving drinks and flirting with the men who come to bet on the fights.

      Any one of my soldiers would stick out like a sore thumb there.

      But a pair of tits and a nice ass goes a long way towards distracting dangerous men.

      Charlotte is our best bet.

      “Then you already know what you have to do.”

      She stares at me for a long time.

      “Okay,” she says. “I don’t like the idea of going back. But if it means getting Evie back… then I’ll do whatever it takes.”

      Determination flares in her eyes and I feel my body pump with a rush of new adrenaline.

      She’s a fucking fighter.

      The kind of woman I once thought Sonya was.

      “But the only way this plan works is if Xander hasn’t informed his bosses about my decision,” she points out.

      “True. Then you’d better call him and find out,” I suggest.

      Her eyes go wide. “Now?”

      “What better time than the present?”

      “What should I say to him?” she asks.

      “Something convincing,” I tell her. “Tap into the skill you used to deceive me.”

      Her blue eyes flash, but she bites back the retort that I know is on the tip of her tongue. She pulls out her phone and scrolls through her contact list.

      She glances at me before she taps down on her phone.

      “Put it on speaker,” I command.

      She does exactly that without a word, and I hear the dial tone fill the tense silence between us.

      “Jesus!” he answers. “Char?”

      My insides churn with black rage at the sound of his voice. I’m surprised by how visceral my reaction to hearing him is.

      And again, the same question rises up: why do I hate him?

      Because of what he did to me?

      Or because of what he did to Charlotte?

      “Hi, Xander,” Charlotte murmurs softly.

      “Where the fuck have you been? I’ve been trying to call you for weeks.”

      “Sorry,” Charlotte says. “I’ve been, uh—” Her eyes flash up to mine before she finishes, “busy.”

      “Where are you now?”

      “Not important,” she says curtly. “Did you give my message to the Polish?”

      “You think I have some sort of death wish?” Xander asks. “Are you fucking nuts?”

      “Okay, so they don’t know. Good.”

      “Good?” Xander says. “What does that mean?”

      “It means I’ve changed my mind,” Charlotte grits. Even I have to admit that she’s convincing. “I’m back in the game. I want Lucio Mazzeo to burn.”

      She holds my gaze while she says it. Blue eyes bright and level. There’s still fear in there, but she tames it. Ignores it.

      My chest clenches hard at the sight.

      “That’s… well, that’s fuckin’ good to hear,” Xander mutters. “But what happened? Why the change of heart?”

      “I have my reasons.”

      “He fuck someone else?”

      I see Charlotte’s knuckles go white as she clasps her phone a little harder.

      “No—”

      “Why else would you change your mind?” he asks. “Last time we spoke, you wanted to stop informing on him even if it meant endangering your life.”

      She’s pointedly avoiding looking at me now.

      “That was then,” she says curtly. “This is now. The point is, I’m back in. And I’m willing to prove my loyalty.”

      “Oh, yeah?” Xander asks. “How?”

      “I’m going to pretend to be a double agent. Lucio will think I’m spying for him. But it’s all a lie.”

      “A double agent where?”

      “I want to be a ring girl.”

      He breathes. It sounds hesitant. Thoughtful.

      But not suspicious.

      Dumb fucking bastard.

      “How do you plan on doing this?” Xander asks. “Won’t he be suspicious of when you’re at the ring?”

      “He trusts me now,” Charlotte says. “It won’t be a problem.”

      “Hm.”

      “What?” she presses.

      “Nothing. I just, uh, underestimated you.”

      “You wouldn’t be the first,” Charlotte replies bitterly. “By the way: have they asked about me?”

      “Multiple times,” Xander says at once.

      I hiss inwardly. Maybe this plan isn’t as foolproof as I hoped.

      “You lied to them?”

      “My plan in life is to avoid death as long as I can,” Xander says defensively. “And unfortunately for me, my wagon is hitched to yours. At least as far as the Polish are concerned. I told them that you’ve gone off the grid. I told them that it’s possible you were caught and, y’know… taken care of.”

      “They think I’m dead?”

      “Well, it’s a possibility,” Xander drawls. “They’re definitely gonna wanna know where you’ve been the last few months.”

      Charlotte ponders the question. “Tell them that I was away on Lucio’s orders. I couldn’t risk contacting anyone because he would have noticed. But now I’m back. And he trusts me more than ever.”

      Again, she glances up at me. Eyes unreadable.

      “Make sure you sell it,” she adds. “Sell it good.”

      “Alright,” he says. I hear greed in his voice. No doubt he thinks bringing in a new ring girl and retaining a valuable spy will ingratiate him to the Polish.

      Again: dumb fucking bastard.

      “Call me back when you’ve talked to them.”

      Charlotte hangs up before he can answer and looks straight at me. “Happy?” she grinds.

      “For now.” My expression betrays nothing. “We’ve laid the groundwork.”

      She looks out towards the pool.

      It’s clear she just wants to avoid my gaze, though. I pick up my phone and tap out a quick text to Adriano.

      When I look back up, she’s looking at my bandaged arm.

      “How bad is it?” she whispers. Her fingers reach out like she wants to touch it, but she reins in the impulse halfway and returns her hand to her side.

      “That’s none of your concern.”

      She opens her mouth, but then she changes her mind almost immediately and her mouth snaps shuts.

      “Let’s make one thing clear right now, Charlotte,” I growl. “You’re working for me now. Which means you’re loyal to me. You answer to me. You take orders only from me.”

      “Orders?” she repeats, balking on the word.

      “Orders,” I repeat firmly. “You want redemption? This is the only way to get it.”

      Something flickers across her eyes. Her breathing seems to get heavy for a moment, before it tapers back down.

      It feels like she’s teetering on the edge of anger. But she’s constantly reeling herself back in.

      “I’m doing this for Evie,” she says softly.

      “Then do it well,” I reply. “Getting Evie back depends on how well you play your part.”

      “Fine,” she says curtly. “I understand.”

      “You will continue to stay at the apartment,” I tell her. “But the guards will be removed. It can’t appear that you’re being surveilled by us. It has to look like I trust you.”

      She lets out a derisive bark of laughter.

      I ignore that.

      “Once you’ve secured the job and your shift at the ring is done, I expect you to go straight back to the apartment,” I tell her. “No mixing around with anyone after work. No drinks with friends. No partying. Straight back to the fucking apartment.”

      She purses her lips up defiantly, but she doesn’t say a word.

      “Am I making myself clear?” I demand, taking a threatening step forward.

      My peripheral vision picks up Adriano’s silhouette. He’s hanging back, waiting for me to finish.

      “Crystal,” she hisses.

      “Who do you work for?” I ask.

      Her blue eyes flash furiously. But she keeps her cool.

      “You.”

      “What do I expect from you?”

      “Loyalty,” she says, through gritted teeth.

      “If I tell you to jump?”

      Her jaw clenches.

      “I ask how high.”

      I smile. “Good girl.”

      “Don’t call me that.”

      My grin only gets wider. I straighten back up and call Adriano’s name over my shoulder. He steps out from the shadows and makes his way over to us.

      “We’re done here,” I say crisply. “You can take Charlotte back to the apartment now. I want her out of my goddamn house.”

      Adriano’s gaze flickers to Charlotte.

      “Okay,” he says quietly. “Let’s go.”

      I resist the urge to look in her direction as I walk away.

      It doesn’t really make a difference, though.

      Because even in her absence…

      I see her face in my mind.
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TWO DAYS LATER—OUTSIDE OF THE POLISH UNDERGROUND FIGHT RING

        

      

    

    
      “That’s what you chose to wear?”

      I roll my eyes as Xander looks me up down, disappointment evident on his face.

      I’m in an off-white cardigan and blue jeans with black sandals on. Admittedly, it skews closer to “librarian” than “sex symbol.”

      “I assumed they’d provide the ring girl attire for me.”

      “They will, but that’s not the point,” Xander snaps. “You need to make a fucking impression. This meeting wasn’t easy to set up.”

      I doubt that very much. Xander just has a knack for overplaying his part in things.

      But if he expects me to be grateful, he’s got another thing coming.

      “Give me a break. I’ve been on enemy territory for months now,” I remind him. “There’s no way they wouldn’t have wanted to meet me.”

      Xander narrows his eyes at me. “Don’t underestimate them,” he warns. “They’ve got questions for you.”

      “I don’t doubt it. I have the answers.”

      I just wish I felt as calm as I sound.

      “Well, they better be fucking convincing,” Xander snarls at me. “If you go down, I go down with you.”

      “Not a great feeling, is it?” I ask, adjusting the thin white sweater I’m wearing.

      It’s not really chilly at all, but I still feel a little cold. The kind of cold that resonates from the inside.

      We’re standing outside in the middle of a vast parking lot. It encircles a huge and impressive-looking gym.

      It looks perfectly ordinary, completely by the book. But this gym is owned by the Polish mafia. So I know there’s more to it than what meets the eye.

      Xander is still buzzing in my ear unhappily. “You could have at least put some fucking make-up on.”

      I wheel to face him. “Jesus, what is your problem?”

      “My problem?” Xander says, moving forward and seizing my arm painfully. “My problem is that you’re not grasping how serious this shit is. They haven’t given you the job yet. This is just a meeting to determine if they even trust you. And if they decide they don’t…? You ain’t walking out of here alive. Hell, I probably won’t, either.”

      I stare back at him.

      “Charlotte?” Xander’s brusque tone cuts through my meandering thoughts. “Are you even fucking listening?”

      I shake my thoughts loose. “Sorry.”

      “Goddammit,” he breathes, running his hand through his thinning hair. “This is serious, Charlotte.”

      “I know it is.”

      “This is not a sure thing,” he continues. “They were pissed when I told them you’d resurfaced. They’d been under the impression that you were dead.”

      “I can explain all that.”

      “You better be able to explain,” he interrupts. “Because if they get even a whiff of deception, we’re both dead. And if they knew you’d come to me a month ago and told me you wanted to quit spying for them, well…”

      “I get it,” I flare back at him. “I get it, okay? You don’t have to keep blabbing.”

      I take a deep breath, as though his very presence is suffocating me. Which it kind of is.

      I resist the urge to look back over my shoulder.

      I know there’s a car far off in the distance. Low-key and unassuming.

      But it holds two members of Lucio’s team with long-range surveillance equipment.

      He’s got eyes on me. Even if he can’t hear everything that’s going on, he’s always watching.

      Protection.

      A safety net.

      An insurance policy.

      That’s what he called it when he told me this morning.

      But I know better.

      This is not about protecting me.

      It’s about protecting himself.

      He just doesn’t trust me. And he has made that abundantly clear.

      I want her out of my goddamn house.

      The memory alone makes me wince. Those words have haunted my dreams for the last two nights.

      But now is no time to be distracted by that, or by any of the other Lucio-related shit that’s been floating around in my brain.

      Xander is right about one thing: the outcome of this meeting could mean life or death for both of us.

      Him, I could take or leave. He’s earned some pain.

      But I don’t want to die.

      And even more than that, I have a little girl to think about. She’s suffered enough.

      “Are you ready then?” Xander asks, his tone simmering slightly.

      I nod slowly. “Yeah. Yeah, I am.”

      “Just remember…” He starts to yammer endlessly. He’s a nervous talker.

      I tune him out. We’ve gone over the details a million times. They’re seared into my brain at this point.

      I’m meeting with three of Kazimierz’s underbosses. The big man himself won’t be there. By the sound of it, I won’t miss his presence too much.

      His brother was bad enough. And all reports suggest that he’s worse.

      I’m vaguely aware of Xander muttering the profiles of the underbosses again.

      “Juliusz is the youngest of the three. And possibly the easiest. He’s in his forties and I happen to know that you’re exactly his type.”

      Juliusz. Young. Gullible. Check.

      “Feliks is hard to read. The man’s been around for a while, and he’s a pro. He’s pushing seventy but he still likes his women young.”

      Feliks. Sneaky. Creepy. Check.

      “And lastly, there’s Nowak,” Xander tells me. “He’s probably the closest to Kazimierz. He’s definitely got the man’s ear. Which means—”

      “He’s the one I need to convince.”

      Nowak. Primary target. Check.

      “Whatever they ask of you, just do it, okay?

      An icicle of fear pierces through my chest, making me wince. Something about his tone suggests… something. I don’t know what.

      I just know I don’t like it.

      “What?”

      He looks at me with hangdog eyes. “You know how this game is played, Charlotte,” he reminds me. “Don’t forget what’s at stake.”

      Fuck.

      I take a deep breath.

      Evie. She’s what’s at stake.

      “Enough waiting,” I grimace. “Let’s go.”
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      The space inside the gym is huge, packed to the gills with state-of-the-art workout machinery and equipment. It’s a fitness fanatic’s paradise.

      A few people work out in different corners of the massive space. I scan and count as a way of relieving my anxiety.

      Two men in the weight’s section. Six women on the treadmills. Another four on the elliptical machines.

      All of them look like average people. None of them look like they have anything to do with this world.

      “It’s a real gym,” Xander tells me, noticing my preoccupation. “These people all have memberships. That’s the only way you can use the facilities here. You don’t have to be connected, but you do have to be rich.”

      At the far corner of the gym are a series of doors.

      All are marked.

      Staff.

      Storage.

      Toilets.

      Xander leads me through the one that reads “Equipment.”

      It’s a sizable room, clearly meant to function as a storage space. Xander walks over to the far-right wall and opens an unobtrusive door half-hidden by a mound of boxes.

      I take a deep, steadying breath and step through it behind him.

      We emerge onto a landing at the top of a long flight of stairs.

      “Whoa,” I whisper.

      The place is cavernous. A fighting ring encircled in a chain-link barrier takes up the center of the arena.

      Since we’re basically underground now, the only light is artificial. Huge floodlights hang from the rafters above.

      Most of them are off, so the place is full of deep shadows. Considering it’s not a fight night, I’m not surprised.

      But the room makes my skin crawl nonetheless.

      It’s like a high-end nightclub mixed with the gladiator’s Coliseum in Rome. Bleachers rise around the perimeter. I can imagine them stuffed to the gills with screaming mobsters and every degenerate scumbag in the tri-state area.

      Bars on either end are glistening with hundreds of liquor bottles on the shelves. A few people mill around doing who-knows-what to prepare for future fight nights.

      Xander leads me to a line of private rooms set into one wall. I gasp a second time when we push through one of the thick, red-leather-clad doors and step inside.

      Lushly carpeted floors. Wallpaper with a dark, jagged pattern on it that unsettles me vaguely. Ostentatious crystal chandeliers droop from above, heavy with glass that refracts the light.

      Plush sofas arranged in a loose semi-circle take up the middle of the room…

      And on them, three men await us.

      They turn the moment we enter. Three pairs of eyes latching onto me at once. Three predators in the night.

      And they’ve just found fresh prey.

      My instinct is to tense, to flee. But I cannot afford to let my body betray me.

      I have one chance to make an impression.

      One chance to convince them that they can trust me.

      For Evie.

      I’m doing this for Evie.

      The man in the middle speaks first. He looks to be the youngest. That makes him Juliusz, I believe.

      “So this is the girl.”

      His beady eyes flash greedily.

      I suppress my annoyance at the word.

      Smart girl. That’s what Lucio called me the day I was first dragged in front of him by his thugs. I hated it then.

      I hate it even more now.

      But my expression reveals nothing. I incline my head respectfully.

      “Thank you for agreeing to see me.”

      He crooks a finger at me and croons, “Come closer.”

      When I step forward, I get a better look at the three of them.

      Juliusz is handsome in a conventional sort of way. He’s got a thick head of dark hair and light eyes that can turn mischievous as fast as they can turn dangerous.

      The man sitting next to him is the oldest of the three, if his wrinkles are anything to go by. Murky eyes that clash strangely with his skin tone. He’s shining bald, and plump.

      Feliks.

      The third man sits opposite the other two. He’s wearing a blue shirt that’s open a little too far down, revealing a nauseating amount of chest hair.

      He’s blond, trim, and yet somehow the most intimidating of the three.

      Nowak.

      I know what they want. And even though it sends a shiver racing down my spine, I give it to them.

      I step forward into the light and do a slow pirouette. Their gazes rake up and down. Assessing. Analyzing.

      Hopefully, admiring.

      It’s the first time in my life I can remember wanting a man to like what he sees on me.

      No—the second.

      I wanted Lucio to want me, that first day in his office. I just didn’t know that that’s what I wanted at the time.

      “Your name is Charlotte, am I right?” Nowak asks.

      “Yes.”

      Juliusz licks his lips.

      Feliks purrs like a fat cat.

      “You!” Nowak barks, his gaze flitting to Xander who’s standing right behind me.

      It almost feels like my douche bag ex is using me to hide from the men on the couch.

      “Yes, sir?” Xander’s voice is a pathetic warble.

      “We don’t require your presence here any longer. You’re dismissed.”

      He scurries out of the room immediately. I don’t have to look back to know that he hasn’t spared so much as a glance in my direction.

      Coward.

      The door snaps shut behind Xander. I’m left standing there alone in the lion’s den…

      And the beasts are circling.

      “Sit down, Charlotte,” Juliusz says. His tone is friendly. Interested. Open.

      But I don’t trust it for a second.

      “Thank you,” I say, sitting down on the rickety chair waiting for me.

      “You disappeared there for a bit,” Juliusz continues. “Six weeks is a long time. We thought you were dead.”

      “I was with Lucio Mazzeo,” I reply, resisting the urge to ring my hands together.

      Confidence. That is the only way to convince these men of my loyalty.

      I have to be confident.

      I have to commit to this role.

      For Evie. For Lucio.

      “After the attack on the compound, he was rattled,” I tell them, the words flowing out of me smoothly. I make sure to meet every single one of them in the eye. “He wanted to re-group. Mostly, he wanted to get his daughter away from the compound for a few weeks. I didn’t know about the trip until I was asked to pack a bag and meet him downstairs.”

      “Where did you go?” Nowak asks.

      “A Mazzeo safehouse in Los Angeles.”

      None of them give any indication that they care about the little kernel of information I’ve just given them. But I know they do.

      Learning about an enemy safehouse is significant intel. Intel that I’m handing to them—on Lucio’s orders.

      Give something to get something. That’s how things work in this world.

      What they don’t know is that this morsel is just bait on a hook. And Lucio is standing on the other end of the rod. Reeling them a little bit at a time.

      “A safehouse in L.A.?” Feliks inquires.

      I nod. “It’s a small property in East Hollywood. The point is to be unassuming. From what I heard, the Mazzeo Family uses it as a rendezvous point to meet certain clients.”

      Nowak frowns while he considers the information. His eyes skitter over my face before landing on my chest.

      He makes no secret of his hunger for me. Or rather, for my body.

      But I have the sneaking suspicion that I haven’t won any of them over yet.

      “Lucio trusts me,” I speak up. “He trusts me with his daughter and she loves me. That’s part of the reason he took me with them.”

      “Part of the reason?” Juliusz inquires.

      I hesitate for a moment. “He also… wants me,” I admit. I even manage to blush on cue.

      Although it’s not hard to fake how complicated that particular situation is.

      “I don’t blame him,” Feliks purrs. “A man like Lucio Mazzeo usually gets what he wants.”

      I know what he’s asking. And I’ve got an answer ready.

      “We’ve slept together,” I say bluntly.

      That gets a reaction from Juliusz and Feliks. Both seem to lean in a little with renewed interest.

      Nowak gives me nothing.

      The man just stares at me as though everything coming out of my mouth is a lie.

      “Lucio, Lucio, Lucio,” Juliusz mumbles in a high-pitched voice with a giggle on the edge. “The man fucked you?’

      I flinch at his tone, at the directness of the question—although it’s not much of a question.

      “Yes,” I whisper with a gulp.

      “And tell me: did you enjoy yourself?”

      Again, his bluntness makes me squirm. But in this case, I ride with the reaction. It’ll work in my favor.

      “Is it possible to enjoy yourself when you don’t have a choice?” I ask, infusing my tone with bitterness.

      “He’s not a wooing kind of man, I suppose.”

      “He took what he wanted,” I grit. “He still does.”

      Nowak chimes in. “Is that what brings you here?”

      He’s still cagey. Dubious.

      Here comes the make-or-break moment. If this fails, I’m as good as dead. I have to sell it. I have to make them believe me.

      I take in a deep breath and begin.

      “In a way. He took what didn’t belong to him when he touched me. He snatched my innocence from me. And I intend to make him burn in hell for that.”

      The man are silent. Watchful. I clench my fists tight until the whites of my knuckles show. My breath comes in short, angry spurts through my nose.

      Sell it, Charlotte. Make them believe you.

      “He thinks I’m here to spy on you for him. But that’s a lie. I’m in his house so I can spy on him for you. I’m only here to continue the ruse. To lull him into complacency. So I can feed him whatever lies you need me to feed him in order to make sure he goes down. I want him to suffer the way he’s made me suffer.”

      I’m met with silence.

      It’s a tricky claim. We knew that when we started planning. But it’s the only thing that’ll sell these suspicious men on my sudden reappearance and my new interest in this job.

      Money isn’t enough of a motivator.

      Neither is fear.

      They have to believe that I’m putting everything on the line because I hate Lucio Mazzeo with a burning passion. That I’m willing to live behind enemy lines, to lie to his face again and again and again.

      “A double agent,” Juliusz summarizes. “Working for us. Days in the Mazzeo mansion. Nights at the ring.”

      I nod. I don’t trust my voice not to crack.

      “Interesting,” mutters Feliks. “That’s very interesting.”

      The two of them are circling the bait. They’re so close to biting.

      The third—the most important target—remains aloof.

      “Being a ring girl will require you to be here at least a few nights every week,” Nowak points out. “He’ll just let you walk out of his house whenever you desire?”

      He’s trying to walk me into a trap.

      But Adriano and I went over my explanations several dozen times the night before.

      I’m prepared.

      “I told you—he trusts me now,” I say. “He assumes that because he’s provided for me, I don’t have any reason to leave him. He’s even set me up in an apartment uptown.”

      “Why move his favorite plaything out of his compound?” Juliusz says with a suspicious frown.

      I pause, my eyes drifting down to my hands for a moment. My shoulders slump with humiliation and anger.

      When I look back up again, I let resentment flood my expression.

      “Because I’m not his favorite plaything anymore.”

      “Ah…”

      Juliusz is looking at me sympathetically, but I don’t buy it for a second. It’s a thin veil that barely contains the sadistic amusement underneath.

      “He’s replaced you.”

      “Yes,” I say acidly. “But he still needs me. As I said, his daughter loves me. I’m the only one who can calm her down.”

      I make it sound like I’m a little desperate. Fearful of falling out of Lucio’s favor—and by extension, of no longer being useful to the Polish.

      And they’re buying it.

      Hook, line, and sinker.

      Time for the final lure.

      “He also can’t afford to lose me because his empire is crumbling.”

      That reels them the rest of the way in.

      “Come again?” Nowak asks.

      “The attack on the compound hit him hard,” I say hurriedly, like I’m confessing trade secrets. “I heard him talking with one of his underbosses while we were in L.A. He’s close to losing it all.”

      Nowak looks me in the eye. It’s the first time he’s sought my gaze.

      “What about the girl—Mazzeo’s daughter?”

      “I don’t understand,” I say, feeling suddenly nervous.

      “You’ve mentioned a few times that the girl loves you,” he continues. “Tell me: what do you feel for her?”

      I could rebuff the question. Tell him Evie means nothing to me.

      But every good lie has a pearl of truth at its heart.

      That’s how you make it convincing.

      That’s the only thing that will sway the man whose opinion matters most here.

      “I love her, too,” I admit, my voice breaking slightly. “I don’t want her hurt by any of this. And I will try and protect her if I can. Not for Lucio’s sake. For hers.”

      Nowak stares at me, searching for the chinks in my armor.

      “Choosing us will not guarantee your freedom,” he tells me, the threat evident in his voice. “You’re aware of that, aren’t you?”

      “I’m aware of the risks,” I say. “But my loyalty is to the Polish. This is my best chance to one day be free.”

      Nowak stares at me some more. I wonder if this is his method. The way he cracks his victims.

      I refuse to crack.

      “Welcome to the ranks, my dear,” Nowak says finally. “You’ll report to one of us directly. In the meantime, Xander will be the go-between.”

      I keep my expression composed. I don’t want to look too relieved.

      “Thank you,” I reply, getting to my feet.

      “Hold on,” Nowak says, holding up his hand.

      Fuck.

      Have I made a mistake?’

      Feliks smiles unpleasantly. “You want to be a ring girl?” he chimes in. “You have to play the part.”

      I look at him in confusion.

      Juliusz is positively delighted as he looks me up and down.

      “We need to see what you’re working with,” he says, running his tongue along his lower lip. “Remove your clothes.”

      Dread pools in the pit of my stomach.

      But Xander’s warning rings in my ears.

      Regardless of his warning, I know I can’t refuse these men.

      “Of course,” I whisper in a choked voice.

      I bite back the humiliation.

      Then I twist my fingers around the hem of my sweater and pull it up over my head.
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      “Check her location again.”

      Adriano shoots me a helpless look, but I bare my teeth and he glances back down at his phone.

      “Brother, uh… it looks like she’s going to a club.”

      “Which fucking club?”

      “Savoretti’s,” Adriano tells me.

      I frown. “Haven’t heard of it,” I reply. “Is it a Polish hangout?”

      “No,” he deadpans, “it’s French.”

      I fix him with a cold glare. He tries to chuckle through it, but his laughter dies quickly when he sees the look on my face.

      I wish I could join him. Wish this was all a laughing matter.

      But I’m feeling very fucking pent-up.

      Adriano swallows and focuses back on the task at hand. “Right. Savoretti’s. As far as I know, it’s basically Switzerland. Doesn’t really have ties to any one organization.”

      I bound to my feet and start pacing.

      Charlotte.

      Lying to me again.

      It’s always a lie with her, isn’t it?

      One after another. Again and again and again.

      The more I think about it, the angrier I get.

      Rage obscures my vision for a moment and I almost bowl headlong into Adriano.

      “What the fuck does she think she’s doing?” I bellow. I’m breathing hard and glaring at Adriano as though he has the answer.

      He holds up his hands to placate me. “Lucio, we don’t know what’s happening. Maybe she didn’t have a choice.”

      “It’s a fucking club,” I snarl. “She had a goddamn choice.”

      I slam my fist down on the table. The drawers rattle.

      “I told her. I explicitly told her that once she gets done at the ring, she’s to go straight back to the apartment. No fucking detours. No fucking pit stops.”

      “Maybe she has her reasons.”

      I turn on him. “Whose side are you on?”

      “I wasn’t aware there were sides.”

      “I’m this close to punching you in the face,” I rumble.

      Adriano gives me a wolfish grin and glances back down at his phone. “Listen, mio amico,” he says calmly, “I’ll keep tabs on her. I’ll let you know the moment she gets back to the apartment.”

      “Fuck that,” I say, shaking my head. “We’re not waiting.”

      Adriano frowns. “What do you mean?”

      “Get two of the newer recruits up here. Now.”

      “Lucio—”

      “Now, Adriano,” I snap.

      He gives me a weary glance before he steps out of the room to make the call.

      I keep pacing, my fists clenching in rage.

      What made me think I could trust her? She’s clearly proven herself incapable of loyalty.

      Adriano appears at the threshold again, watching me like I’m a caged lion.

      “What?” I snap when he just stands there without saying a word.

      “You’re not actually think of going down there, are you?” His green eyes are bright with concern.

      “She knows the rules.”

      “She’s effectively undercover at the moment,” he reminds me gently. “If you go there, you’re gonna blow it.”

      “Believe it or not, I’m not a complete fucking idiot. I don’t plan on being seen,” I tell him angrily. “That’s what the recruits are for. They’ll be my eyes.”

      “Or—and hear me out here, because I know this sounds just batshit crazy—you could just wait until she gets home tonight.”

      He’s talking to me like I’m about to jump off a bridge. But I’m not having any part of it.

      I’ve been lied to enough.

      No more.

      Not when my daughter’s life is at stake.

      “We don’t know when that’ll be,” I grit. “We don’t know if she even plans on going back.”

      “Meaning what?” Adriano asks incredulously. “You think she’s defected?”

      “Wouldn’t be the first fucking time.”

      “Lucio,” Adriano says urgently, “you’re spiraling, man.”

      “She needs to know that she can’t cross me. That I’m always watching her.”

      “Are you worried she’s working against you?” Adriano asks. “Or are you worried about her safety?”

      I stop short, considering that for a second before I dismiss the thought.

      “I couldn’t give a fuck less about her safety.”

      Adriano sighs.

      “If you have something to say, Adriano, just fucking say it.”

      “I’m trying,” he replies impatiently. “You refuse to listen.”

      I throw up a disgusted hand and go back to pacing.

      Adriano slumps back into an armchair and buries his face in his hands.

      “Where are they?” I snap a minute later when the recruits still haven’t shown up.

      “Give them a few minutes.”

      “Who’d you call?”

      “Emile and Salvatore.”

      I meet all my recruits. I handpick them myself. But for the life of me, I can’t put faces to either of those names.

      “Lucio.”

      “What?”

      “Are you sure about this?” he asks.

      I can tell he’s still waiting for me to snap out of my rage and come to my senses. But I’m not changing my mind about this.

      “I’m very sure.”

      “Fine. Then let me come with you at least.”

      “No,” I reply. “You could be recognized.”

      “You could be fucking recognized, stronzo,” he points out. He’s getting frustrated with my stubbornness.

      “Like I said—I don’t plan on being seen.”

      “Right,” Adriano says sarcastically, “because you’re the kind of guy who usually blends into the background.”

      I smirk darkly. “I have my ways.”

      “Very spooky. I know why you’re doing this, Lucio.”

      “I’m making sure she knows who she’s dealing with,” I bark.

      “No, you’re worried about her,” he insists. “I can see it on your face.”

      “Then you’re losing your touch.”

      His hair is mussed and wild now from nearly tugging it out in frustration. “Have you always been this unreasonable?” he cries. “Or are Evie and Charlotte fucking with your head?”

      I whip around to face him, but Adriano stands his ground. “Do not ever ask me that again,” I growl in his face.”

      He holds my gaze for a long moment.

      And then his fierceness caves into exhaustion.

      “Listen, brother, I’m just worried. I think your judgement may be a little…”

      “A little what?” I demand.

      “Skewed.”

      “What the fuck does that mean?”

      “It means you’re not thinking clearly because you’re worried about Evie and you want her back at any cost,” Adriano says quietly. “Charlotte’s our best bet to do that, Lucio. Why blow it by outing her now?”

      “I’m not.”

      “I understand this might be a hard ask given the circumstances, but you need to trust her judgement,” Adriano tells me.

      Before I can answer, there’s a knock on the door.

      “Sir?”

      I turn to the door to see two men standing there shoulder to shoulder.

      Both are tall, lean, lightly muscled. Salvatore has sharp features and white-blonde hair. Emile is dark-haired and dark-eyed.

      They’re instantly forgettable. Completely nonthreatening.

      Perfect.

      I need them to melt into the crowd. I need them to seem like two men at a club, rather than two mobsters on a mission.

      “Emile, Salvatore,” I say, gesturing them forward. “You two are with me tonight. Have you heard of Savoretti’s?”

      “It’s a club,” Emile replies crisply.

      “Good. We’re headed there tonight. I need eyes on one of my… people.”

      I walk over to the wall safe hidden behind a particularly dark painting by an Italian maestro. I put in the combination and pop it open to reveal a series of different gadgets, as well as a few of my favorite guns, stacks of cash in different currencies, multiple passports.

      A don can never be too safe.

      I ignore the other shit and pull out two tiny micro-cameras.

      I sync both cameras to my phone and hand the devices over to Emile and Salvatore.

      “Make sure no one can see them,” I instruct. “This needs to be subtle.”

      “Who’s the plant, sir?” Emile asks.

      “A girl. Her name’s Charlotte,” I reply, pulling open my desk drawer and retrieving a picture of her.

      The picture was taken a few months ago during Evie’s first week of school. Enzo took it outside by the water fountain.

      Charlotte’s on her knees with her arms wrapped around Evie, who’s standing in front of her smiling brightly. Paulie is clasped tight in Evie’s arms.

      I don’t linger on either face for long. Even though the mere sight tears my heart to pieces.

      It takes a massive effort to make myself hand the picture over to Salvatore.

      “She’s undercover with the Polish,” I tell them. “So it’s important to maintain that cover. Get a visual of her. Watch her for a little. But be subtle about it. No one can suspect that either of you are connected to the Family.”

      “Understood, sir,” Salvatore replies, passing the picture to Emile.

      “Make sure those cameras are secure,” I tell them. “Once you’re in there, locate her, find a spot that gives you a clear line of sight to her, and order some drinks. When you’ve got a read on her, one of you will approach her and route her to a meeting point.”

      Adriano is listening to this whole plan with barely-concealed skepticism. But I ignore him.

      I watch as both men secure the cameras to their shirts. I turn my phone on load the feed into my phone.

      A few seconds later, I can see myself on the screen. The definition is crystal clear.

      “Don’t move too fast,” I tell them. “It’ll interfere with the feed. Let’s move out.”

      “I’m coming, too,” Adriano insists.

      “Fine,” I growl. “But you’re staying in the goddamn car.”

      I have Emile bring around one of my more unassuming cars. The four of us pile in.

      The drive to Savoretti’s is quick. Too quick. It doesn’t leave any room for my rage to ebb.

      The same question keeps surging through my head: What the hell does she think she’s doing?

      When we get to the club, things look to be in full swing. It’s past midnight, so the crowd is already primed and rowdy.

      We park across the street adjacent to Savoretti’s. A location that provides me a visual while still offering us a certain amount of invisibility.

      The line to get into the club is not long, but my men won’t have to stay in it regardless.

      I slip a couple of hundred dollars to Emile to grease the bouncer at the door. Then he and Salvatore get out of the car and head towards the entrance.

      Adriano takes a deep breath.

      “Shut up,” I snap.

      “I didn’t say a thing.”

      “I can hear you thinking.”

      Adriano smiles. “I’ll try and keep my thoughts down.”

      “All the way down.”

      I wait until Emile and Salvatore have disappeared into the club before I turn on my feed. I toggle between Salvatore’s perspective and Emile’s.

      But at the moment, there’s nothing much to see.

      Just a lot of pulsing lights, sweaty bodies, and drunken conversations raging around them as they walk through the club.

      And so we wait.
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      It takes almost half an hour before they get a visual on Charlotte.

      She’s sitting in one of the VIP booths, wearing a black leather mini skirt and a sequined halter top that reveals way too much fucking cleavage.

      I ignore how my cock jumps at the sight.

      Emile and Salvatore pick a booth opposite her. The screen is annoyingly small, but at least I have eyes on her now.

      She’s sitting next to a huge man. At least three hundred pounds of pure muscle. He’s wearing a shirt tight enough to look painted-on.

      “Jesus. Must be a fighter,” Adriano muses. He’s leaning over my shoulder to watch the screen alongside me.

      “Or a fucking elephant,” I reply through gritted teeth. “Question is, what’s she doing with him?”

      His arm falls over Charlotte’s shoulders, dwarfing her with his sheer size.

      My arms clench and I feel a powerful wave of possessiveness ripple over me. If I were there, that fucker would be under my heel with a Mazzeo bullet between his eyes.

      His muscles wouldn’t make a difference then.

      I can’t see Charlotte’s face too clearly, but I know she’s smiling. She’s giving the beast her full attention.

      But she’s laughing too damn much. A sure sign that she’s faking it.

      That makes me feel a little better.

      Salvatore’s voice comes through. He’s speaking directly into the mic on his lapel.

      “Boss, we’ve got eyes on her,” Salvatore tells me. “She’s in—”

      “I know,” I say impatiently. “I’m seeing what you’re seeing. Did you explore the club?”

      “The bathrooms are at the back of the building,” he tells me, per the plan we concocted on the drive over. “Near the emergency exits. You should be able to access them from the back of the club. We’ll divert her there.”

      I tighten my fist. Perfect.

      “Make contact with her,” I instruct. “Tell her to head there now.”

      “Got it, boss.”

      I hand my phone to Adriano and start to unbuckle. “Keep checking the feed,” I order. “I shouldn’t be long.”

      He sighs like he’s sick of pushing back against me. “Somehow, I doubt that.”

      I ignore him and get out of the car.

      I circle around the club, making sure to keep a wide berth so I don’t attract attention.

      A few people linger out near the back of the building. A bunch of kids in their early twenties who’re already wasted and clinging to consciousness with difficulty.

      The lone security personnel manning the back entrance is busy trying to shoo the drunken idiots away from the club.

      Which gives me the perfect opportunity to get inside.

      He is standing at the corner of the building, roaring at them as they dance away down the alley. They laugh and throw bottles back in his direction.

      “You fucking rats…!” he’s bellowing.

      One bottle comes arcing through the air. Too high to hit the guard in the head.

      But just right to land precisely in my hand.

      I snag it out of the air.

      The security guard pauses. He’s waiting for a crash and explosion that’s never going to come.

      When he turns to see what happened to the bottle, I swing.

      CRACK.

      Glass shatters over his bald head.

      He slumps to the ground at once.

      I drag him out of sight behind a dumpster, then tuck a hundred dollar bill in his shirt pocket to make up for the blow to the skull.

      Then I get back to what I came for: hunting for the blue-eyed liar.

      The back door is rusted, so it takes me one firm kick before it bursts inward. I stride through and walk down the dimly-lit corridor.

      The bathrooms appear around the corner. There’s a long line for both of the female units. I detour into the door marked with an ‘Out of Order’ sign.

      It smells like mold in here, but I can barely register it over my impatience.

      I glance down at the time. It’s only been a few minutes.

      She’d better show up soon.

      I pace up and down, regretting that I haven’t brought my phone in with me. All I can hear is the distant thump of bass and the tick-tock of my watch.

      Two minutes elapsed.

      I’m getting pissed now.

      I’m just about to head for the door and drag Charlotte out of the club by her hair… when I hear footsteps.

      The sharp clicking sound of heels hitting the floor.

      I move back against the inner wall and watch as Charlotte slips into the bathroom, her eyes wide and uncertain.

      She glances towards the darkened stalls in the corner.

      Then she turns and sees me.

      “Jesus!” she gasps, her hand flying to her chest. “Fucking hell, Lucio! What are you doing here?”

      “I could ask you the same question,” I snap, pouncing forward heatedly to lock the door. I turn on her, even as I register relief that she seems to be in one piece. “This was not part of the fucking plan.”

      “Yeah, well, sometimes plans change, asshole!” she snaps right back. “You have to go. We can’t be seen together.”

      The sequined top she’s wearing catches the dim light every time she moves. Her cleavage is on full display. So are her legs. They seem to stretch on for miles.

      Her makeup is light. Subtle. All except for her eyes, which are rimmed with dark eyeliner and heavy eyeshadow.

      She looks like what she is: a dream turned into a nightmare.

      I step forward, forcing her to back up against the door.

      “I’ll leave when I’m good and ready,” I snarl. “And when I do, you’re coming with me.”

      Her blue eyes spark with determination.

      “No.”

      “No?”

      “That’s what I said,” she hisses, pushing herself towards me challengingly. “No. I’m not leaving. I have a job to do.”

      “Your job is whatever the fuck I say it is,” I remind her. “And shoving your tits in some muscle-bound moron’s face is not your goddamn job.”

      A shadow ripples across her face. Her jaw juts out stubbornly.

      “What do you care where I shove my tits?” she demands. “As long as you get what you want?”

      “Charlotte, don’t fucking push me.”

      In response to that, she puts her hands on my chest and pushes me. Literally.

      “Then get out of my way.”

      This woman is going to drive me insane.

      That’s the thought that flits across my mind as I grab her and pin her against the door.

      “Get off me, asshole!” she yelps.

      I lean in close, my nose practically touching hers.

      I’m so close that I can see every line of her irises.

      “Who the hell do you think you’re talking to, woman?” I whisper.

      I expect her to bite back with some sassy remark. I expect her to explode on me. Slap me. Push me again.

      Instead, her bottom lip moves.

      Trembles, really.

      Only for a moment, but I’m so close, it’s impossible to miss.

      She knows I’ve seen her moment of weakness.

      She knows I’ve cracked through her attitude.

      And I get to watch what happens when she realizes that she’s lost.

      Embarrassment on her face. Frustration. Defeat.

      “I’m talking to my master,” she replies bitterly. “My owner. My jailer. My—”

      My lips slam down on hers, cutting off her angry tirade. I feel her gasp underneath my kiss.

      For a moment, I’m a thousand percent certain she’s going to shove me again.

      Instead, her hands wrap around my neck, desperately reeling me in closer.

      It’s soft and delicate at first. But I didn’t come here to be gentle.

      I came to make this little liar scream.

      My hands scour over her body, coaxing shudders and moans with every touch.

      I push up her tiny skirt, one finger hiking around the thin strap of her panties. I pull them down her shaking thighs roughly.

      I’m pretty sure I’ve torn them, but I don’t care.

      It doesn’t seem like she cares, either.

      She’s too busy moaning as I grab her ass, squeezing hard.

      I pull her up around my waist. Her legs lock around my hips and my erection strains against the heat between her thighs.

      She’s still clinging to my shoulders when I pull my cock out and jam it inside her.

      “Lucio!” she cries out as I sink into her recklessly.

      She’s soaking wet. Her pussy swallows me whole, taking me in deep as her walls clench around me.

      I lean away from her far enough that I can see her face.

      I want to watch the pain and the pleasure written there.

      Her lips are swollen, the lipstick faded and smeared at the edges. Her eyes are dilated with lust. Her hair is strewn wildly around her shoulders.

      And while I watch, her mouth parts with shocked pleasure as I fuck the moans right out of her.

      Never have I seen anything so fucking beautiful.

      Her nails dig deeper into my back the harder I slam into her.

      Her ass pounds the door hard, rattling it in its frame She’s gripping me for dear life as I fuck harder and harder and faster and faster. I don’t hold anything back.

      This isn’t about patience.

      This isn’t about softness.

      This isn’t about love.

      This is about me reclaiming what’s mine.

      And within minutes, her soft moans turn into sharp little screams of pleasure as the orgasm rolls over her body.

      The moment I feel her explode on my dick, I release, too.

      We jerk together a few more times as the sensation tears through each of us.

      Then, with a growl low in my chest, I set her back down on her feet.

      She grips the handle of the door for balance. I notice her legs shaking weakly.

      A drip of my seed rolls down her thighs. I revel in the sight as I zip myself back up.

      Mine.

      She’s all fucking mine.

      Charlotte takes a deep breath and tries to compose herself. Then she totters over to the sinks and turns on the tap.

      A thin trickle of water runs out and she places her hands under it.

      She looks at the mirror in front of her, but her eyes are focused on my reflection, not hers.

      After she’s done wiping my traces off her thighs, she looks around and catches sight of her panties on the ground.

      They’re definitely ripped. There’s no way she can wear them.

      I’m less thrilled about that fact knowing she’ll have to walk back out there, into a sea of drunk and horny men, without panties on.

      All the more reason for her to leave with me right now.

      “I’m not leaving with you,” she tells me, as though reading my mind.

      “Why not?” I demand.

      “Because I’m here for a reason. A good reason.”

      We’re right back to where we were before the fucking. Smack dab in the middle of the argument we’d abandoned to tear each other’s clothes off.

      “If you’d just listen to me,” she says, turning to face me, “you’d understand.”

      “Fine,” I growl. “I’m listening.”

      “The guy I’m with is one of the MMA fighters at the ring,” she tells me.

      “I didn’t have to be Sherlock fucking Holmes to figure that out.”

      She glares at me. “But he’s also got tons of ongoing deals with the Polish,” she adds. “He works with them frequently—outside the ring. And so he may have information about Evie.”

      I scoff. “Unlikely.”

      “But possible,” she insists. “He asked me out for drinks after my shift. I didn’t think it would hurt to go along with it. Try and get some information out of him.”

      It’s not a horrible idea, but I’m not capable of being objective at this moment.

      “This isn’t the plan, Charlotte.”

      “Forget the plan, Lucio! This is about doing whatever it takes to get Evie back, right?” she asks. “That’s what I’m doing.”

      I breathe heavily and exhale my frustration.

      Like it or not, she’s right.

      “Fine,” I concede angrily. “I get it.”

      “Then you should let me go through with this,” she tells me, imploring me to understand. “We don’t know who could be useful. We don’t know who has the right information. For all we know, Igor has what we need.”

      I stop short.

      “Did you say Igor?” I ask. “As in Igor Zelinski?”

      Her eyes go wide for a moment. “You know him?”

      “Only by name,” I reply. “He’s dangerous.”

      “Well, he’s working with the Polish,” she says, trying to play off my reaction. “I’d already assumed that.”

      “He’s a fucking predator, Charlotte,” I say, trying to keep my tone down. “I don’t want you anywhere near him.”

      “Well it’s not your call—”

      “You work for me,” I snarl. “Everything is my fucking call. I changed my mind. I say this rogue operation of yours is done.”

      She narrows her eyes at me. The blue in her eyes seems to get bluer. Deeper. More dangerous.

      “And I say it isn’t.”

      “Fucking hell, Charlotte,” I growl. “Don’t test me.”

      “I have to do this,” she insists.”

      “No—"

      “Why the hell are you so against this?” she demands.

      “Because I’m not going to lose you, too!”

      The words fly out of my mouth before my brain can really vet them.

      Fuck.

      Did I just say that?

      Out loud?

      Charlotte stares at me, her eyes huge with… confusion? Uncertainty? Worry?

      I can’t fucking say.

      I’ve said more than I ever intended to. And that makes me absolutely livid.

      “You’re leaving with me now. You can walk out on your own, or I’ll just drag you out, kicking and screaming.”

      The softness in her expression disappears instantly.

      “I’m calling your bluff,” she says. “There’s no way you’re going to blow my cover. And if you touch me, I’ll scream so loud everyone in the club is going to know. Including the Polish.”

      “You wouldn’t dare.”

      “Try me,” she replies, meeting my gaze with the kind of confidence that has the potential to make me hard all over again.

      If only she’d stop being so fucking infuriating.

      If only she’d just do as she’s told.

      I can see the steely determination in her eyes. She means business.

      So I don’t make a move towards her.

      She wins this round.

      One corner of her mouth turns up.

      “I’ll be in touch,” she says, walking past me towards the door. “Have a good evening, Lucio.”
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      My whole body aches.

      I’ve been on my feet for most of the day. And it’s been one hell of a long day.

      But that’s not it. Not the real cause.

      The real cause is somewhere out in the darkness of the club, watching me with those shining gray eyes.

      My face is still flushed from my bathroom encounter with Lucio, and my thighs are still slick and trembling.

      I’m glad for the crazy strobe lights flashing everywhere. It hides the evidence of Lucio’s brutal hands. His fevered kiss. The way his cock claimed me again and again against that rickety door.

      Igor’s not too concerned with my face, anyway. His eyes have been riveted to my chest since I returned.

      Thank God for push-up bras, I suppose.

      The crowd out on the dancefloor has thinned somewhat, but there are still tons of bad choices left to be made in the club tonight.

      “Come back to my place,” Igor rumbles when I slip back into the booth.

      My body tenses instinctively, but I keep the seductive smile plastered to my face.

      “I’d love to,” I croon. “But I can’t tonight.”

      A displeased shadow falls across his eyes. At least, I think it does. Truthfully, I don’t know if my observations are accurate or imagined at this point.

      Damn Lucio. He’s managed to sow seeds of doubt in my head.

      Zelinski is a fucking predator.

      I’d scoffed at the warning. But now the words feel dead on the money. Something in the Polish man’s eyes, his hands, the way he angles his body to cut off my avenues of escape…

      Am I in trouble?

      “Why not?” Igor asks. I don’t miss the threat lingering on the edge of his question.

      He doesn’t wait for me to answer. He just rises and blots out the strobe lights pulsing through the club.

      The only thing I can see is him.

      His bulk. His mass.

      It’s not hard to imagine what those gargantuan hands would do to a girl like me.

      I have to think on my feet.

      “I have, uh—somewhere I need to be,” I say. The excuse tumbles from my lips before I have a chance to think it through.

      As far as excuses go, it’s a pretty shitty one.

      He frowns. “It’s three in the morning.”

      “I know, but, um…”

      And then, like a gift from the heavens above, inspiration strikes.

      “But the man I’m meeting is expecting me.”

      “Man?” He looks downright offended by that.

      “Yes,” I reply, giving him my most dazzling smile and my best dumb blond voice. “Kazimierz, I think is his name?”

      The darkness in Igor’s eyes clears immediately. He literally steps backwards. Like the Polish don’s name alone is enough to make him unsteady on his feet.

      “Kazimierz,” he repeats. “Of course. I would never dream of keeping you from that meeting.”

      “I had a wonderful night with you,” I tell him, placing my hand on his arm.

      He shakes me off and shudders. “It’s better if you don’t mention we were together tonight,” he says brusquely. “I don’t want Kazimierz getting the wrong idea.”

      Shit. My plan might have worked a little too well.

      “Oh,” I stammer. “Well, okay…”

      Without another word, he turns and stalks back to his entourage. He doesn’t look back at me, not even once.

      And I’m left in the booth alone, feeling deflated.

      I grab my purse and slip out of the club. Away from the migraine-inducing lights and teeth-rattling beats.

      My legs are cramping from exhaustion, so I sink into a seat on the rusty bench of a lonely bus stop a few blocks down from Savoretti’s.

      It’s been a night for the books. One I won’t forget for a very, very long time.

      I put my face in my hands and take a deep breath. A single slow breath.

      That’s all I manage—before my instincts start pinging.

      Someone’s watching me.

      I look up fast, my eyes darting around the deserted road.

      I’m trying not to be an alarmist, but I’m suddenly keenly aware that I’m caught between two very powerful rival mafia groups, playing one side against the other, and the price for the tiniest slip-up is an extended and painful death.

      I can hear Mama’s voice in my head: What kinda mess have you cooked up now, Charlotte Dunn?

      If only you knew, Mama. If only you knew.

      I turn my head to the side and see a man standing on the opposite side of the street.

      He’s wearing dark denims and an oversized parka. Round glasses. Messy brown hair. He looks completely ordinary.

      My heart beats unevenly for a moment as our eyes lock.

      Then he bops his head down as if to say, “Good evening,” and continues walking down the street.

      Relief floods through my body.

      It’s late. I’m clearly tired. I’m just being paranoid for no reason.

      I want to get home.

      I know I’ve pissed Lucio off, and I’m not naïve to believe he’ll just let that pass.

      But that’s a problem for Future Charlotte. I can’t deal with it tonight.

      I force myself back to my feet and start walking down to the main road, confident I can catch a cab from there.

      I’m almost at the intersection when I hear a car coming from behind me. I tense slightly, but I shake it off. This is just my heightened sense of fight-or-flight panic setting in. The normal paranoia of a girl alone in the city at night, dolled up in a very revealing outfit.

      At least, that’s what I try to make myself believe.

      But then the car slows down. Right behind me.

      Fuck.

      The vehicle revs forward and the window rolls down.

      “We meet again,” comes a spooky voice.

      “For fuck’s sake, Adriano,” I hiss angrily. “Do you have to keep doing this?”

      He smirks. “Sorry, Charlie girl. Would you rather walk?”

      I sigh and get into the passenger seat next to him. “Please tell me you’re here to drive me to the apartment.” My voice is hopeful, even though I’m the farthest thing from it.

      Adriano gives me a sympathetic shake of the head. “‘Fraid not.”

      “Goddammit,” I groan, hitting my head against the back of the headrest.

      “Top notch work tonight. I’ve been trying to piss the big man off for years the way you did this evening. You really got him going. Hats off to ya.”

      “Well, what else is new?” I grimace.

      “You might wanna be careful there,” he says mildly.

      But I can sense that his words carry a heavier meaning. One I’m too tired to decipher at the moment.

      “Anyway,” he continues, “you look beat. I’ll shut up.” He puts on a fake late night radio DJ voice and says, “So here’s some easy tunes to rock you off to sleep…”

      I laugh. He really is a funny guy. It’s mind-boggling that he chooses to stick around a grim sourpuss like Lucio.

      And then exhaustion hits me like a ton of bricks. I doze off a little in the car as we slip away through the dark city streets.

      I only wake up when Adriano turns off the engine.

      “Hey, sport,” he says softly, poking me in the ribs. “We’re here.”

      I rub the sleep from my eyes and drag myself out of the car.

      “I’m gonna go park the car, okay?” Adriano tells me through the open passenger side window.

      I purse my lips together. “Coward.”

      He smiles sheepishly. “He’s waiting for you in his office.”

      I nod. Adriano disappears into the garage.

      I’m all alone now.

      As I walk up to the house, I notice a new addition next to the front door.

      It’s a huge keypad with a blinking red light on the side of it. Clearly, Lucio has sprung on a new security system. An expensive one, by the looks of it.

      When I glance at it, something beeps. I hear the whirring of locks in the door.

      And then it swings open on its own accord.

      “Very impressive,” I drawl under my breath. I hope the arrogant bastard is listening.

      I step inside and take in the old scents. It’s strange how familiar this house is to me now. I haven’t been here in six weeks, but it still feels like home.

      I scoff at my own thought.

      This is not my home. It never was.

      And that kind of thinking is only going to lead to more heartbreak.

      So cut it the fuck out, Charlotte.

      I square my jaw and head upstairs through the deserted house.

      I’m sure the security cameras are following my every move. Probably even a few guards secreted away, with their eyes and guns trained on me from the shadows.

      But wherever they are, I don’t see them. I don’t see anyone at all.

      Not until I get to Lucio’s office.

      The door is cracked open. I push through, take one step in, and pause.

      He’s not at his desk like I expect him to be.

      I frown, just as the door shuts on me automatically. Locks clank, trapping me in here.

      I pivot, searching the rest of the cavernous space. And find him leaning against the mantlepiece, staring into the depths of fireplace with a haunted, vacant expression.

      I come forward without a word.

      He doesn’t speak, either.

      In fact, he doesn’t even look at me.

      There’s a drink in his hand. He sips it sparingly. And he stares. Just keeps staring. Like there are important answers somewhere in the flames.

      Though I’m not quite sure what questions he’s asking.

      “You summoned me, sensei?” I ask in a goofy voice, breaking the pregnant silence. I feel guilty as soon as I say it. It’s not the right time for jokes.

      He angles his body towards me. His gaze slowly rising to my face.

      “Igor Zelinski.”

      I exhale in irritation. “Yeah, what about him?”

      “He was arrested ten years ago,” Lucio tells me. “Do you know what for?”

      I tense. This isn’t going to be good.

      “Not a clue.”

      “Take a wild guess.”

      I sigh tiredly. “Lucio, it’s really late. I’m exhausted. Can we do this quiz show bullshit another time?”

      “Take a fucking guess,” he growls.

      “Drugs?” I throw out there. “Murder? Jaywalking? I don’t know. All of the above.”

      “Four different women accused him of rape,” Lucio says. “In fact, they claimed he locked them up in the basement of his home and kept them there for days. He routinely raped them. Forced them to perform a number of degrading sex acts and when they didn’t –”

      “Enough!” I shout, unable to hear anymore. “Stop.”

      “Enough?” Lucio asks calmly. “I would have thought you’d want to know the kind of man you’re associating with.”

      “I’m not associating with him,” I snap. “I was trying to investigate.”

      “That is not your goddamn job!” Lucio yells.

      It’s probably the first time he’s really raised his voice. And it has me taking a step back, shocked by the fury on his face.

      “Your job is to do what I tell you,” he continues, unmoved by my reaction. “Whatever you do, you do only with my authority.”

      Lucio is right. I almost got myself into a lot of danger tonight. Only dropping Kazimierz’s name saved me.

      But him being right is not the point.

      The point is that he’s being an asshole.

      “You need to fucking trust me!” I yell right back at him.

      The words leave my mouth and I realize the real reason for the sinking weight in my chest.

      “Trust you?” Lucio asks. Bitter laughter dances on the edge of his words. “Trust you?”

      “Yes,” I whisper. It’s hard to keep the waver out of my voice, but I try anyway. “Whether you like it or not, we’re in this together now. You’re the one that recruited me, remember? You’re the one who asked for my help. That kind of requires a certain amount of trust.”

      He shakes his head. The ice cubes in his glass clink.

      “Just because I’m using you doesn’t mean I have to trust you.”

      He throws it out there to hurt me.

      And it does, a little bit.

      But there’s more to the story here. The real conversation is happening beneath the surface. The words he’s using are just a distraction.

      “Yes, it does,” I insist. “And let’s be honest: if you didn’t trust me, at least a little, you’d never have thrown me into the snake pit in the first place.”

      I see the conflict burn in his gray eyes.

      “I can always pull you back out,” he threatens. “And do what I should’ve done the day I found out about your betrayal.”

      I tilt my head to the side. “Maybe. But then you’d lose the one chance you have of finding Evie,” I point out. “And the Polish would know I’m a spy. You might as well kiss your daughter goodbye.”

      He shakes his head. As if just saying “No” to the world means it will all fall in place for him.

      What doesn’t he understand about this? He can’t control everything. He can’t just snap his fingers and make the universe conduct itself according to his whims.

      Not even Lucio Mazzeo gets to do that.

      “Let’s be clear about this,” he snarls, pacing closer and closer to me. “You are not a spy. You are not mafia. You are not Mazzeo. You’re nothing more than a chess piece on my board.”

      Again, he wields his words as a weapon. Each one cuts open an invisible part of me.

      But that doesn’t mean I have to give him the satisfaction of confirming that it’s working.

      “Oh, yeah?” I demand.

      “Yeah.”

      I move into his space. He doesn’t retreat, so I end up basically pressed up against his broad chest, looking up at him.

      I drop my voice to a husky whisper. “I’m just a pawn to you?”

      “That’s exactly what you are.”

      “Do you make a habit of fucking all your pawns?”

      Something flashes in his eyes. It looks a lot like lust.

      But there’s anger, too. Aggression. The desperate need for dominance. For control.

      “Just the ones with tight pussies who give it up at the snap of my fingers,” he retorts.

      It’s a callous and needlessly cruel thing to say. But if he wants to act like a schoolyard bully, then he’d better be prepared to tussle like one, too.

      So I rear back and slap him.

      Or I try to, at least.

      But he sees it coming. And he’s faster than me. Much faster.

      His hand darts out fast and snags my wrist just before I make contact with his face. A dark smiles plays across his face as he shakes his head.

      “Oh, Charlotte. That was not a good idea.”

      Feeling the hot prick of furious tears, I try and shake off his hand. But his grip is vice-like. Unyielding.

      “Let me go!” I bark, but my tone doesn’t have punch anymore.

      “I’ll let you go when I’m good and ready,” he says.

      His breath tickles my nose. Laps over my lips.

      I feel my legs clench together automatically, and discomfort pools in my chest.

      How is it that one man can bring about such opposing feelings?

      How is it that I can want to slap him and kiss him at the same time?

      How can I hate him as much as I love him?

      “Lucio,” I beg, my voice dipping down in defeat. “Please let me go.”

      He searches my eyes. Studies my expression.

      He’s looking for something.

      And I’m afraid if he looks much longer, he will see the truth reflected back at him.

      “Do you even want me to let you go?” he asks in a husky whisper.

      I open my mouth, but nothing comes out.

      I don’t know how I could ever answer that question.

      He’s staring at me. His eyes are icebergs. Cold and impossibly deep.

      I’m tired and frustrated and angry. And all that emotion is looking for a release.

      His hand is still squeezing the life out of my wrist when I lean in and kiss him.

      I don’t mean to. Even I’m shocked by it, but I don’t stop myself.

      And neither does he.

      He walks me back against a wall, and then both his hands pin my wrists back on either side of my head.

      Our tongues war against each other, fighting for dominance as Lucio grinds against me. His cock stabs me through the layers of clothes that separate us.

      I fight off his hands, releasing my own so that I can remove his clothes.

      I fumble at the buttons on his shirt, and he leaves me to it, watching my progress with heavy, dilated eyes that hold all sorts of dark promises.

      I push the shirt off his broad shoulders, and immediately move my hands down his hips.

      Saliva fills my mouth as I release his cock from his boxers. He’s hot and heavy against my fingertips. Throbbing with need.

      And fuck me—I am, too.

      Once he’s standing naked in front of me, he starts undressing me. His eyes rove over me as he pulls off my blouse and flings it away in disgust.

      Our eyes lock together as he pushes down my skirt.

      I’m bare. Still sore and wet from what we did just hours ago.

      Exactly the way he left me.

      He grabs me so hard I’m certain he’s going to leave imprints on my skin and lifts me up, hoisting me around his waist like he did in the club’s bathroom.

      This time, though, he doesn’t just fuck me relentlessly against a door.

      He carries me to the mahogany leather sofa facing the fireplace. Throws me down on top of it. I yelp in surprise as I sink into its plush cushions, but before I can even draw in another breath, he’s between my thighs.

      He pushes me apart. I’m surprised by the tenderness of his touch.

      His tongue on my pussy is even more delicate than that.

      Just a whisper of a lick. The very tip of his tongue, teasing and probing and promising more to come.

      “Ahh,” I moan, my fingers digging into his shoulders. “Fuck… Lucio…”

      His tongue is doing circles and figure eights against my clit. And then I lose all track of what’s happening down there.

      All I know is that every cell in me is vibrating faster and faster with each passing second. Heat rolls through me like a storm front. Lightning crackling across the surface of my skin.

      Lucio’s muscles move under my fingertips, and when I cry out and cling to his head, I can feel the soft silk of his hair.

      He laps over my clit lightly as one of his hands fall over my breasts.

      He rolls my nipple between his fingers as he bears down on my most sensitive point, releasing a shiver from me that feels like a tiny explosion.

      “I’m so close…”

      I grind my hips into his face, desperate for the release.

      I’m right there.

      I’m right there.

      I’m right—

      But he pulls away with a rude jerk.

      I gasp—in horror, in shock, in anger. “What the—”

      “You’ll come when I say you can come,” he interrupts. His eyes are dark and undeniable.

      And that cock… oh, God help me.

      I’m so turned on at this point that I can barely muster up enough willpower to give him the glare he deserves.

      “You’re a bastard.”

      “I’m not disagreeing with you.” His lips are slick with my juices. It sparkles in the firelight.

      I’ve never been wetter.

      Then he slides up my body and sinks his hard cock into me with a single, brutal thrust. The couch wheezes beneath me and I groan with it.

      “Fuck!” I gasp.

      The next thrust is softer, and the one after even softer than that.

      I feel like I’m floating, levitating on a cloud.

      For the first time, we aren’t fucking like enemies.

      No—this time, the mob boss is making love to me like it means something.

      Does it? Can it? Should it?

      I don’t know. All I know is that I never want this to stop.

      My hands land on his chest. It feels like he’s been carved from fucking marble. Even his bandaged arm can’t mar the perfection of his tattooed body.

      If the injury is giving him any discomfort at all, he doesn’t show it. I run my hands down towards his abs, marveling at how perfectly sculpted they are.

      Between my thighs, he is grinding agonizingly slowly. All the way in, until my body screams because it’s so full of him. And then all the way out, until my body screams because it’s so depressingly empty.

      Lucio pushes my hands away and crooks his head down to my chest. His tongue circles my right nipple until it’s swollen and tender. Then he pops it into his mouth and starts sucking.

      I writhe beneath him, desperate for relief. Desperate for the hard fucking I know he wants to give me.

      But he refuses to give me what I want.

      He switches to my left nipple, but this time, he’s more aggressive.

      He nips at it, and pain radiates through my breast and down to my clit. The pain morphs slowly, until it turns to pleasure.

      How the hell did he do that?

      Then, like he’s gotten what he wanted—my complete and utter submission—he starts to ramp back up in speed and intensity.

      Harder. Faster.

      Until each thrust is a brutal crash of our hips meeting. Until I can barely breathe. Until all I can do is hold onto him for dear life.

      And then, just when I think he can’t fuck me any harder, he does.

      It pushes me right up to the edge. I could come—but then I remember his words. You’ll come when I say you can come.

      So I just convulse on his cock, twitching and gasping wordlessly.

      But then he’s moving again. Scooping me up and flipping around so that I’m straddling him.

      “Ride me,” he growls in my ear.

      And I do.

      I buck my hips hard against him as his cock slips even deeper inside me. Places that’ve never been reached before.

      I cling to his neck, fresh moans escaping between my gritted teeth.

      He squeezes my ass as he thrusts into me, the pressure building between us.

      “You want to come?” he asks, biting my ear.

      “Please…”

      I pinches my nipples slowly, sending a new ripple of pleasure straight down to my pussy.

      “You can come.”

      He thrusts into me hard, impaling me on his giant cock.

      At his command, the orgasm rockets through my body, turning my legs to putty and setting my heart on fire.

      He comes, too. Exploding in me.

      I scream, scream, scream. The room echoes with it. With Lucio’s scent and mine intermingling.

      With heat and submission and acceptance and our two stubborn souls clashing so hard that they end up collapsing into each other.

      And then it’s done.

      The second we’ve both finished, he’s pushed me off of him and pounced to his feet.

      By the time I struggle into an upright position, he’s already got his boxer briefs on.

      I frown, feeling suddenly extremely vulnerable and very self-conscious about my nakedness.

      “What are you doing?” I ask. I grab a cushion and holding it against my body.

      “What does it look like?” he responds, reaching for his pants.

      “What was that?”

      He leaves his shirt on the floor and turns to me. He doesn’t even bother to hide the regret on his face.

      “We shouldn’t have done that.”

      My body goes cold instantly.

      “Which time?” I demand bitterly. “When you fucked me in the club? Or just now?”

      His jaw twitches, but he doesn’t answer.

      “Pass me my clothes,” I tell him.

      He picks up my skirt and the uncomfortable sequined blouse I’d been wearing all night, and hands them to me.

      I pull them on quickly. The plan is to storm out the moment I’m dressed.

      But the thought of leaving him… it burns right between my ribs.

      “Why?” I ask, whirling around, and abandoning my earlier plan. “Why kiss me? Why fuck me? Why do any of it?”

      He avoids my eyes. Except I’m not in the mood to be ignored.

      I grab his arm and force him to turn to me.

      “Answer me!”

      “Because I couldn’t fucking stop myself!” he yells back. “Is that what you want to hear?”

      I stop short. That familiar feeling of helplessness rises up again.

      “Lucio…”

      “You betrayed me,” he hisses before I can speak.

      I fall silent, my eyes going to my feet automatically. I whisper, “I know.”

      “I trusted you with my daughter.”

      I lift my chin slightly. “I would never intentionally do anything to endanger Evie,” I say, my voice shaking. “I love her.”

      “She loves you,” he tells me. “But you hurt her, Charlotte. Deeply.”

      Is this what it feels like to have your heart break?

      A tear slips loose.

      “And you know what?” he says in a strangled, pain-ridden voice. “Still, she never stopped asking for you.”

      I turn from him, trying to keep the tears from flooding out of me.

      “She hated her new nanny,” Lucio continues. “The woman was actually qualified. She was good at her job. And it wasn’t enough. Nothing was enough. Nothing but…”

      He trails off. I look back around over my shoulder, realizing that Lucio is dealing with his own pain. His own loss.

      I wish I could go to him, help him through this.

      But I’m the last person who has any right to offer him comfort.

      “I did what I did to survive,” I tell him softly. “I wasn’t trying to hurt you. Or Evie. I was just… I was trying to survive.”

      “Congratulations on a job well done.”

      “You don’t think I would sacrifice myself for Evie in a heartbeat?” I ask. “All my life, it’s just been me. I didn’t have anyone to rely on, and there was no one to rely on me. Then I met Evie, and that changed.”

      He scoffs. “Not soon enough, apparently.”

      I flinch back. But he’s right.

      “I deserve that,” I admit. I wipe the tears from my eyes. “I deserve your anger, your blame. And I’m taking responsibility for the mistakes I’ve made. But this isn’t all on me, Lucio.”

      “No,” he replies, his eyes turning dark, “it’s on me. For letting you into my home in the first place.”

      I take a deep breath, trying to swallow the anger.

      It doesn’t work.

      “I really do care about Evie,” I tell him. “And as unbelievable as it may sound, I care about you, too.”

      He meets my eyes, but I can’t read him at all. It’s like he’s transformed into a stranger right before me.

      His lips move silently. Like he’s about to say something that’s hard for him.

      I wonder if maybe we’ll make it through this. If there’s still a sliver of hope for us to cross this shit and come out intact on the other side.

      But I see it before he says anything—the ice settling back over his eyes.

      Shutting me out.

      Ripping that last scrap of hope right out of my hands.

      “Get out of my house, Charlotte,” he says in the coldest whisper I’ve ever heard.

      I nod slowly.

      “Goodnight, Lucio.”

      I turn and walk out of his office.

      As soon as I make it to the hallway, the tears start to fall even harder.
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Two Days Later—Lucio’s Office

        

      

    

    
      The phone on my desk rings again. I stare at it with dread.

      “Fuck.”

      Knowing that there’s no way I can possibly avoid this call for much longer, I answer the call and put it on speaker.

      Aunt Pia’s voice breaks the comforting silence of my office space.

      “Lucio Serrani Mazzeo.”

      “Aunt Pia,” I grumble. “What can I do for you?”

      “You can answer your cousin’s calls, for starters!” she screeches.

      Of course she’s calling on Marcelle’s behalf. She always did coddle the pathetic fucker.

      I’ve always given her a pass for that. After all, her only real crime is loving her son.

      It’s not her fault that her son happens to be a fucking asshole.

      Well, not completely her fault.

      “I have nothing to say to Marcelle.”

      “He’s your cousin,” she scolds. Her shrill voice has already started to great on my nerves. “Your blood relative. You owe each other everything.”

      “Let’s not get carried away.”

      “Lucio!” Pia cries. “Blood is thicker than water.”

      “Precisely,” I fire back. “And because of your son’s stupidity, I lost my child.”

      I’m met with thorny silence.

      I know my tone has caught her off guard. I may be the don of one of the most powerful mafia organizations in the country, but I’ve always dealt with my elders respectfully.

      Until now.

      Some of them have lost the grace of my patience.

      “He made a mistake,” Pia says at last. She’s cautious now. Perhaps she’s remembered the Mazzeo pecking order.

      “He knew my conditions,” I say. “If he was hiring anyone from outside, they were to be vetted. He swore he handled it. He looked me in the eye and promised that.”

      “They tricked him—”

      “Bullshit,” I snap. “They barely had to lift a goddamn finger. Because Marcelle didn’t do shit. He just picked a bunch of women like some horny teenager.”

      “He’s been under a lot of stress lately—”

      “I don’t give a fuck about the stress. He was born with a silver spoon—no, a whole fucking drawer of silverware in his goddamn mouth. He’s never had to work for shit. I gave him everything. I made his life what it is.”

      “That’s not—”

      “Every single investment he’s ever put into his businesses have come from me,” I interrupt. “And when they fail, I bail him out. Why? Because we share the same fucking name.”

      Pia draws in a shocked breath.

      “It’s certainly not because I like him. Because I don’t. Never have. He’s a forty-year-old child who still has his mother fighting his battles for him.”

      “Lucio—”

      “You realize he hasn’t called me since Evie was taken?” I say, cutting her off. “He should be the one making this call. Not you.”

      “I understand you’re going through a lot,” Pia says, trying to take control of the conversation. “Losing Evie. And… Charlotte.”

      I stop short.

      “It was very clear to everyone that you and the nanny were close.”

      I stare daggers at the speaker.

      “The nanny is a non-issue,” I grit in a low, dangerous voice.

      “Marcelle was concerned about you the night of Orlando’s bachelor party,” she continues. “He felt you were—”

      “Why are you calling, Pia?” I demand.

      “You and Marcelle need to make up.”

      “Have him call me.”

      She hesitates for a moment. “You’ll… forgive him?”

      “Forgive him?” I repeat. “Hell no. I’ll beat his stupid head in before I forgive that motherfucker. He should pick up the phone and call me so that I can tell him that myself.”

      Pia tries to talk, but I cut her off before she can get going.

      “Oh, and Pia?” I say, leaning in to the speaker phone. “If you call me on Marcelle’s behalf again, I will pull my funding for all his ‘business ventures.’ Then you’ll be the one paying for his whores. And you wouldn’t want that, now would you?”

      I don’t wait for her to reply.

      I’m guessing she’s not really in a replying mood, anyway.

      “Buona fucking notte, zietta.”

      Hanging up on her is more satisfying than it should be.

      But I’m done biting my tongue where the family is concerned. They’ve gotten used to getting what they want from me.

      And I’ve been willing to give in, because I didn’t have to prioritize anyone over them. They are family, after all.

      But that was before Evie.

      Now, nothing and no one else matters but my daughter.

      A knock comes at my door.

      “Come in.” I lean back against my chair and wait.

      Adriano saunters in. “Fun call?” he asks.

      I roll my eyes. “How long were you eavesdropping for?”

      “Around the time you called Marcelle a pathetic fucker,” he smirks. “Or was it a pig fucker? Shit, I dunno. You were really going at top speed there.”

      I nod, but I’ve already checked out of this particular conversation. Especially knowing where Adriano has just come from.

      “So,” I say as Adriano slumps down into a seat and kicks his feet up on my desk, “she’s in the apartment?”

      “She’s not required to be at the ring until next weekend,” Adriano replies. “She went to bed as soon as we got back.”

      I nod, feeling the vein in my head twitch.

      “What happened, man?” Adriano asks cautiously.

      “Nothing,” I say. A little too fast to be casual.

      He raises his eyebrows, a small smile pulling up the corner of his mouth.

      “Totally sounds that way.”

      I suppress a sigh. “I told her the truth.”

      “She seemed pretty distraught,” Adriano says. “I mean, she was doing her best to hide it. But I could tell.”

      “Well, the truth will do that to you.”

      Adriano continues to fix me with that suspicious look of his.

      “What?” I demand.

      “Did you tell her the truth?” he asks carefully. “Or were you just trying to hurt her?”

      I narrow my eyes at him. “You’re saying she doesn’t deserve it?”

      Adriano holds up his hands. “I’m saying she’s trying really hard to make amends for her mistake.”

      “‘Mistake’ implies that what she did was small. Forgivable,” I point out. “What she did was a betrayal. She’s a traitor, not a klutz.”

      “I’m not arguing with you,” Adriano says calmly. “I’m just saying, perception is everything.”

      “Jesus, when did you turn into Yoda?”

      Adriano chuckles. “She was in a tight spot. She made the deal with the Polish before she really knew you. And once she did, she tried to fix it.”

      “Too fucking little. Too fucking late.”

      Adriano bobs his head in silent concession and lets the subject drop.

      I know I’m being stubborn about my anger. But with Evie gone, it’s easy to remember all the ways that Charlotte screwed up.

      “Hey, I’m gonna head out, okay?” Adriano says abruptly. “You need anything before I leave?”

      “No, I’m good.”

      Adriano gets to his feet just as a ping comes in on his phone. He reads the text and smiles.

      It’s a telling little grin, one that gives him away immediately.

      “Well, well, well,” I mutter.

      He puts his phone away and looks at me with a carefully trained expression. “Stop that.”

      “Who’s the girl?” I ask.

      “She’s—uh… there’s no girl.”

      I laugh hard at that one. He’s like a kid getting caught with his hand in the cookie jar.

      Adriano sighs and rolls his eyes. “It’s not a big deal.”

      “If she’s texting you, it means you’ve given her your number,” I point out. “And you haven’t done that in… two years? Three?”

      “Nice detective work, Sherlock,” Adriano grimaces. “Four years, actually. And it’s not like that.”

      “You’re not fucking her?” I ask bluntly.

      “No,” he replies.

      “Not yet, you mean.”

      Adriano smiles. “We’re friends.”

      “If she can make you smile like that, I doubt you’ll stay just friends for very long.”

      “Yeah, yeah, yeah. Bite me. Anyway—goodnight, boss man,” Adriano says, turning for the door.

      I watch him leave, feeling strangely empty.

      The house stands as it always has: quiet and still.

      And yet it feels different.

      Without Evie, the silence is oppressive. The stillness is eerie. The emptiness opens up like a chasm.

      I move to the bar and pour myself a drink. Then I walk back to my desk and switch on the monitors on the side of my desk.

      The screen turns blue first before the images pop up, delivering a live feed straight from Charlotte’s apartment.

      I haven’t turned on the monitors in almost two days. Not since our fight.

      The lights are on in her bedroom and I can see the indent where her body was lying on the bed.

      But she herself is nowhere in sight.

      I consider flipping through the other angles to find where in the apartment she’s wandered off to. I resist the urge, though. Nothing good will come of it.

      Cold turkey. That’s the only option. Cut her out completely. Move on with my life.

      I turn off the monitor and take a sip of my drink.

      The burn of whiskey scours my throat. It’s welcome relief.

      Once the glass is empty, I leave my office and head downstairs to the kitchen so I’m not tempted to pour another.

      I’ve avoided the entire space religiously for the last few months. Ever since I discovered Charlotte’s betrayal.

      But I’m done avoiding those memories.

      It’s time to take charge of my world again.

      I flick on the kitchen lights. Artificial light floods the large space, spilling out onto the pool deck just beyond the glass doors.

      Evie loved the pool. She’d stay in there the whole day if given the option.

      “Loves,” I correct myself in a low mutter. “Present fucking tense.”

      I open the fridge and pull out the pulled pork sandwiches that I ordered yesterday for dinner.

      I don’t bother warming it up. I just bite into it.

      But the food is tasteless. After I swallow, it sits in my stomach like a lump of coal.

      I stuff the sandwich back into the fridge and stare unblinking into its depths. White light shines. The motor drones on.

      Endless. Meaningless. Empty.

      And then, like a scream shattering the silence, the alarm system starts to wail.

      “Shit.” I rush out of the kitchen towards the armory.

      Bursting in, I snatch a gun from the rack, the first one I find.

      Then I head out towards the main gates to find out who the hell came to fuck with Lucio Mazzeo.
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      On my way there, a few of my men appear from their posts, all with their guns raised.

      “Where’s the breach?” I ask Stefano.

      “Main gate,” he answers, his amber eyes alert. “They haven’t gotten into the compound yet.”

      “Good. How many men are manning the main gates?”

      “Half a dozen.”

      I look around. I’ve got about eight men at my back. A few more are doing the rounds in the compound’s gardens.

      The question is, how many men have come for us?

      I’m slightly surprised by the move. To hit a rival compound once is mad enough. To hit it twice is a declaration of war. An invitation for chaos.

      But, having met Kazimierz, it makes sense.

      The man is chaos incarnate.

      I signal to my soldiers to fan out and approach the gates from different positions.

      “Get eyes on them,” I instruct. “And if any of you get a clear shot, take it.”

      The moment the jeeps are brought around, I jump in. We hurtle down the long drive towards the gates. I narrow my eyes as we approach.

      I don’t hear a thing.

      I don’t see a thing.

      Just dark night spanning in every direction.

      “Who’s stationed out there?” I ask Stefano.

      “Dominic’s got command tonight.”

      “Get me a walkie-talkie.”

      Stefano grabs one and tosses it to me. The scraping static comes through when I punch it on.

      “Dominic,” I intone clearly. “Dominic, come in.”

      A crackle of static.

      And then: “Boss, we’ve got eyes on the attackers,” Dominic’s voice comes in loud and clear. “But…”

      “But what?” I demand.

      “No guns. They came in hands up,” he says cautiously. “They say they want…”

      “They want what?”

      He breathes. “They say they just wanna talk.”

      Stefano and I exchange a glance.

      “It’s a fucking trap,” he tells me, shaking his head.

      He might be right. But we can’t turn back just yet. Not with my daughter still somewhere out in the city.

      I get out of the jeep. My men follow me. The gates are shut tight, and the alarm is still blaring.

      At least the security system is working properly.

      “Dom, how many men?”

      “It’s one car,” he says, still sounding dumbfounded. “Far as I can tell, it’s just one guy in it, too.”

      “One guy?” I repeat in disbelief.

      Kazimierz came alone here? After what happened to Bartek? Nothing about this makes sense to me.

      I glance back at Stefano.

      “Send out a few men to circle the compound,” I order. “This might be a distraction to hit another part of the compound.”

      Stefano nods and turns to the men under his command, while I concentrate on the walkie-talkie in my hand.

      “Boss,” Dom’s voice crackles through the walkie-talkie. “This isn’t the Polish.”

      Stefano comes up by my side after dispatching a Mazzeongent to patrol the perimeter. “You think this is a trick?”

      “There’s only one way to find out,” I say. I’m losing patience with this cat-and-mouse game. “Open the fucking gates.”

      “What?” Stefano looks at me with alarmed eyes.

      “Now.”

      Immediately, two of my men spring to the controls on the side of the gate.

      And slowly, it rolls open to reveal the vehicle sitting out front.

      My men and I form a line in front of the gate, facing the enemy car. Guns clack into position.

      If the bastard so much as sneezes in a way I don’t like, he’ll have a dozen bullets in his chest before he can draw another breath.

      But it doesn’t seem like that’ll be necessary. There’s only one lone man standing across from us.

      It’s not Kazimierz. And as far as I can tell, it’s not any of his underbosses, either.

      Whoever this son of a bitch is, he looks completely ordinary. The kind of face you forget the moment you look away.

      A bushy little mustache. Pale. Scrawny and beanpole-tall.

      He doesn’t even look mafia.

      “Who the fuck are you?” I demand, striding forward away from my men.

      “Me?” he asks mildly. “The name’s Jacobsen.”

      I frown.

      Definitely not mafia.

      “What can I do for you, Jacobsen?” I growl.

      “You can put down your weapon, sir,” he tells me. “And you can ask your men to do the same.”

      “I might do that,” I say, “if you tell me what you want.”

      He blinks. Ginger eyebrows and pale freckles make him look like a ghost in the harsh glare of the floodlights mounted on the gate.

      “I want you,” he says calmly. “I’m here to arrest you, Mr. Mazzeo.”

      I bark out a disbelieving laugh. “Arrest me?”

      He nods as he throws open the front of his jacket to reveal a badge.

      A fucking badge.

      “FBI,” he explains. “It’s actually Agent Jacobsen. You’re under arrest, Mr. Mazzeo.”

      I can’t help but smile. “On what grounds?”

      “Murder, drug-dealing, money laundering… Take your pick. I have a warrant right here,” he adds, tapping the breast pocket of his jacket.

      My smile gets wider.

      “And you expect me to just walk up to you and offer myself up?”

      He nods confidently. “That’s exactly what I expect.”

      “And why is that?”

      He turns around to glance back at the vehicle parked just behind him. The back doors open and a man gets out first. Then he reaches in and pulls out another person.

      A woman.

      Who’s already cuffed.

      “Lucio,” she gasps.

      “Charlotte.”

      Her blue eyes are alight with worry, uncertainty. “They broke into my apartment and—”

      Jacobsen shushes her. “Enough now, hon. Mr. Mazzeo, please don’t make this difficult for us.”

      “Why are you arresting her?” I demand.

      He raises a humored eyebrow. “I think you know damn well why, sir. Ms. Dunn here has been an accomplish to several of your… achievements.”

      I take a deep breath, but the fury ebbs.

      I call over my shoulder. “Gentlemen… Lascia cadere le tue armi.”

      Drop your weapons.

      My men hesitate, looking to me in confusion.

      “Do it,” I emphasize. I lock eyes with Stefano. “Then call Adriano.”

      I engage the safety on my gun and toss it to Stefano. Then I walk straight to Jacobsen with my hands outstretched.

      “You can do the honors,” I say calmly.

      “Lucio, what are you doing?” Charlotte whispers, looking at me in shock.

      I give her a reassuring glance.

      “They can arrest me,” I tell her, before turning my gaze to Jacobsen. “But they won’t be able to hold me.”

      The smug agent narrows his eyes, his brow furrowing. “You sure about that, son?”

      I smile thinly. “Very sure. But you’re welcome to fucking try.”
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A Few Hours Later—FBI Interrogation Room

        

      

    

    
      Agent Jacobsen’s dark eyes are shrewd as he gives me the once-over. Not for the first time, either. He’s been trying to pick me apart since he first stepped through the door.

      He matches the bleak interrogation room perfectly. Gray pallor to his skin, salt-and-pepper in his hair. Gray tie. Gray shirt. Not a speck of color to be found.

      I can see my own reflection in the two-way mirror just behind him. I make a point of glancing at it every few seconds.

      There’s probably a handful of observers on the other side of that mirror. I can feel their eyes on me.

      I just sit back and breathe.

      I don’t have to put on a show of calm, though. I genuinely am calm.

      “Can I get you anything, Mr. Mazzeo?” Jacobsen asks. “Coffee? Water?”

      “Nothing for me, thanks.”

      “Are you ready to get started?”

      “It’s your party,” I say, spreading my hands wide. “I’m on your schedule here.”

      He straightens some papers on the desk, then sinks into the chair opposite me. “We’ve been watching you for a long time, Mr. Mazzeo.”

      “Lucio is fine,” I tell him.

      “Lucio,” he corrects. “You’ve been involved in some pretty high-profile deals.”

      I raise my eyebrows with interest. “Have I?”

      “The Ruiz cartel?” he prods. “Does that name ring a bell?”

      I have to bite back a laugh. The Ruiz cartel has been inactive for the last five years. Is their intel that pitifully outdated?

      “Not really, no.”

      “Word is, you hunted them into extinction.”

      “If that were the case, you should be thanking me,” I say with a wink. “The news channels sure made it seem like those guys were some awfully bad apples.”

      “Some would say the same about you.”

      I chuckle. “Then you’ve been talking to the wrong people.”

      He glares at me. His expression doesn’t change much, but I’ve spent enough time studying law enforcement agents to sense some discomfort.

      He’s starting to realize just how far out of his depth he is. He does this shit because it’s his job.

      I do it because it’s my birthright.

      “Who’s the girl?” Jacobsen asks suddenly, his tone going from casual to brusque.

      “Girl?”

      “Charlotte Dunn.”

      “Charlotte, Charlotte…” I pretend to think. “Oh, right—Charlotte. She’s my daughter’s nanny.”

      “Nanny?” he repeats in false surprise. “It’s strange to have a nanny when you don’t have a kid.”

      I frown. “What’s that supposed to mean?”

      “You enrolled your child in school,” he says. “Staffordshire Prep, I believe.” He glances up at me and whistles. “How fancy! But now, it seems she no longer attends.”

      That throws me for a loop. How the fuck do they know so much about Evie?

      “She’s with her mother for the time being.”

      “I see…”

      His tone implies that he wants to press on with this line of questioning. But something stops him.

      “There’s something brewing between you and the Polish,” he says. Shifting again. Trying to throw me off with fresh avenues of attack again and again. “We’ve been monitoring the situation for months.”

      “Have you?” I ask. “Then you were aware about the attack on my compound. It was nice of you to step in and—oh, wait. You didn’t do shit.”

      “It’s not our place to involve ourselves in mafia disputes.”

      I lean forward and fix him with a cold smile. “Then why do it now?”

      “Because this is getting out of hand. Three men turned up dead last night.”

      I freeze.

      That’s news to me.

      “And you think I had something to do with that?”

      “All three men had ties to the Polish mafia,” Jacobsen tells me. “Their bodies were found outside a bar. A bar that happens to be frequented by your men.”

      “Jesus,” I sigh. “You really think my men are stupid enough to murder and then dispose of bodies in our own fucking backyard?”

      “What are you saying?”

      “I’m saying those bodies were planted there to make it look like we were responsible for the murders,” I say impatiently. “Let me save you the trouble: we’re not.”

      “You’ll forgive me if I don’t take your word for it.”

      I give him a shrug. “It really doesn’t make a difference to me.”

      “The tensions between your crime ring and the Polish are rising,” he continues. “We don’t want this escalating into a full-scale war.”

      Ah, so that’s why they’ve chosen to act now.

      Typical feds.

      They never do shit while the party is raging, but then have the balls to act all shocked when the house burns down.

      I shake my head. “I don’t know what you’re talking about. I get along great with the Polish.”

      Jacobsen rubs his mustache irritably. “This will go smoother if you’re straight with me.”

      “Indeed? Because you’re being straight with me right now?”

      “Lucio—”

      “Edgar.”

      He stops short, clearly thrown by my use of his first name.

      He’d introduced himself as Agent Jacobsen. I’m not supposed to know his first name. I’m not supposed to know anything about him, as a matter of fact.

      That’s why I’m smiling.

      He’s tense, as if I’ve just threatened him.

      In a sense, I have.

      Because I know far, far more than he wants me to know.

      He tries desperately to gain the upper hand again. Not that he ever really had it in the first place.

      “I have some questions about—”

      “No,” I say, cutting him off. “I’m done answering questions. I’m done talking. The only person I’ll speak to is my lawyer.”

      “Lucio—”

      “You can call me Mr. Mazzeo,” I growl. “And I’ll take that cup of coffee now.”

      Jacobsen’s eyes darken. I have to try very hard not to grin.

      He gets to his feet. I can sense the anger wafting off him. His heavy footsteps stalk out of the interrogation room and I’m left alone. Staring at my reflection in the two-way mirror.

      I smile slowly and give a little salute to the glass.

      I shouldn’t be fucking with them. But hell, it’s been a rough couple of weeks.

      I’m entitled to a little fun.
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      A few minutes later, a younger man enters the room with a cup of coffee for me.

      Once he walks back out again, I’m left sitting there for who-the-fuck-knows how long before my lawyer arrives.

      He enters with a sour face and swollen eyes. A clear indication that he’d been in the throes of sleep when he’d received the call from Adriano.

      “Ah, William,” I greet. “Nice of you to show up.”

      He sits down next to me and puts his files on the table.

      “Lucio,” he mutters, keeping his voice down so that we can’t be heard. “Adriano called.”

      “I know. I told him to.”

      “Right.”

      “Well?” I ask. “Have you spoken to the relevant authorities?”

      “Of course,” William says. His surly face looks even surlier than usual. “They don’t have anything solid to pin you down with. It’s all just hearsay and paper shields.”

      “Of course it is,” I snarl. “I spend a lot of money every year making the shit we do disappear.”

      “Well, it worked,” William tells me. “They’re acting on desperation here. You run this city, and these sorry fucks are worried that if they don’t tamp down on mafia activity now, they’ll lose complete control.”

      “Ship’s sailed on that one.”

      “Denial can be a powerful thing,” he says soberly.

      With his graying hair and noticeable bald patch, William doesn’t look like a shark. But that’s exactly why I like him. You don’t notice he’s about to rip your head off until it’s too late to escape.

      “Who have you spoken to?” I ask.

      “Hamlin. He’s head of the Criminal Investigative Division at the Bureau. He’s already pulling strings to drop the charges against you.”

      “Charges?”

      “Assault and battery,” William says in disgust with a dismissive wave of his hand. “From that thing with the Irish last year. They’re calling it in now.”

      I drum my fingers on the table. “They’ve been lying in wait all this time?”

      “Apparently.”

      I glance at the mirror. “They’re up to something,” I say, my lips barely moving.

      “Without a doubt.”

      “How soon can you get me out of here?” I ask.

      “Hamlin will send down a directive soon,” William tells me. “It shouldn’t take too long now.”

      I nod. “And Charlotte?” I ask. “They’ve got her in one of these rooms.”

      “Ah…”

      I glare at him. “I want her out, too.”

      “Hamlin pulled strings for you, not her.”

      “They’ve got even less on her than they have on me,” I spit.

      “I spoke to one of the detectives about her,” William says. “Is she currently working with the Polish. Something called a… ring girl?”

      Fuck.

      “Yeah.”

      “Lucio,” William says with a sigh, “that in and of itself compromises her.”

      “Still, they’ve got nothing concrete,” I point out. “She was offered a job. She took it.”

      “She’s got ties to the Mazzeo, as well as the Polish,” William says skeptically. “Doesn’t bode well for her reputation.”

      “Fuck her goddamn reputation,” I snarl. I slam my fist on the rickety metal table. “I want her out.”

      William doesn’t flinch at the display of anger. “I’ll get her out,” he assures me.

      “Good.”

      I grab the coffee and down it in one gulp. Then I hold the empty cup up to the mirror.

      “Another one please,” I say loudly. “And be quick about it.”

      A minute later, I hear the click of heels, and the door to the interrogation room opens.

      The woman who enters is tall, dark-skinned, and hiding a killer body underneath her black trousers and white shirt.

      There’s something familiar about her, but I can’t put my finger on it.

      “Mr. Mazzeo,” she says coldly.

      “You forgot my coffee.”

      Her jaw squares. “Since you’re being released, I figured you could get your own.”

      Smiling triumphantly, I get to my feet as William reaches for his files.

      I stop in front of the agent on the way out, conscious of the way her eyes are scouring over me lustily.

      “Really, agent, you should be less transparent,” I chide. “I’m not a piece of meat.”

      Her eyes flash to my face, but there’s no sign of embarrassment there.

      “No?” she retorts. “You could have fooled me.”

      I smile. “Do I know you from somewhere?”

      “Maybe,” she replies. “You should really pay closer attention.”

      “I’m always paying attention,” I promise. “What is your name? So I can remember for next time.”

      “Ladipo,” she answers. “Mara Ladipo.”

      I incline my head. “Now, if you’ll excuse me…”

      “We’re gonna keep your girl a little longer,” she says. “She seems to have a lot to get off her chest.”

      I don’t give anything away at that obvious barb. She’s trying to scare me into thinking that Charlotte is talking.

      But my gut is telling me that she’s not.

      I smile pleasantly. “I hope we meet again, Agent Ladipo.”

      I walk out of the interrogation room with William following close behind me.

      Once we clear the small group of detectives, I turn to him. “You’re staying?”

      “Of course,” he says. “I’ll let you know when they release her.”

      “Good man.”

      I clap him on the back and head out of the hulking FBI building.

      A car is waiting for me on the curb. Adriano is standing by the Range Rover, leaning against the passenger side door.

      He straightens up when he sees me coming.

      “You look like shit,” he comments.

      “Nothing quite like spending all night in an FBI interrogation room.” We clasp hands and Adriano fixes me with a solemn gaze. Then he releases me and we climb into our respective sides of the car.

      “What did they have on you?” he asks as we take off.

      “They don’t have shit,” I scoff. “Nothing they can nail me to the cross on.”

      “Good,” Adriano says, clearly relieved. “What about Charlotte?”

      “They’re keeping her in custody for a while longer.”

      The words burn my tongue on the way out.

      I add, “The agent I spoke to implied that she’s talking.”

      “But what can she give them?” Adriano asks. “Nothing concrete.”

      “Enough to do some damage.”

      He considers that for a moment. “Nah. She won’t talk.”

      “How can you be sure?” I ask, playing devil’s advocate.

      “Because,” Adriano retorts, “I happen to think she genuinely cares about you.”

      I glance at the eyesore FBI building as it shrinks in the rearview mirror.

      She’s in there—somewhere.

      I don’t know what I’ll do to her when she gets out. What I’ll say to her.

      All I know is that I’ll burn the whole fucking building down to free her if that’s what it takes.

      “William thinks he can get her out,” I say.

      “Then he will,” Adriano assures me, squeezing my shoulder. “Let him do what he gets paid to do. Let us get home.”

      I sigh and sink back against the seat. The thrum of the car is relaxing. White noise to soothe my fevered brain.

      But my thoughts refuse to be cowed. They’re racing over the same subjects again and again.

      Charlotte.

      Kazimierz.

      Evie.

      Ladipo.

      Jacobsen.

      A million different things tugging me in a million different directions. That’s nothing new. It comes with the nature of being don.

      But I’ve never had anything to lose before.

      Now… it feels like everything I love is at stake.

      I open my eyes. “Anything new on Evie?”

      Adriano’s expression changes.

      “Raffaele’s been on her trail for weeks now,” he admits. “And… nothing. Fucking nothing.”

      “Sonya’s working with the Polish,” I reply darkly. “Apparently, they’re sparing no expense in covering her tracks.”

      “Which means she’s higher up in the ranks than we realized.”

      I slam a frustrated fist into the dashboard. “A few weeks ago, she was fucking dead. Now she’s got my kid.”

      “We’ll get Evie back,” Adriano says. “I swear it.”

      “But when?” I demand. “How? And at what cost?”

      He falls silent. That’s not an answer he can give me.

      No one can.
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      I’ve been sitting in the interrogation room for hours now.

      No one’s come in here that whole time.

      I’m parched. Tired. And cold.

      Like, really cold. Arctic cold.

      There are some vents in the corner of the ceiling blasting frigid air. I’d give my pinky toe to seal them off.

      I’m sure that’s the point, though. Just a bullshit manipulation tactic.

      So I keep my head down and my arms wrapped around myself. Anything to avoid looking at the huge mirror taking up one wall.

      I’ve seen enough cop shows to know what’s on the other side of that glass.

      They’re watching me.

      Why are they watching me?

      Why aren’t they talking to me?

      I think I’ll be relieved when the door finally opens, but all I feel is my own fear. My own sense of isolation.

      I don’t know who I can count on anymore.

      I barely know who I’m fighting for.

      I’m no closer to solving those riddles when the door swings open.

      The woman that walks into the room is gorgeous enough to be on a fashion runway. She’s tall, slim, ebony. Her dark hair is tied back in thick braids, highlighting her strong jawline and sleek cheekbones.

      “Good evening, Miss Dunn,” she says. “I’m Agent Ladipo.”

      “Hi,” I squeak, annoyed at how shaky and uncertain I sound.

      “Are you comfortable?” she asks politely. “Can I get you some water?”

      “Yes, please,” I reply.

      She glances at the mirror and nods. A moment later, a young man in a tie enters with a full cup of water. He sets it on the table in front of me and hurries back out without saying a word.

      Agent Ladipo takes the lone seat on the opposite side of the table and gives me a friendly smile. It looks friendly, warm, genuine.

      I don’t trust it in the slightest.

      I reach for the water and drain it quickly. When I set the cup back down on the table, my dry throat has cleared.

      It seems like the temperature has shifted, too. I can finally stop hugging myself to stay warm.

      There’s nothing to distract me from the steely-eyed detective watching me.

      “You okay now?” she asks. “Comfortable?”

      I look around. “As comfortable as you can be in a prison cell.”

      Agent Ladipo raises her eyebrows. “Interrogation room.”

      “Jesus,” I breathe. “That sounds so much worse.”

      She smiles apologetically. “You don’t have to be nervous.”

      “No?” I ask incredulously. “Because my apartment was broken into and I was dragged out in handcuffs.”

      “I apologize. That must have been traumatic.”

      I’m know she’s trying to lull me into a false sense of security. But if that’s the goal, then shoving me in this room to suffer silently for hours seems like an odd move, if you ask me.

      “My life has been traumatic,” I sigh. “I’ll just add this to the list.”

      “Where are you from originally?” she inquires.

      “Not here.”

      “And you chose this city because…?”

      “It was as far away from my mother as I could get.”

      She chuckles. “I can understand that.”

      She’s trying to placate me. To loosen me up.

      But I haven’t lost sight of why I’m here.

      The only reason they’re going to these lengths is because of Lucio. They want dirt on him. They think I’ll be the weak link. The little canary who will sing if they squeeze me right.

      They underestimate me.

      “I just have a few questions for you, Ms. Dunn.”

      “Shouldn’t I have a lawyer present?” I ask.

      “If you require a lawyer, we can get one for you—”

      “I’d like that.”

      “…But,” she continues, “if you didn’t do anything wrong, then no lawyer needed, right? Just tell the truth and this’ll all get resolved quickly.”

      “Pretty sure you’re not allowed to say that,” I point out.

      She winks. “Then we’ll keep it between us ladies, yeah? Just a friendly piece of advice.”

      Agent Ladipo leans in a little, and looks me in the eye. She wears the expression of one girlfriend confiding in another.

      “Charlotte,” she says, dropping my last name altogether, “this will go easier if you just answer my questions and cooperate.”

      There doesn’t seem to be any inclination of a threat in her tone or her expression.

      But that doesn’t mean it isn’t there.

      “Can I have another glass of water, please?” I croak.

      Detective Ladipo leans back against her chair and nods slowly. We sit in silence. Same routine as before: a door opens. Someone enters. They set a glass of water down in front of me.

      But it’s not the same young man who entered the first time.

      This one is different. Older.

      And craziest of all… familiar.

      I stare at his face as he sets the glass down with careful hands.

      Where have I seen him before?

      Round glasses. Messy brown hair.

      The puzzle pieces snap together. My eyes go wide as I realize where I know him from.

      “You were near Savoretti’s!” I exclaim. “I was sitting by the bus stop when you passed by.”

      He glances over at his colleague, gives me a parting nod, and leaves the room without a word.

      “You had me followed?” I ask, turning to Ladipo.

      “Yes.”

      “Why?”

      “Why?” she echoes with a small smile. “You seem to be working with one powerful mafia group. And yet you’re in the home of another powerful mafia don. Help me understand that, Charlotte.”

      “I have my own apartment.”

      “That’s paid for by Lucio Mazzeo, am I right?”

      I hesitate. “How do you know that?”

      “We’re the FBI, Charlotte,” she says condescendingly. “We investigate.”

      I shake my head. “I’m not involved in anything.”

      She smiles. “You can understand why that’s hard for me to believe.”

      I press my lips together. “I’d like a lawyer, please.”

      “And you’ll get one,” she tells me. “But until he gets here… you don’t mind if I stay and chat, do you?”

      I do mind, in fact.

      But I don’t think it would be helpful to say. I don’t want her thinking I have anything to hide.

      So I just shrug in response and take a sip of my water.

      “How did you get the job as ring girl for the Polish?” she asks.

      “I didn’t know I was working for the Polish at all,” I lie smoothly. “I was offered a job and I accepted it. A girl’s gotta make money somehow, right?”

      “And what’s your connection with Lucio Mazzeo?”

      “We have no connection,” I answer. “I am—was—his nanny.”

      “My sources say that his daughter is no longer in his care,” Ladipo offers. She’s watching my face carefully for the tiniest slip in expression.

      “I think she’s back with her mother now?” I suggest.

      I hope to God that I’m not shooting myself in the foot by answering these questions.

      More importantly, I hope I’m not shooting Lucio in the foot by answering these questions.

      “It’s curious to me that you would still be spending so much time with Lucio Mazzeo, given the fact that his daughter is no longer home,” she points out. “After all, your services as a nanny aren’t required if there’s no one to care for, right?”

      I look past her, unsure how to respond.

      “Charlotte?”

      “Yes?”

      “You’re facing some pretty serious charges here,” she tells me. “I wouldn’t want you to end up being the scapegoat for a dangerous man like Mr. Mazzeo.”

      “What are you trying to tell me?” I ask.

      “I’m telling you that if you tell us what you know—about either group, the Italians or the Polish—we can protect you,” she urges. “We can make sure the charges against you go away.”

      I stare at her for a moment. “You want me to snitch on them.”

      “It’s the only way that you can get a second chance at the life you deserve.”

      I narrow my eyes at her and sit back in my chair. “I want a lawyer.”

      “Charlotte –”

      “Lawyer.”

      “I’m just trying to look out for you here—”

      “Law. Yer.”

      “If you tell me what you know, we can protect—”

      “I said I want a fucking lawyer!”

      Ladipo shuts up at once.

      I amaze myself a little bit, too.

      I don’t sound like the Charlotte Dunn I used to be.

      The one who ran from Mickey in that gross apartment building all those months ago.

      The one who used to let Mama berate her again and again.

      I sound strong. Powerful.

      Frightened, perhaps, but willing to act in spite of that fear.

      I sound like Lucio Mazzeo.

      And Ladipo knows it. Her jaw clenches tight. The “friendly guardian” vibe disappears at once.

      She shoves her chair back and rises from the table.

      The sound of the metal legs on the concrete floor is grating, but I don’t flinch. Don’t budge.

      I just meet her gaze coolly for a moment before she pivots on her heel and storms out of the interrogation room.

      The door doesn’t get the chance to close before someone else walks in right after her.

      “Charlotte Dunn?” the man asks.

      He’s small, scrawny, with a bald patch and graying hair. He’s wearing a silver-gray suit and a white collared shirt that looks awfully wrinkly.

      “That’s me.”

      “I’m William Henley,” he says, offering me his hand. “I’m acting as your lawyer today.”

      I don’t want to judge a book by its cover, but the man’s haphazard appearance doesn’t inspire a lot of trust.

      “It’s nice to meet you, Mr. Henley.”

      “William, please,” he says, walking around to the chair that Agent Ladipo just vacated. He pulls it around the table and places it beside me before he sits down.

      “I act as counsel for all matters relating to Mr. Mazzeo’s business,” he tells me. “A category to which you now belong.”

      I raise my eyebrows in surprise. “You’re Lucio’s lawyer?”

      “That’s right.”

      “Where is he?” I ask. “Is he alright?”

      “He’s fine,” William says, lowering his voice. “He’s already out.”

      “Oh. That’s good.”

      “Don’t worry. I’ll have you out of here, too.”

      “They say they have charges against me.”

      “They say that about everyone.” William dismisses it with a wave of his hand. “It doesn’t mean shit. They’re just trying to scare you. Let me guess: they wanted you to inform on Lucio for a get-out-of-jail-free card?”

      I swallow and nod. “Yeah. Pretty much.”

      “Did you give them anything?”

      “Nothing they didn’t already know,” I say honestly. “I confirmed that he hired me as his nanny, but that was all.”

      “Did they ask your about your job at the Polish MMA ring?”

      “Yes. But I told the agent that it was just a job. That I didn’t know who I was working for.”

      “Good,” William says. “That’s very good.”

      “William,” I say, “they seem to know an awful lot. Almost like…”

      “Yes?”

      “Well, it almost seems as if someone is informing on Lucio from the inside.”

      His expression doesn’t betray a thing. In fact, he seems downright underwhelmed.

      “It’s a possibility,” he says. “But we can discuss that at another time. Give me a moment.”

      He gets up again and shuffles out of the door. He’s left his thin blue file behind. I’m tempted to take a look inside.

      I’m conscious of the two-way mirror that faces me, though. So I keep my hands to myself.

      A second later, William reappears in the threshold.

      “Okay, Ms. Dunn,” he says. “Let’s go.”

      I turn in my seat to look at him. “What?”

      “You’re free to go.”

      “Right now?”

      “Right now,” he confirms. “And bring my file with you.”

      I get to my feet and pick up the file before heading towards the door.

      “Thanks,” William says, plucking the file from my hand.

      “Am I really free to go?” I ask in disbelief.

      “Free as a bird. Fly on out of here.”

      As we leave the interrogation room, I notice Agent Ladipo across the massive corridor. She’s standing next to the bespectacled man who’d been spying on me outside of Savoretti’s.

      “I’m sure we’ll meet again, Ms. Dunn,” she calls as I pass.

      Back to the last name again, I see. No more Agent Nice Girl.

      “I sure as hell hope not.”

      Without bothering to wait for her reply, I follow William outside of the FBI building.

      His car is waiting in the corner of the parking lot. I’m surprised by how understated it is for someone who must get paid extremely well. A totally nondescript brown Buick, a few years old.

      Suits him.

      I get in the passenger seat without a word and buckle up. It smells like him in here—aftershave and cigarettes. Better than the stale coffee and disinfectant stench of the interrogation room.

      I breathe a sigh of relief as we leave. I’m more than glad to see the back of this particular building.

      But I can’t help looking back at it, anyway.

      “First time in an interrogation room?” he asks.

      I nod. “And hopefully the last.”

      He chuckles. “With Lucio, you never know.”

      “Did he have to pull some strings to get me out of there?”

      “Yes,” William replies without mincing his words.

      Well, that’s something to chew on. He didn’t leave me to rot back there.

      That’s… nice. I think.

      “How long have you been Lucio’s lawyer?” I ask.

      “Let’s see. 1989… so, carry the one… Over thirty years.”

      “Wow. So you’ve known him for a long time?”

      “Since he was a little kid,” William replies. “He was different back then.”

      “Different how?” I ask, turning in my seat so that I don’t miss a thing.

      William shrugs. “He was a quiet kid,” he tells me. “Always in some corner, nose in a book.”

      “Reading?” I blurt out. It’s hard to square with my experience of the man.

      William chuckles. “Oh, yeah. Before he had all those impressive muscles that make the ladies swoon, he was a little bookworm.”

      I roll my eyes. “I didn’t swoon.”

      I mean, I did on the inside. A little. But no one else knew that.

      William gives me a glance that implies he doesn’t believe me at all.

      “What?” I ask. “He’s not my type.”

      “No?” William asks. “Is that why you kept your mouth shut in there and gave them nothing on him?”

      “I… I… did that because—”

      “Listen, Charlotte,” William interrupts. “I know I look like a nobody. But I’ve been around the block a few times. I know it when I see it.”

      “Know what?”

      “Love,” he says simply. “Love.”
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      I’m in the kitchen when I get a text from Giovanni at the front gate.

      She’s here.

      I stand stock still. A minute later, I hear footsteps.

      It’s the only sound in the house. Just the quiet shush-shush-shush of tired feet on my marble floors.

      And then she’s here. Standing in my kitchen again. She whispers my name when she sees me.

      Only my name. Nothing more.

      “Lucio…”

      She looks exhausted.

      Her hair is messy and escaping from her bun. Her eyes are bloodshot, diluting down the blue of her irises. Black sweats and a white tank top underneath a shaggy oversized cardigan.

      And still, she manages to be beautiful.

      “Charlotte,” I murmur in return.

      We breathe in sync for a moment.

      “Thanks for getting me out.”

      I don’t meet her eyes. “The Polish certainly weren’t going to do it.”

      It’s a bitter comment. Part of me regrets it as soon as she leaves my lips.

      But if it affects her, she says nothing.

      She’s silent for a long time.

      Then she walks over to the counter, only a few feet away from me.

      “I didn’t say anything, you know,” she tells me without meeting my eyes. “They asked me a lot of questions, but I didn’t give them anything. I wouldn’t do that.”

      I nod slowly. “I wasn’t going to ask.”

      She leans forward on her elbows and presses her forehead to the countertop. The mere sight of her is exhausting me, too.

      A voice in my head is urging me to go to her.

      Brush the hair back from her forehead.

      Kiss down her spine until she melts in your arms.

      Carry her to bed and fuck her softly to sleep.

      Instead, I stand where I am and dig my nails into my palms so hard that I feel the warm trickle of blood when the skin breaks.

      “Anyway,” I say gruffly, “it’s late, and I don’t know if the cops still have eyes on you. So you can stay here tonight. But only tonight.”

      Then, before I do anything foolish, I head for the door.

      “How long are you going to stay mad at me?” she demands of my retreating back.

      I stop short.

      I know I shouldn’t turn around.

      Don’t engage.

      Don’t make things more complicated than they already are.

      “Lucio, look at me. At least be man enough to do that.”

      I clench my jaw, refusing to get pulled into this drama. This bullshit drama that I don’t need right now.

      But she’s not done.

      “Mr. Big Shot Don with his guns and his entourage of idiots. Mr. Not Afraid Of Anything. And look at you. You can’t even look me in the eye. You’re a coward, you know. You are a fucking coward.”

      I take the bait.

      I turn around and face her. She expected hot fury. So I remain calm.

      My rage is simmering under the surface, of course. But it’s contained.

      For now.

      “Answer me,” she jabs. “How long will you hold a grudge?”

      “Once my daughter is back with me,” I tell her in a dangerous rasp. “And you are out of our lives for good.”

      She rears back like I’ve struck her.

      For a moment, it feels like I have.

      It’s a low fucking blow. But I don’t take it back.

      I’ve let this weird, toxic thing between us get out of hand. She’s become a liability, not an asset.

      And that’s on me. That’s my fault. I’ll bear the blame for causing it.

      But I’ll also take responsibility for fixing it.

      That starts by making Charlotte aware of what she means to me: not a fucking thing.

      She rounds the kitchen island to stand in front of me. There’s no barrier between us now.

      I can feel the air spark with charged, crackling static.

      “Look at you, standing there, manning the moral high ground,” she seethes, the fire sparking back into her eyes. “You’re nothing but a fucking hypocrite.”

      “A hypocrite, hm?”

      “Yes! A hypocrite,” she yells. “You’re so damn pissed because I lied to you. But what about you, huh? What choice did you give me? You made me your captive. I didn’t have a choice when you brought me to this house and threw me in your motherfucking basement.”

      She steps closer and jabs an angry finger into my chest.

      “Does that inspire much trust, Lucio? Does it? Yes, I betrayed your trust. But you did it first.”

      “That is completely fucking different,” I growl. I advance on her, forcing her back on her heels.

      “Oh yeah? Well,” she says, glancing around the room melodramatically, “we’re all listening! Go on then—tell me how! Tell me why you’re in the right!”

      “When you first came to this house, I didn’t know you,” I hiss. “When you chose to inform on me to the Polish and put my daughter at risk, you knew me. You knew her.”

      “I never gave anyone anything on either one of you!” she cries.

      Her eyes are cloudy with tears, but she still manages to blink them away.

      “I tried to stop it. I went and I told Xander that I wasn’t gonna do it anymore. I tried…”

      I step closer. She steps back.

      It’s a crazy fucked-up dance we’re doing.

      We’re running out of room, though. The wall looms behind Charlotte.

      Not much farther to retreat.

      “Maybe if you had tried harder,” I snarl, “Evie would still be here.”

      She stops short, haunted by my words. Or maybe she’s haunted by the venom in them.

      I watch one single tear fall from her right eye. It glitters as it catches the light and rolls down her cheek.

      Seeing that one tear makes me hate myself.

      I watch her lips tremble with the weight of trying to defend her actions.

      And then she stops. She bites back whatever she was going to say. She closes her eyes, and her body goes still.

      When she opens her eyes again, she looks resigned.

      Is this what I wanted all those months ago when I swore I would break her?

      It doesn’t feel like a victory.

      Charlotte doesn’t spare me a glance as she spins on her heel and strides out of the kitchen. She goes through the sliding glass doors and out onto the pool deck.

      She pulls off the cardigan she’s wearing and flings it aside.

      Frowning, I follow.

      What the hell is she doing?

      Then she pulls off the white tank top, revealing a simple black bra that cups her breasts to perfection.

      There’s a frantic, desperate intensity to her stripping. Like a woman possessed.

      She shoves off her sweats. Steps out of them. Kicks them away without sparing a second glance.

      She’s standing at the edge of the pool in nothing but her bra and matching black panties.

      She takes a shuddering breath…

      And dives right into the glowing pool.

      It’s a graceful dive.

      And somehow, a mournful dive.

      Like someone who isn’t sure they’ll ever surface again, and who doesn’t care too much one way or the other.

      Her body knifes through the water with hardly a splash.

      I wait for her to pop back up again.

      She doesn’t.

      I wait.

      Still nothing.

      What the fuck?

      I head farther out onto the pool deck, wondering what the fuck she’s playing at.

      Then I see her.

      She’s submerged at the very bottom of the pool. Her face is hidden behind the swirling cloud of her dark hair.

      I wait.

      It’s only been a minute.

      But still—that’s a long fucking time when you’re underwater.

      “Charlotte!” I bark down at her.

      She doesn’t give the slightest indication that she’s heard me. Her position starts to change slowly. To loosen. To crumple.

      Almost like she’s about to pass out.

      “Fuck,” I mutter. “Charlotte. Charlotte!”

      Nothing.

      And I can’t stop myself from acting.

      I rip off my clothes until I’m standing there in my boxer briefs.

      Then I dive into the pool and kick straight to the bottom.

      Cold water rushes past my eardrums. My breath escapes in furious bubbles as I knife downward.

      She doesn’t move as I approach. Doesn’t even seem like she knows that I’m here.

      Her limbs drift lazily in the water. Everything is mottled shades of green and blue and the distant white glow of the lights.

      I grab hold of her wrist. More bubbles obscuring my vision. But at least I have her in my arms.

      My feet find the rough concrete bottom. I plant, gather, and kick off. And with Charlotte’s limp frame in my grasp, we rocket to the surface.

      My lungs burn when we break through. We both suck in greedy lungfuls of air.

      I tread in place and look down at her.

      She’s so fragile in my arms. The pale stroke of her cheekbones. The subtle purse of her lips.

      Then she coughs once, coughs again, and her eyes flutter open.

      When she realizes where she is, she clenches her jaw. She shoves me until I release her and let her float a few feet off.

      I watch her go, without a damn clue of what I’m meant to say.

      To my surprise, she rears back and splashes a big wave of water right into my face.

      “Fuck you! What do you think you’re doing?”

      “Me?” I demand incredulously. “Are you out of your mind? I saved you!”

      She shakes her head in irritation. “I didn’t ask to be saved.”

      “You sure as hell needed to be!”

      “I was fine. I just… needed to get away from it all.”

      “By killing yourself?” I roar.

      She glares at me. “I wasn’t trying to kill myself.”

      “Sure you weren’t. Whatever you want to call it, it isn’t happening here. I’ve got enough troubles as it is. I don’t need another body to cover up from the cops.”

      Anger flashes across her eyes. “Good to know where I stand,” she taunts. “Just another liability in the Mazzeo cookbook.”

      “Charlotte—”

      She doesn’t wait for me to finish my sentence. She splashes more water into my face and tries to get out of the pool. But I grab her as she passes by.

      “Let me go!” she yells.

      “Stop it! Just wait for a goddamn second.”

      “For what?” she hisses through gritted teeth. “For you to stop being an asshole? Because that doesn’t seem like it’s going to happen anytime soon.”

      “I’m trying to talk to you,” I grunt.

      Which is true. Though it’s complicated by how extremely conscious I am of the fact that she’s nearly naked in my arms.

      “Oh, now you want to talk?” she says, turning on me. “Now you want to have a conversation?”

      “Charlotte—”

      “Don’t do that!” she snaps, displacing more water with her manic movements. “Don’t act all calm and collected and make me out to be the psychotic one. Not after you’re the one that pushed me to the edge. Not after everything you’ve said to me and done to—”

      I seize her by the cheeks in one broad hand and tug her to me.

      Then I bring my mouth crashing down onto hers. She falls silent and accepts it, melts into the kiss.

      Her lips are parting and her hand brushes against my side…

      And then something in her breaks.

      Her eyes burst open and she pushes me away from her as our lips rip apart once more.

      “You’re an asshole,” she hisses for the second time. “Don’t ever touch me again.”

      Then she’s gone, kicking away to the pool’s edge.

      She clambers out of the water and onto the deck. I follow close behind her.

      “I said stay away from me,” she orders as water streams down  her tight little body.

      I ignore her command and make a grab for her arm. When I catch her wrist, I twist her around to face me before she can run into the house.

      She struggles against my grasp, but I don’t let go.

      Trapped, she slaps me with her free hand.

      My jaw clenches, but other than that, I don’t react. “Feel better?” I drawl.

      “Not even fucking close,” she hisses. “Let. Me. Go.”

      “No.”

      She tries to hit me again, but I block her hand easily.

      Then, in a quick motion, I twist her back around so that her ass is pushed up against my throbbing cock and she’s pressed against the glass door.

      My lips land near her ear, and I can almost hear her frantic heartbeat.

      Or maybe it’s mine. I can’t even tell at this point.

      “Let me go, Lucio!”

      The way she gasps out my name, though…

      It sounds like a moan.

      It sounds like a plea.

      It sounds like an invitation.

      I can’t help what happens next. My hand finds her hip and tugs her even closer to me.

      She goes still for a moment and her neck cranes back to give me better access for the trace of my tongue.

      “Stop…” she whispers.

      But her body’s not giving me the same signals. Her ass pushes in against my cock and I nip at her neck.

      My hands crawl all over her body before slipping beneath the wet cups of her bra.

      She groans, and I can feel her how hard her nipples are. One hand stay there, caressing her taut peak. The other hand grazes down her body.

      I slip my fingers inside her panties and circle the wet mound of her pussy.

      “Lucio,” she whispers again. “What the fuck are we doing?”

      What the fuck are we doing?

      She’s owning her part in the messed-up chemistry we had together.

      She’s acknowledging that this is a two-way street.

      She wants me as much as I want her.

      She hates me as much as I hate her.

      And somewhere in all that chaos is something worth fighting for.

      I slip my fingers inside her and coax a rattling moan from her lips.

      She strains against me, still bucking, but her legs part willingly, allowing me to push my fingers deeper.

      Her hand reaches back up to my neck as she turns her face to meet mine. We kiss desperately, our bodies grappling against one another.

      The kiss breaks as I get more intense with my fingers. She groans, her head falling against my shoulder as I finger-fuck her.

      I think about carrying her inside to find a bed or a couch, but I can’t wait that long.

      My cock is desperate to be inside her and she seems just as eager.

      She spins in my arms so that she’s facing me. Her hand immediately falls into my boxers to my cock and she wraps her hand around my shaft.

      She gives me a few good pumps, her blue eyes bright with lust.

      Then she leans in and bites my bottom lip, pulling it slightly between her teeth before letting it go.

      How the fuck am I supposed to fight that?

      We stumble back on one of the pool chairs that sit by the pool. Somewhere between the pool and the deck chair, I get her panties off. And she shoves off my boxer briefs.

      She takes control, pushing me back against the chaise, and sinking down low on my body.

      With no hesitation, she swallows my cock whole, taking me off guard.

      “Fuck, micetta…” I groan.

      She sucks my cock as though she’s been starving for it. Her palm wraps around the base of me while she bops up and down, consuming my length before releasing and starting all over again.

      Still frantic, still moaning, she moves down and starts licking my balls.

      “Charlotte…”

      She sucks and licks my balls as her hand pumps away at my erect shaft. I can feel the orgasm coming but I force it back.

      I’m not ready to for this to be over just yet.

      “Come here,” I growl.

      She doesn’t need to be asked twice.

      She lifts herself up and straddles me. I watch her sink onto my cock.

      It’s frictionless. Pure and beautiful, so fucking sweet that I nearly come. She’s fighting the same fight I am.

      Holding on for as long as humanly possible.

      But when we fuse together, I can tell how deep I am. How close we both are already.

      Her tight walls enclose around me as she arches back and frees a moan into the night sky.

      Up and down she goes, working my length. Her breasts bounce. I reach out to cup and squeeze them.

      She has her hands behind her on my thighs to support her weight as she grinds all the way up me, hesitates for only a moment, and then impales herself back down. Soft murmurs escape her lips every inch of the way.

      She’s lost in another world. Going slow as fuck.

      So goddamn slow that it makes my head feel like it’s going to explode.

      I’m tempted to pound my cock up inside her, take control, fuck the living shit out of her.

      But I hold back.

      I tell myself to be patient.

      There’s nothing like a slow burn. The breaking point is always more intense because of it.

      As I pinch her nipples gently, her eyes flutter open and meet mine.

      The intensity dials up.

      She doesn’t break the eye contact as she continues to ride me. So I don’t, either.

      Just her eyes. Blue as sapphires.

      Her pussy. Wet and hot.

      And the panting of our breath mixing in the space between our faces.

      She’s all I can see. She’s all I can feel.

      Part of me wonders if we’re going too far. If we’re making this something it shouldn’t be, something it was never meant to be, something we can never recover from.

      But I don’t stop.

      And she doesn’t, either.

      She bounces on my dick a little longer, and then she changes the motion. She sinks down onto my cock, as far as it’ll go and then she whips her hips back and forth.

      It creates a ripple of new sensations and coaxes a fresh curse from deep in my chest.

      Her hands fall forward against my chest. I find her hips and squeeze tight.

      Faster and faster we go.

      She’s riding me frantically now. Bucking and moaning. We’re both sweating. Both breathing so damn hard. The chair is vibrating beneath me, ready to give way at any moment.

      Her name bursts from my lips. “Fuck… Charlotte…”

      She opens her mouth and starts to moan.

      She starts to gasp.

      She starts to let go.

      And I know I’m driving her to an orgasm.

      No more holding back. I seize her hips and start slamming into her from below.

      Her eyes go wide as I try to break her with my cock. She surrenders to me. I have all the control now.

      And I intend to make her crumble on top of me.

      She can only hold onto me as I thrust into her. As hard as I can.

      The sound of our flesh colliding just sets me off further. I’m so close to losing it, to bursting. Though I’m dead-set on outlasting her.

      She’s trying to do the same.

      It’s a game, the same kind we’ve been playing from the very start of our relationship or whatever the fuck this is.

      A game of power. A game of control.

      But she’s losing control fast.

      It’s in the wild helplessness of her eyes as her moans give way to screams of pleasure.

      I grip her hips a little tighter and thrust hard.

      Once.

      Twice.

      It’s the third one that breaks her.

      “Oh, God!” Charlotte screams as her orgasm rolls over her.

      Her walls convulse aggressively, choking my cock and drenching me.

      I can’t hold back when that happens. I erupt everything into her. It feels like my soul flows into her, too.

      She stays on top of me as I come, straddling me, her hands splayed out against my chest.

      Her eyes are hazy with exhaustion and spent passion. Our bodies are soaked in chlorinated pool water and sweat.

      For long minutes afterwards, all I can hear is the sound of our chaotic breathing as our bodies struggle to come down from the high of that fuck.

      She keeps her head lowered, forehead against my abs. But she makes no attempt to get off me. And I don’t force her to.

      I just lie there, my hands still anchored to her hips.

      After minutes that feel like a whole fucking hour, she raises her head.

      She meets my gaze and we look at each other without a word.

      If she’s waiting for me to break the silence, she’s going to be disappointed.

      I don’t say anything.

      Not because I don’t want to. But because I have no fucking clue what to say.

      I see her blue eyes dull a little. She breaks our eye contact, and soon after, she lifts herself up off me.

      Cold air rushes around me in her absence. It’s worse than any torture I could suffer at the hands of my enemies.

      She trembles as she reaches for her bra and panties. Maybe from the cold. Maybe from something else.

      But she doesn’t put them on. She just picks the items up and turns towards the house.

      Without a word spoken, she walks away from me, completely naked.

      A vision that I will never be able to forget.

      She disappears into the house. And I just lie there under the stars…

      Wondering what the fuck we’re doing.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            15

          

          

      

    

    







            Charlotte

          

        

      

    

    
      I go upstairs on bare feet. I’m operating on unthinking, automatic instinct, but I’m surprised anyway when I end up in front of the door to my old room.

      I could go in. There’s a perfectly good bed in there. And I’m so tired. It’d be easy to curl up and pass out.

      But when I try to step across the threshold, I can’t do it.

      This room connects to Evie’s. It’s filled with memories. With the echoes of her laughter.

      I can’t deal with that. Not after what happened tonight.

      I’m already tired and emotionally drained. I don’t think I have the energy to deal with seeing my little girl’s empty bedroom. With knowing that she’s out there somewhere. Scared. Confused. Maybe alone or maybe not, though I can’t decide which option is worse.

      So I retreat to a couch in the nearby common room. I lay my underwear out to dry and promptly collapse into a stupor.

      Needless to say, I toss and turn most of the night.

      And when I do manage to sleep, I’m plagued with nightmares.

      Nightmares of Lucio. Fucking me and making me come—then wrapping his hands around my throat and strangling me to death.
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        * * *

      

      I wrench myself awake. My fingers flutter around my neck instinctively.

      It’s just a dream, Charlotte.

      In my head, I know that.

      In my heart, though, it all felt so real.

      I’m wrapped up in a thick decorative throw. Partly because it got cold in the night, but mostly because I’m naked underneath it.

      My clothes are spread out on the armchairs adjacent to the sofa. Now that they’re dry again, I get up and slip on my bra and panties. Then I pull on my sweats, but I ignore the tank and sweater.

      I wander over to the window and stare out into the pristine beauty of the garden.

      It’s strange how a little kid can transform the space and make it come alive. When Evie was here, this was Eden. Pure paradise.

      Now? It just looks like a garden.

      “Ahem.”

      I shriek and whirl around.

      But the moment I see Enzo, I relax with relief.

      “Enzo,” I wheeze. “Fancy running into you here.”

      He gives me a complicated smile and enters the room cautiously.

      “I can come back if you’re not ready yet.”

      “Huh? It’s fine—oh, sorry.” I realize I’m standing before him in just a bra, which is why he’s averting his eyes down respectfully. “One sec.”

      I hurry over to the armchair, pick up my shirt, and shrug it on.

      “Presto-change-o,” I say with a sad smile. “I’m all decent now. Come on in.”

      He looks up at me with a gentle warmth to his face as he steps the rest of the way in the room.

      “How are you?” he asks.

      “Pretty crappy, to be honest,” I admit. “It’s been a hellish few weeks.”

      “I heard.”

      “Heard what, exactly?”

      “That you were working for the enemy,” he says.

      There’s no accusation in his tone. But I feel my hackles rear up anyway.

      “I didn’t give them anything,” I say softly. “And I didn’t tell them about Evie. I would never have put her in danger that way.”

      “I know.”

      The words fall out of his mouth immediately, simply. Totally unforced. As though it’s the most obvious fact in the world.

      “You… you do?” I stammer, caught between shock and gratitude.

      “Of course,” Enzo says. “I watched you with that kid for months. You love her.”

      Again, it’s the utter ease with which he says that that makes my heart melt.

      I stare at him for a long moment.

      Then I take a few steps forward and fling myself into his arms.

      He’s definitely not expecting it, because he stumbles back in shock and we almost topple over.

      When he speaks, he sounds flabbergasted.

      “Uh, Charlotte?”

      I don’t answer. I keep hugging him, burying my face in his chest. I don’t even care that he’s not hugging me back.

      “Charlotte?”

      “Give me a minute,” I say.

      After a second of hesitation, I feel his arms go up. He returns the hug and I tighten my grip on him.

      Apparently, he seems to realize how much I need this, because he starts stroking my head.

      It should feel like a familiar, nostalgic gesture. It should remind me of my childhood, when my mother tucked me into bed or soothed me when I was sick or sad.

      But it’s not a familiar gesture.

      I didn’t have a mother who tucked me into bed.

      I didn’t have a mother who stroked my head when I was sick or sad.

      All I had was myself. So when things got bad, I usually just self-medicated and carried on with my day.

      When you don’t have the luxury of rest, you just learn to plow through the pain.

      And unlearning that can be the hardest thing in the world.

      I’m working on it, though. So when Enzo keeps stroking my head, I let him. Because damn if this isn’t what healing feels like.

      I don’t even care that I’m making him uncomfortable.

      I fucking need this right now.

      We stay like that for a couple more minutes before I finally take pity and release him.

      I step back and wipe away the budding tears from my eyes. It takes another minute before I can look at Enzo again.

      I expect him to be wearing an expression of awkward tolerance. But instead, he’s looking at me with concern.

      “Charlotte,” he murmurs, “are you okay?”

      “Oh, yeah, I’m…”

      I’m about to give him the generic answer you’re expected to give when someone asks you a question like that.

      Yep, all good! Livin’ the dream! Life is groovy!

      But none of that is true. Far from it.

      “Actually, no,” I say, changing my answer. “I’m not okay.”

      “Lucio will get Evie back,” he tells me.

      “I know he will.”

      “Then what are you worried about?”

      I look out at the window.

      “Lucio doesn’t trust me anymore,” I admit. “And a part of me doesn’t blame him. But…”

      “It’s more complicated than he’s making it out to be?” Enzo offers.

      “Yes!” I crow, thankful that he seems to understand. “Yes.”

      “And you care about him.”

      I sigh deeply. Everyone and their freaking mother seems to insist on telling me that.

      But why deny it at this point?

      If anything, last night made our connection painfully obvious.

      “Yes,” I whisper. “I do.”

      “Have you told him that?” Enzo asks.

      “He doesn’t believe me.”

      “Or,” he suggests, “maybe he just doesn’t want to.”

      I frown. “Why would—”

      Enzo shrugs. “Self-preservation?”

      I stop short and think about that for a moment.

      It makes sense that someone as strong, as powerful, as dominant as Lucio would take a betrayal like mine personally. He’d sooner push me out of his life than allow me the option of potentially hurting him again.

      “He’s in his room,” Enzo tells me. “If you want to talk to him about, y’know… anything.”

      I smile. “Thanks, Enzo.”

      He gives me a small wink and slips back out into the hallway.

      Then I take a deep breath and head towards Lucio’s room.

      The short walk goes by in a blink. And before I know it, I’m standing in front of his door. Knuckles poised to knock.

      I hear him swearing violently in Italian from inside.

      “…Che cazzo…! Va’fanculo…”

      “Lucio?”

      The swearing breaks off for a moment.

      “Is, uh, everything okay?” I mumble.

      “The door is open,” he says brusquely instead of answering.

      I figure that’s as much of an invitation as I’m likely to get, so I push it open and head inside. He’s not in the bedroom itself, but the bathroom door is wide open.

      I move towards it and catch Lucio standing in front of the sink. Trying to unwrap the bandages around his upper arm. There’s lots of ruddy discoloration on the bandages, but at least there’s no fresh blood.

      The wound seems to be healing. But it’s much worse than I thought.

      How had I not noticed it before?

      I mean, I had noticed it. I just didn’t think it was so bad.

      “Fuck,” I breathe.

      I move closer, and I take it as a good sign that he doesn’t try to bite my head off or demand that I leave. In fairness, he seems preoccupied with undoing his bandages. They clearly need to be changed.

      “Let me do that,” I say automatically.

      He flinches out of my reach.

      “That’s not necessary,” he tells me. “The doctor will be here soon. He’ll change them for me. I just wanted to let the wound breathe for a bit.”

      He growls a little as he unwinds the long bandage.

      I ignore him and move forward, pushing his hands away as I take over.

      He balks. “You don’t need to—”

      “This will go a lot easier if you just accept my help,” I snap. “It doesn’t make you any less of a man if you do.”

      He glares at me, but it doesn’t have the usual amount of heat. Matter of fact, he looks like he slept about as well as I did.

      With a tired sigh, he stops fighting and lets me take over.

      “Jesus,” I mutter, “this is ugly.”

      He shrugs. “I’ve had worse.”

      I’m slightly impressed that he was able to do so much with me last night considering this injury. I wonder if that’s one of the reasons it’s giving him a little trouble right now.

      I decide not to ask.

      “Are you gonna tell me what happened?” I ask.

      “Walked into the path of a stray bullet.”

      I throw a glare at him. “Fine, don’t tell me—”

      “Sonya,” Lucio cuts me off. “She shot me.”

      I stop short and stare at him for a moment. “She… she did what?”

      “The night that she ambushed the compound and stole Evie back,” he fills me in. “I tried to stop her and she shot me.”

      “Jesus,” I say, looking down at the veins around the still-healing wound. “Seems extreme.”

      “She’s an extreme kind of woman.”

      “Another reason we need to get Evie back,” I say with determination.

      “‘We’?” Lucio repeats.

      I focus my attention on his wound to avoid his piercing gray eyes.

      “You,” I correct awkwardly. “I meant you.”

      I peel off the rest of his bandages until his arm is free of them. Then I pull out the disinfectant and start to daub the area around the wound first.

      “Have you really had worse than this?”

      “Fuck yeah,” Lucio grimaces. “I’ve had multiple gunshot wounds, numerous concussions, broken bones, a broken nose. And there was that time I was in a coma.”

      “A what?”

      “It was only two days.”

      “Still,” I say in shock, staring at him with my mouth hanging open, “it was a coma.”

      “A small one. Like an extended nap.”

      A bubble of laughter escapes me. “Is there such a thing?”

      “You get used to it.”

      “Comas?”

      One corner of his mouth turns up. “To pain.”

      A thought runs through my head again, the same thing I thought when I was hugging Enzo: When you don’t have the luxury of rest, you just learn to plow through the pain.

      Lucio is living proof of that.

      “It may get easier for you,” I suggest carefully, “but I bet it’s not as easy for the people who care about you.”

      Lucio shrugs. “I’ve only ever had to worry about myself. I’ve never really been close to anyone else.”

      “Your mother?”

      He scoffs. “She’s numb to the whole damn world, myself included.”

      “Adriano?”

      “He’s as much a part of this world as I am. He understands the risks.”

      “Sonya?” I ask.

      That one makes him pause for a moment.

      “I don’t know,” he says finally. “Perhaps.”

      “You asked her to marry you and she said yes,” I remind him. “She must have cared. She must have loved you.”

      “She also disappeared before we could get married.”

      I glance at him out of the corner of my eyes.

      “Did she explain why she left? Why she never told you about Evie? Why she’s back now?”

      “I can’t trust a thing that comes out of that woman’s mouth,” Lucio mutters. “So why should it matter what she told me?”

      “Because maybe some of it was true.”

      Lucio’s eyes go dark. “It doesn’t matter to me anymore. Her reasons for leaving are moot. All I care about now is getting my daughter back. Sonya is as dead to me as she was back then.”

      I nod, tap-dancing my fingers over his skin gently. I know that the disinfectant must be stinging him, but he doesn’t give any indication that it is.

      “Lucio?”

      “Hm?”

      “You don’t think… you don’t think Sonya would hurt Evie, do you?” I ask cautiously.

      The thought has been circling around in the back of my mind for a few days now.

      I just think it’s beyond strange that the woman would abandon her kid and fake her death, only to show up out of the blue and take her back.

      None of it makes sense to me.

      And now, after what Lucio just said, I have even more reason to be worried about Evie.

      “No,” Lucio answer immediately.

      But his expression changes subtly. Almost as though he’s considering it properly for the first time, too.

      And then it falls. Cracks open, sort of. Like he’s letting himself feel the weight of what that loss would mean.

      Of what it would do to him if Sonya harmed a single hair on Evie’s head.

      “Honestly?” he says with a deep sigh. “I don’t fucking know. The night she broke into the compound, she was in control. Powerful. She looked like a woman with a plan, a woman who knew what she was doing…”

      His description of her makes me feel exceptionally inadequate. But I don’t want to make this about me.

      “Based on how much Evie asked for her the first few weeks she was here, I have to assume she’s a good mother,” he continues.

      But it sounds like he’s trying to convince himself.

      “The truth is, I’ve never actually seen the two of them together. I haven’t seen Sonya be a mother. So I can’t shake off the feeling that…”

      “That…?” I encourage.

      “It feels like she’s used Evie as a bargaining chip. A pawn in her plan to take me down,” he says. “To hurt me in exchange for how she felt I hurt her.”

      Which is exactly what I’ve been thinking the last few days.

      I don’t add anything to that, however. He needs this space for himself.

      “What was she like?” I whisper. “Back then?”

      He glances at me. His jaw twitches a little and I wonder if he’s going to shut down the conversation.

      To my surprise, he goes with it.

      “She was always a confident woman. Self-assured, resilient, resourceful,” he says. “But she had an ego. She had this bloated sense of self-importance.”

      I think about Evie and how free of that she is. How pure and caring. How sensitive. How utterly selfless she is.

      “She was always one to hold a grudge, and clearly, that hasn’t changed. She could be kind, tender. Even sweet. But she could be temperamental and unpredictable just as often.”

      He looks at me with a tiny smile in the corner of his mouth.

      “In short, she was a fucking handful.”

      I smile. “You’re talking like you dodged a bullet.”

      He looks down at his bloodstained wound and shrugs. “Maybe not so much.” His eyes twinkle with laughter.

      Then he laughs out loud. I do, too. It does wonders to release the pent-up tension twirling between us.

      “Well, figuratively at least,” I correct myself.

      “Right,” Lucio says. “I did dodge a bullet where Sonya is concerned. She’s allied herself with the Polish for God knows what reason. But at the end of the day, she’s still Evie’s mother. And that means I’m always going to be connected to her.”

      Those words are sobering to hear. I finish cleaning his wound, and put my hand down.

      Now, I’m the one desperate to change the subject.

      “Does it hurt?” I ask.

      “Does what hurt?” he asks, with a frown.

      And I realize he thinks we’re still talking about Sonya. Or maybe even Evie.

      “The wound, dummy.”

      “Oh. It’s fine.”

      “Right, I forgot. You’ve had worse.”

      He almost smiles. Almost.

      He looks up and our eyes meet. The chemistry between us is almost tangible. I feel as though, if I reached out and tried to touch it, I’d get electrocuted.

      We’re standing really close together.

      Which only remind me of last night, when we’d made love under the stars. My nipples tingle with the memory.

      Something shifts. Intensifies. I lean in at the same time he does…

      Then I see something flash across his eyes and his expression morphs. He rears back before our lips can meet.

      The change is so fast it gives me whiplash.

      “You should get going,” he says gruffly. “Don’t you have to be at the ring tonight?”

      “Oh. Yeah.”

      He nods. “I expect a report when you’ve finished your shift,” he tells me, his tone sliding back into formality.

      I hate how much that hurts. How cold and lonely it makes me feel.

      “Okay,” I say.

      Then I get the hell out of there before he can see the hurt on my face.
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Later That Night—The Polish Fight Ring

        

      

    

    
      The changing rooms for the ring girls are pretty elaborate. Probably to compensate for the racks of clothes that adorn each wall.

      “Clothes” is a relative term in this case. “Threadbare lingerie” is a little closer to the truth.

      “New girl!” Roxy chirps, gesturing me forward. “Over here.”

      She manages the ring girls, so everyone calls her “Madam.” She may not be a ring girl anymore, but she certainly still dresses like one.

      She’s got on a black bustier that’s pushed up her boobs so high they practically touch her chin. Her red mini skirt that looks like leather from afar, but definitely not up close.

      I slink over to her in my jeans and hoodie. I can already feel the heat of her disapproving glare.

      “Wear this,” she says, pointing at an outfit that she’s obviously handpicked herself.

      My stomach turns.

      It’s a sheer red bralette that barely gives me any nipple coverage. Attached to it is a short black skirt in a filmy material that looks more like a tutu than an actual article of clothing.

      “This?” I ask in disbelief.

      “Isn’t that what I just fucking said?” she barks. “And wipe that look off your face, Little Miss Superior. That kind of attitude is not gonna cut it down here.”

      “Sorry,” I mumble.

      I know enough about Madam Roxy to know she isn’t a woman to be trifled with.

      “Yeah, you better be,” she snaps. “This is a good fuckin’ job. There are dozens of girls who’d kill for this position. So don’t fuck it up.”

      “Yes, ma’am… uh, Madam.”

      She smiles. It’s not friendly, but at least it’s somewhat forgiving.

      “Get changed, and make sure you put your make-up on.” She’s walking away, when she stops suddenly and turns back to me. “On second thought, have Alexis do your make up.”

      Then she whisks off through the beaded curtain.

      I’m left gawking after her.

      “Oh, don’t look so worried. I’m really good at makeup.”

      I turn to the girl who spoke. Alexis. I’ve seen her around the ring, of course, but I’ve never actually spoken to her.

      To be fair, that’s true of most of the girls. None of them have been overly eager to get to know me. There’s an extremely cliquey vibe amongst the working women.

      “Get dressed first,” Alexis instructs me. “Then meet me by the makeup station.”

      Already feeling like a seedy showgirl, I head to one of the dressing stalls. Which is basically a tiny cordoned-off area separated from the rest of the room by sheer curtains.

      I strip off my clothes and replace them with the bralette and skirt.

      The moment I step out from behind the curtain, I catch a glimpse of myself in one of the floor-length mirrors that are littered all over the space.

      I’m as close to naked as you can get without actually getting arrested for indecent exposure.

      I look like a mannequin at a sex shop. Fully on display. Ass out, tits out, belly exposed.

      Which, I suppose, is the whole point.

      Alexis is waiting for me in front of one the make-up tables. She’s got a small chest open on the table. It’s brimming with tubes and brushes and bottles of all kinds of stuff I’ve literally never seen in my life. Like someone robbed a Revlon warehouse at gunpoint.

      “That’s a lot of makeup,” I comment.

      “Trust me,” she says in a voice that’s brusque but not uncaring, “you want to put on as much as you can stand. Think of it as war paint.”

      I laugh. But she’s not kidding.

      I suppose she’s got a point. Let them see the doll and not the real person underneath.

      It’ll make it easier when they treat me like a sex object instead of a human being.

      “Right here,” she adds. She pats the stool next to her.

      I sink warily into the seat and she sets to work immediately applying foundation to my face.

      “Ten years in, I know a thing or two about dealing with the crowds here,” she remarks.

      I can’t make much in the way of facial expressions without risking a stab to the eyeball. So I settle for a very subtle raise of the eyebrows.

      “Ten years? Whoa.”

      I don’t state the obvious: she doesn’t look old enough for that.

      Truth be told, she doesn’t look a whole lot older than me. Underneath all that makeup she’s wearing, the brightness of her youth is still obvious.

      Alexis must be able to sense my confusion, because she chuckles.

      “I started here at sixteen,” she explains. “Twenty-six now.”

      “Thanks for the math lesson,” I snap. Then I realize I’m talking to an ally.

      Not to Lucio.

      Not to an FBI agent trying to lock me up.

      But to a friend.

      I can take a fucking chill pill.

      Alexis isn’t fazed in the slightest, though. She laughs.

      “The little girl with the puppy eyes has some claws after all!” she exclaims. “I like it. We’re gonna get along great.”

      My shoulders ease up at her casual friendliness. It’s been a long time since I met someone new and didn’t have to keep my guard up.

      Way, way too long.

      “Anyway. Yeah. Ten years here. Time flies when you’re having fun, am I right?”

      She dives back into the bag to search for a mascara brush. I take the opportunity to look over my shoulder in the direction that Madam Roxy went.

      “Yeah,” I joke back, “she definitely seems like a real joy to be around.”

      Alexis’s eyes twinkle. “Who, Agatha?”

      I cackle. “No way is her real name Agatha.”

      “It most definitely is,” Alexis informs me with a wry grin. “We started around the same time. She’s just older, so she got the madam gig. Not that I’m complaining. I’d hate to do her job.”

      “She sorta has a knack for it, doesn’t she?” I say.

      I can hear the woman’s harsh whiplash of a voice filtering through from somewhere deeper in the arena. She’s reaming out another ring girl for some infraction or the other.

      “Natural talent,” Alexis smirks.

      She starts powdering my face. I don’t even bother glancing at the mirror to see what she’s doing.

      “How come you’ve stayed on this long?” I ask. “Ten years is…

      “Insane. I know.” Alexis sighs. “Way-too-much-information time: one of the underbosses took a liking to me. I was waiting tables in the dodgy end of the city when he walked in one day. He set me up in a nice apartment, gave me a job here and—I dunno, long story short, this just became my life. He likes to say that he plucked me out of the gutter.”

      I stare at her as it slowly dawns on me what that must have meant for her. The implication of a man like that taking an interest in a girl like her.

      Especially such a young one.

      “So… he basically…?”

      “Made me his little side hustle,” she fills in.

      She shrugs nonchalantly, but I can swear I see a glimmer of something in her eye. Sadness, perhaps. Scars that she’s learned to hide well.

      “It isn’t all bad, though. The first few years, he was damn near obsessed with me. As I got older, he became less interested. But he still likes to keep me around. Now he only visits me once or twice a month.”

      “Alexis…”

      I honestly don’t know what to say to her.

      She smiles at my reaction. “He’s not so bad, seriously. He doesn’t do weird shit or anything. Just normal sex. He just likes his women young.”

      He likes his women young.

      Those words strike a chord. Remind me of something.

      “What’s his name?”

      “Feliks,” Alexis answers.

      I shiver. I remember Feliks.

      The fat cat basking on the couch during my “audition.” The one with the piggy eyes and the wisps of gray hair.

      He was the oldest of the three Polish underbosses I’d met to secure this job. Closing in on seventy, if memory serves.

      Which means when their twisted relationship, if you can even call it a relationship, had begun, he’d been in his sixties and she’d been only…

      I cringe internally.

      “Close your eyes for me please,” Alexis instructs. “Let’s go dark and sultry. Men love that shit.”

      I do as I’m told, but I’ve already got my next question ready.

      “Can you… Are you allowed to have a life outside of him?” I ask.

      “If you mean can I date other men, the answer is no. I’m his. Even if he decides to ignore me, he still pays for my apartment.”

      “But he has other women?”

      “You can’t really call them ‘women,’” Alexis says. “Most of them are under eighteen. But yeah. He’s gone through dozens in the time we’ve been together.”

      I shudder. “That’s horrible.”

      Alexis doesn’t seem to understand my reaction.

      “Men are useless. Love is a waste of time. Women rarely get anything out of it,” she says matter-of-factly. “And to be honest, I’d rather have money and security over sex and love, anyway.”

      She says it totally straight. Totally unvarnished.

      I wonder if she means it.

      I wonder if it helps.

      “You’re right about that,” I agree. “Love is a waste of time.”

      “Spoken like someone who’s been burned.”

      “Multiple times.”

      I like Alexis, but I haven’t forgotten why I’m here.

      She’s a great source.

      Not only does she have ten years’ worth of experience at the ring, she’s also got the ear of one of the Polish mafia’s most important underbosses.

      He may not be in her bed all the time anymore. That doesn’t mean he still doesn’t confide in her.

      About smaller things, at least. The fact that their relationship has lasted ten years means that, at the very least, he trusts her not to stab him in the back.

      So, if I can get her to trust me, I’ll be one step closer to getting some real information.

      Important information.

      Stuff we can actually use.

      But how can I get her to trust me?

      Building that kind of rapport could take weeks. Maybe months. And I just don’t have that kind of time.

      “How’d you get this job?” Alexis inquires.

      I consider my answer for a moment. Then I realize that maybe in order to get her trust, I need to extend it to her in return.

      I look around before glancing at her. “It’s a long story.”

      “Oh?” Alexis smiles. “And clearly a juicy one.”

      I smile back. But I make sure it looks a little hesitant. A little guarded. A little uncertain.

      “I don’t know about that,” I reply. “But it’s definitely complicated.”

      “The best stories always are, honey.”

      “Can I ask you a question… ring girl to ring girl?”

      Her smile gets a little wider. “Shoot.”

      I take a deep breath.

      Here goes nothing.

      “Do you know anything about a little girl who was taken recently?”

      Alexis’s eyes go wide. “You know about the Mazzeo kid?” she whispers.

      I’ve got her attention. Now I’ve got to hold it. Manipulate it. Give her enough so that she gives me something in return.

      “That kid is kinda the reason I’m here,” I admit. I dart my eyes around again like I’m checking for eavesdroppers.

      “Shiiit,” she breathes.

      “You know about her?”

      “Feliks mentioned her to me a few weeks ago,” she admits. “Said the kid is the key to bringing down the—”

      She breaks off mid-sentence, realizing that she’s probably talking too much.

      “It’s okay, Alexis,” I tell her, feigning confidence. “I’m in on the plan to bring down the Italians. The Mazzeo Family.”

      She sets her brush down and scrutinizes me. “You are?”

      I lean in a little. “Can I trust you to keep a secret?”

      “Of course.”

      “I’m spying on Lucio Mazzeo for the Polish,” I tell her. “I’m the one who made them aware of Mazzeo’s daughter. That’s how they knew to take her.”

      Alexis stares at me with wide eyes. “Whoa. No offense, but I would never have guessed you were in that deep.”

      “No one does.” I shrug. “That’s probably why they picked me.”

      “Wait—so does he suspect you at all?” Alexis asks urgently.

      I feel a twinge of guilt for lying to her. But I know this is necessary. My priorities are clear.

      Getting Evie back is the only thing that matters right now.

      “No, not at all,” I say. “But he’s pretty adamant about getting her back. And that’s made him… difficult.”

      “Difficult?”

      “I was hired as the kid’s nanny,” I tell her. “But Lucio took an interest in me.”

      She huffs, “Of course he did.”

      “Which is why he’s kept me around even after they took the girl,” I continue. “But he’s been harassing me more since she was taken. I suppose it’s a way to release his pent-up frustrations.”

      “Shit, honey. Is he aggressive with you? Violent?”

      My stomach twists. But this time, the guilt I feel is aimed more in Lucio’s direction. I hate making up this shit about him.

      He’s not a perfect man by any means.

      But I know that he’d never force himself on a woman.

      He has too much pride. Too much self-respect to ever sink that low.

      I hope he’d understand why I have to do this.

      I let my eyes droop down into my lap like I’m recalling nightmares suffered at Lucio’s hands.

      “Yes,” I say in a broken voice. “Sometimes. And it’s getting worse.”

      “Hon, you are incredibly brave,” Alexis consoles. “I don’t know if I’d be able to endure that.”

      “I know the Polish will keep me safe,” I say. The words taste so bitter on their way out. “But sometimes, I’m scared when I’m with him.”

      That, at least, is not a lie.

      Alexis stares at me for a moment.

      When she leans in, her thick blonde hair forms a curtain of sorts on the left side of her face. I find myself leaning in a little, too.

      “I wouldn’t worry too much,” she tells me. Her voice is laced with the promise of a secret. Of something she’s about to reveal.

      A gamechanger.

      I frown. “What do you mean?”

      Alexis looks to either side of the room, checking for any intruders.

      I feel my heart rate rise just a little.

      She has something for me.

      She opens her mouth to spill it…

      And at that exact moment, two of the senior ring girls burst in.

      They strut past us towards the rack of clothes in the corner. Alexis jerks away from me immediately and grabs the half-used lipstick from her little chest.

      God fucking dammit.

      Then Madam Roxy sticks her head in through the main door. Her eyes zone in on me.

      “Hey, new girl,” she barks. “I want you out here in five.”

      “I’m almost done with her,” Alexis calls back.

      I fear the moment has passed, but I don’t want to let it go by either. As soon as the girls prance back out, I grab Alexis’s wrist.

      “What were you about to say?”

      She hesitates slightly, unsure if she should tell me at all.

      “Please,” I whisper. “Please.”

      She sighs. “I just know that you won’t have to deal with Lucio Mazzeo for much longer. Not much longer at all.”

      My heart sinks just a little, but I do my best to keep my face from falling.

      I sit there, trying to train myself to smile even when I feel like screaming on the inside.

      The whole time, Alexis applies a generous coat of lipstick to my already-caked face.

      “There,” she says, stepping back at last. “You’re perfect.”

      I stare at my reflection in the mirror.

      I look at least five years older.

      My eyes are ringed with charcoal linger and smudged at the edges. The darkness of my eye makeup only accentuates the blue of my eyes.

      The lipstick Alexis has chosen is dusky. She’s gone for the sexy siren look. And it’s definitely effective.

      I barely recognize the woman staring back at me.

      But again, I think that’s the point.

      “Ready, honey?” Alexis asks, breaking me out of my reverie. “Roxy doesn’t like asking twice.”

      “Ready,” I confirm. “Thanks, Alexis.”

      “My friends call me Lexy,” she says.

      Friends.

      I feel a twinge of regret. She and I can’t be friends.

      We’re on opposite sides, even if she doesn’t know it yet.

      Friendships can’t be built on lies.

      I’ve learned that lesson the hardest way possible.

      “I’ll see you around, Lexy,” I tell her.

      I recognize how much more convincing I’m starting to sound.

      I remember Lucio’s words from so long ago.

      It takes practice to think on your feet. Deception is a skill, too.

      One that I’m getting very, very good at.

      I get to my feet and walk confidently towards the door. Inside, I want to scream.

      But I don’t.

      I bury the scream deep inside my chest and plaster on my fake smile. It’s easy to do with my warpaint in place.

      I step out into the arena and immediately, I feel hundreds of men’s eyes on me.

      Madam Roxy steps into my line of vision.

      “Make them happy,” she orders.

      I bite back the bitter retort lingering on the tip of my tongue.

      That’s all I’ve ever been good for.
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A Few Hours Later—The Mazzeo Mansion

        

      

    

    
      “How’s it looking, doc?” Adriano asks, peering over Dr. Hellman’s shoulder to look at my wound.

      “It’s healing well,” Hellman replies. He’s got a sour face on, which is slightly troubling.

      Then again, he always has a sour face on.

      Comes with the territory of being a mafia doctor, I suppose.

      “Raise your arm for me and rotate slowly,” Hellman instructs.

      I do as he says.

      “Any pain?”

      “Mild,” I say.

      “Good.” Hellman seems satisfied. “You should be fully healed in a couple of more weeks.”

      “Weeks?” I groan.

      It’s still great progress, but given the situation I’m currently in, it feels like too long.

      Goddamn Sonya.

      My only consolation is that she hadn’t aimed to kill.

      “The wound’s been nicely disinfected,” Hellman pronounces. “You did it yourself?”

      “Not exactly,” I admit.

      “They did a good job,” he says again. “Very thorough.”

      He bandages me up again and exits my office space once he’s packed up all his medical supplies. I expect Adriano to follow the doctor out.

      But instead, he stays put, his eyes on me.

      “What?” I ask when he doesn’t stop staring.

      “Who cleaned your wound?” he asks with an I-know-damn-well-who smirk.

      I roll my eyes. “Don’t try and be cute,” I snap. “It doesn’t suit you.”

      “Nonsense,” he replies, his grin broadening. “My mother has always said I’m very cute.” He leans forward. “Charlotte did it, huh?”

      “If you knew, why ask?”

      “No reason. Hey—did you enjoy the pool yesterday?”

      “I didn’t use the pool yesterday,” I tell him impatiently as I finish shrugging back into my shirt. “Why are you being weird?”

      Adriano chuckles. “According to some of the security footage we have, you did use the pool—and then the chair, and the door…”

      It dawns on me.

      The fucking security cameras.

      They’re live everywhere since the Polish ambush, especially outdoors.

      Fuck. Me.

      I growl. “How much did the boys see?”

      “Well, it’s all there on film,” Adriano says. “Thankfully, I was reviewing the footage—part of my weekly security check—and I came across it. And before you ask, no, I didn’t watch the whole thing. I’m not a pervert.”

      “No? Coulda fooled me.”

      Adriano laughs good-naturedly. “If I were you, I’d be more grateful to the guy who managed to suppress your sex tape.”

      “Wasn’t a sex tape.”

      “It should be. It’d be fucking popular. Lots of intensité, as the French would say.” He gives me a wolf whistle to make his point.

      I narrow my eyes at him. “I thought you didn’t watch?”

      “Just enough to make sure there was no threat to the Family,” he says with a wicked gleam in his eye. “But then I turned it right off. Scout’s honor.”

      “Erase that shit from the hard drive,” I order. “And erase it from your brain, too, you fucking sicko.”

      “I will. You sure you don’t want to see it first?” He waggles an eyebrow at me.

      “No, stronzo, I do not want to see it first. Just delete the footage.”

      “You got it, boss man,” he says. Still smiling at me like a fucking Cheshire cat.

      I stretch my arm out a little and abandon my desk for the chair in front of the fireplace. Adriano takes the one right next to mine.

      “So, pool hijinks aside, what’s going on with you two?” he asks bluntly. “Last I heard, you were pissed as fuck with her.”

      Not very tactful, my best friend. Never has been.

      “I still am,” I answer automatically.

      Adriano raises his eyebrows. “Ooh. Very complicated.”

      I sigh deeply. “You have no fucking clue.”

      “You can’t resist her, can you?” he asks. “Boss man has a fix for the nanny.”

      I wish it were that simple. That clear-cut.

      Something as easy to define as “a fix” would be just as easy to control. To ignore.

      What I feel for Charlotte is the farthest thing from easy.

      It sure started that way, though. Just a few months ago, she was nothing but a simple nanny.

      My daughter was attached to her.

      And I trusted her.

      I fucking trusted her.

      “I don’t know how to explain it, man,” I admit. “I know I need to stay away from her. And then she gets close and I forget every rule I’ve ever set for myself.”

      “Only enough blood for one head at a time, right?” He cackles like a teenage boy.

      “Leave it to you to phrase things really delicately,” I grumble.

      He sobers up a little. “You’re acting like this is just attraction.”

      “What else could it be?” I demand.

      Adriano shrugs. “Something stronger.”

      I roll my eyes. “This is not a fucking fairytale, man,” I point out. “She’s not a princess and I’m not a prince.”

      For some reason, Adriano finds that hilarious. He throws back his head and laughs for a full half-minute.

      I wait for him to finish. “Are you done?”

      “Sorry,” he wheezes through bouts of laughter, “I’m just thinking about you… as a prince… in those stupid little tights…and the curly little wig… Fuck, that’s too goddamn funny…”

      He dissolves into another bout of laughter.

      “God help me,” I mutter. “Why the hell did I let myself get roped into this conversation?”

      Adriano finally eases up and wipes away the laugh tears in his eyes. He kicks back and throws one leg up over his armrest so he’s facing me.

      “Okay, so you have this hot connection with Charlotte. You want her. She clearly wants you,” he says. “So why not just give into it?”

      I raise my eyebrows incredulously. “Have you forgotten who she was working for?”

      “She tried to quit, no?”

      “Who the fuck are you, her defense lawyer?” I snap.

      He smiles, unaffected by my tone. “I’m just saying, maybe you couldn’t trust her before. But there’s a possibility you can trust her now. I mean, she’s in the lion’s den—on your orders. Why risk herself like that if she didn’t want to make amends?”

      It’s a good question.

      But I can’t allow myself to go there. If I did, and she betrayed me again…

      I’d have to do something very fucking drastic indeed.

      “And she did kill those two Polish bastards to protect Evie. Remember?”

      “Of course I remember.”

      “Why do that if she didn’t genuinely care about your little girl?”

      “She didn’t tell me,” I say, forcing the words out. “She could have come to me and told me the truth.”

      Adriano raises his eyebrows. “No offense, brother. But you’re not the most approachable guy.”

      “I’m about to approach your face with my fist right now. How’s that for approachable?”

      Adriano just grins at me. “Case in point.”

      I roll my eyes.

      He’s not done, though. “Has Charlotte been keeping in touch with that little friend of hers…?”

      I frown. “What?”

      “Her friend. Valerie or Vanessa or whatever.” He says it like it’s casual, no big deal, but I detect a thread of genuine interest somewhere in there.

      “Oh,” I say. “Her. The little fool who thought she could break Charlotte out of the apartment and I wouldn’t notice.”

      “It was definitely short-sighted,” Adriano says. “But also kinda ballsy, ya know?”

      “Brave and stupid,” I snort. “Seems to be that girl’s M.O.”

      Adriano falls silent for a moment. We both watch the flames in the fireplace flickering silently.

      Then something occurs to me. Why’d he bring Vanessa up in the first place?

      “Wait. What did you want to know about her?”

      “Uh, just whether they’ve been keeping in touch?” Adriano says. “Has she been around to see Charlotte?”

      “Not according to my security footage. No contact since her misguided rescue operation.”

      So much has been happening that I’ve let the little things slip by

      Not because I haven’t noticed them, but because I don’t have the fucking time or energy.

      “Maybe I need to have a little chat with the girl, though,” I muse.

      Adriano looks at me curiously. “Why?”

      “I want to know how she found out where Charlotte was. No one else knew Charlotte’s location except for our men.”

      “She’s clearly resourceful,” Adriano points out.

      “Clearly,” I reply. “Which is less than ideal.”

      “I should have spoken to the girl sooner,” I say. “But I just don’t have the fucking time.”

      “You’re right,” Adriano says with a nod. “You’ve got other shit to deal with. I can make time to talk to her. Find out what she knows, if anything.”

      I nod absentmindedly. “Yeah… you do that.”

      I sit up a little straighter as my head bounds over the last several weeks.

      Maybe underestimating Vanessa is a mistake.

      Maybe that’s exactly how I’ve missed so much.

      “What?” Adriano asks. “I know that expression. You’re trying to figure something out.”

      The fucker knows me too well.

      “I’m just wondering if Vanessa knows more than she appears to,” I say. “She certainly knew how to find Charlotte. What if she’s more connected than we think?”

      Adriano frowns. “You think she’s got ties to the Polish?” He sounds incredulous.

      “Why not?” I ask. “They recruit young. And she would certainly fit their profile.”

      “I don’t think so,” Adriano says dismissively.

      “Why not?” I demand.

      “She’s too young. Too inexperienced,” he tries to reason. “They wouldn’t risk it.”

      “I don’t know. Something Kazimierz said at our meeting has stuck with me…”

      “That thing about snakes in the grass or some shit like that?” Adriano asks.

      “It was like he was trying to tell me something.”

      “He was trying to get in your head, man,” Adriano argues impatiently.

      “No, that’s not it,” I retort. “It was more like he had one over on me and he wanted me to know it.”

      “Maybe he was referring to Charlotte?” Adriano offers. “Or Sonya, for all we know.”

      “Yeah,” I concede. “That’s probably it.”

      “Listen, I don’t blame you for being vigilant. In this world, betrayal is inevitable,” Adriano says.

      Betrayal is inevitable. He’s right about that.

      Should I have seen it coming with Charlotte?

      Should I be expecting it still?

      “Anyway, enough shop talk. You wanna hit a club tonight?” Adriano asks.

      “No.”

      He smiles. “Because of Charlotte?”

      I glare at him. “Don’t be a prick.”

      Although, I am keenly aware of the fact that I haven’t slept with any other woman since I started fucking Charlotte.

      When is the last time I’ve slept exclusively with one woman?

      Not since Sonya…

      And that was seven fucking years ago.

      “I have shit to deal with here,” I tell Adriano. “Don shit.”

      “Alright, then,” he replies easily. “Call me if anything crops up.”

      I nod gratefully. “Keep your eyes open.”

      “Always do,” Adriano says, flashing me a wink as he gets to his feet.

      Just before he leaves, he turns back to me.

      “Oh, and listen, Luc…” he says suddenly, almost as an afterthought. “It won’t hurt you to make her think you trust her. Even if you don’t.”

      I quirk an eyebrow. “Oh?”

      “I mean, if she thinks you trust her, then maybe she’ll let her guard down and open up to you a little more. Either you discover you can trust her and she’s truly loyal to you. Or you learn that she’s been turned. You get the truth one way or another.”

      The truth.

      Maybe that’s what I’m most afraid of.

      Adriano claps his palm down on my shoulder on his way out.

      Then the door shuts and I lean my head back against the headrest.

      It’s been a hell of a night. I just want it to be over.

      Mostly because I know that Charlotte will be back in her apartment at some point. Maybe even now.

      I get to my feet and head over to the monitor on my desk. I turn it on and open the live feed.

      It’s late, so I expect to see Charlotte either asleep or getting ready for bed.

      But she’s in the kitchen. Cooking up a storm, by the looks of it.

      I frown, realizing that this is the first time I’ve seen her cooking in a really long time.

      I can’t hear anything, but it’s clear she’s got some music on in the background.

      She’s swaying around in front of the stove, her dark brown hair tossing from side to side.

      She looks happier than I’ve seen her in weeks.

      But then, cooking had always done that for her.

      She’s never more confident, more in control, or more content than when she is in the kitchen, a million things sizzling or marinating or baking at once.

      I know I should turn off the monitor and get myself to my bed.

      But I don’t.

      I keep staring at the monitors, staring hungrily at the dark-haired temptation I can’t seem to get off my mind.

      She seems so far from me right now.

      And I’m not talking in terms of physical distance, either.

      It seems everything I’ve come to consider important is out of my reach.

      Charlotte.

      Revenge.

      Evie.

      Even thinking my daughter’s name sends a wave of rage rippling through me.

      Except the rage hides a deeper emotion that refuses to show its face fully.

      A more painful one. One I can’t fully process.

      So I suppress it under the emotions I’m better equipped to deal with.

      I know what to do with rage. I can channel it somewhere useful. I can make it work for me instead of the other way around.

      The other stuff? Not so much.

      On the screen, Charlotte twirls around in the middle of her tiny kitchen. She almost upends the frying pan, but she manages to catch it right in time with a dramatic flourish and a curtsy.

      If I were capable of laughing tonight, I would.

      She doesn’t stop dancing. She keeps moving around, shaking her hips and flipping her hair and mouthing the lyrics silently.

      She’s wearing tiny little shorts and an oversized t-shirt that seems to swallow her whole.

      She looks like a fucking wet dream. One that’s tailor-made just for me.

      Within seconds, I’m hard. And I’ve never been more aware of the fact that I’m alone.

      Maybe a club would have been the right move for me tonight. I badly need to release some of the tension that’s built up inside me.

      But I already know that sex with another woman is only going to leave me dissatisfied and frustrated.

      There’s only one of her.

      So why bother with anyone else?

      “Che cazzo,” I growl in Italian as I turn off the monitors.

      My cock is still hard, but I ignore it. Even rubbing one out wouldn’t put a dent in the thing that’s consuming me.

      Not after I’ve had the real thing so recently.

      Not after I’ve had her tight little pussy on my cock, milking me and moaning like music in my ear. A sinner’s lullaby for me and me alone.

      Instead, I get up and pour myself a drink.

      I sling it down and pray for it to take the edge of my lust.

      As I do, I remind myself of something: Charlotte is just a drug.

      And I’m stronger than any drug out there.

      But just in case…

      I pour myself another drink.
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The Next Night—Charlotte’s Apartment

        

      

    

    
      “The car will be there in fifteen minutes.”

      I don’t respond at first. I’m still surprised that Lucio has summoned me to the house at all.

      “Wait, hold on,” I say into the phone quickly. “Fifteen minutes?”

      “Yes.”

      The line goes dead before I can ask any more questions.

      Jeez.

      I look down at my worn sweats and thin tank top. I definitely need to change before my ride gets here.

      But what to wear?

      I head into my bedroom and start rifling through my clothes.

      A black dress with thin straps catches my eye, but I catch myself just in time.

      This isn’t a fucking date.

      If Lucio wants to talk to me, it’s certainly not going to be about our relationship—if you could even call it that.

      I choose a pair of tight jeans and a thin, off-the-shoulder cotton sweater.

      Then I stand in front of the bathroom mirror and stare at my reflection.

      I look good. But not overdone. Casual. Nonchalant.

      Which is the whole point.

      I resist the urge to put on makeup and head back into the living room at the exact same moment that my doorbell rings.

      With a deep breath, I grab my bag and head out.

      The driver who’s come to collect me is not anyone I recognize. He gives me a curt nod and makes sure I’m situated in the backseat before getting in himself.

      I can’t help but ask. “Do you know if Lucio—if, uh, Don Mazzeo is at the compound?”

      “I don’t, ma’am,” he replies, more politely than I expect.

      Great. More fucking surprises.

      The man does love his mind games.
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        * * *

      

      When we get to the compound, Enzo is at the entrance of the mansion waiting for me. He looks somber.

      At least, I think he does. Am I imagining that? Are Lucio’s mind games getting to me already?

      My heart staggers a little as panic overrides my sense of calm.

      “Enzo, is everything alright?” I ask. “Has something happened? Is it Evie… has she—”

      “Whoa, whoa, Charlotte,” Enzo urges, coming forward and grabbing me by the shoulders. “Calm down. Breathe.”

      My breathing comes out in harsh gasps.

      “I just didn’t expect to be summoned today,” I confess. “I wasn’t sure if something was wrong or… is Lucio here?”

      Enzo shakes his head. “Lucio’s out. He has been all day.”

      “Oh.”

      The disappointment that settles over me is so acute that I actually feel it. Like an unwelcome aftershock.

      “Then why am I here?” I say when I’ve gathered my wits about me again.

      Enzo smiles. “Come with me.”

      I push away the disappointment and follow him deeper into the house.

      “You’re not gonna kill me, are you?” I ask cautiously.

      He chuckles. “Not today.”

      “Not today?” I repeat. “Gee, thanks.”

      “Don’t worry. This is a nice surprise.”

      “I’m getting a surprise?”

      “So it would seem.”

      “From… whom?” I ask cautiously.

      “Who do you think?”

      “Oh, God,” I moan. “You are gonna kill me, aren’t you?”

      He just chuckles under his breath as he leads me to the kitchen.

      I can see a man standing with his back to us, near the sink. As we walk closer to the glass doors, I realize that he looks very familiar.

      Oh. My. God.

      “Is that Edmund Santiago?” I whisper to Enzo.

      “Yes.”

      “Follow-up question: What the hell is he doing here?”

      Before he can answer, Chef Santiago turns and catches sight of me.

      “Ah, my pupil has finally arrived,” he announces, throwing up his hands enthusiastically.

      Pupil.

      Wait. What?

      “Chef Santiago,” I say, stepping forward gingerly to clasp the hand he’s offering in my direction. “It’s so nice to see you again.”

      “And you, Ms. Dunn.”

      “Please, it’s Charlotte, remember?”

      “Well, then I insist you call me Edmund.”

      I smile and nod. “Edmund. You got it.”

      I turn back to glance at Enzo, but he’s already disappeared.

      Gulping, I look to Edmund again.

      “This is a surprise,” I tell him. “I’m not totally sure what’s happening.”

      He smiles. “Well, Lucio told me how passionate you are about food. Last time we met, I greatly admired your natural instincts. And he thought you might like a personal lesson from yours truly on how to refine those gifts into something special.”

      For a moment, I’m absolutely speechless.

      Lucio organized this for me?

      It’s so unbelievably sweet. Not to mention it’s a huge departure from the antagonistic back-and-forth we’ve been embroiled in for the last several weeks.

      Such a departure that I don’t trust it.

      What’s the catch?

      “Lucio organized this,” I repeat dumbly. “Are you sure?”

      “Of course I’m sure,” Edmund replies. “He called me himself.”

      I gawk at him.

      “You seem shaken, Charlotte.”

      I laugh awkwardly. “I’m stunned,” I admit. “I really didn’t expect this.”

      “Well, the longer you take to process this, the less time we have to cook,” he points out. “And my time is precious, dear.”

      That snaps me out of it.

      “Of course, Chef,” I stammer. “I’m honored to be your student for the day.”

      “Excellent,” he says with a clap of the hands. “I thought we’d try a nice duck pâté en croûte.”

      My eyes go wide. “That sounds amazing. And complicated.”

      He smiles wickedly. “Nothing to it,” he says with a wave of his hand. “We just need to whip up some homemade pastry dough, the flakier the better, and pair the whole thing with a flavorful gelee. Maybe if we have time, we can make a nice, thick jus to go with it.”

      I gulp back my nerves and focus instead on the excitement.

      “I’m a blank slate, sensei.”

      He blinks in good-natured confusion. “Come again?”

      “Ready to learn,” I amend as an embarrassed flush rises to my cheeks.

      “Ah. That I understand.” He gives me a wink. “Your apron is over there.”

      I hurry to retrieve it. The moment it’s donned, Edmund gives me a few prep work tasks while he pours himself a generous glass of wine.

      “I’d offer you some, but you look too young.”

      I laugh out loud. “I’m twenty-one, actually.”

      “No wine for you in either case. Rookies stay sober. Only the professionals get to drink and cook.”

      “Fair enough,” I say. “I’m not much of a drinker, anyway.”

      “That’s good for the head. Perhaps not for the heart. But to each their own!” He raises his glass and toasts in my honor.

      I just laugh giddily, still amazed that I’m going to be making a meal with Edmund Santiago.

      After I royally screwed up the last time, I was sure I’d never get a chance like this again.

      The mere thought of the previous debacle reddens my face again. What an utter disaster.

      “Edmund?” I say in a pipsqueak voice.

      “Yes, my dear?” he asks. “Chop those onions smaller.”

      “I just want to apologize to you. About last time.”

      He frowns at me as though he genuinely doesn’t know what I’m talking about. “Last time?”

      “You came over for dinner,” I remind him. “And I cooked.”

      “I don’t understand,” he says. “You seem to be implying that something went wrong.”

      “Well, the meal I cooked for you,” I say, feeling a shiver in my throat as I force the words out. “It wasn’t very good.”

      He tilts his head to the side and fixes me with an amused look. “Is that so?”

      I hesitate a moment. “Um, well, there were problems with each dish…”

      “Charlotte,” he interrupts, “have you ever been to culinary school?”

      “Uh, no.”

      “Pastry school?”

      “No.”

      “Have you worked in a professional restaurant?”

      “No.”

      “Café?”

      “No.”

      “No,” he repeats with finality. “In other words, you’re an amateur with no real education or experience. You have to stop being so hard on yourself.”

      For some reason, his words don’t really make me feel better.

      “But I thought my instincts were better,” I protest. “They should have been better.”

      “Your meal was good,” he says firmly. “It wasn’t perfect. It wasn’t without its flaws. It lacked finesse in certain areas. But all in all, there was raw talent there. And an instinct for flavor that’s rare.”

      Now that does make me feel better.

      Though I’m still not sure how much I believe it.

      “Really?”

      “Really,” he confirms. “Cooking is as much an art as painting or singing or dancing. Some people are born with talent. But even those lucky ones still have to work to build on that foundation. You need to practice. You need to work at it. It takes time to perfect.”

      “Right. Yeah. Of course. I know that.” I’m chopping with gusto. The knife clacks against the cutting board with a satisfying shiiiink again and again.

      And little by little, my anxiety is ratcheting back down to normal levels.

      “Do you know?” he inquires with a raised eyebrow. “Because you seem to want to be perfect right from the, uh, the how do you say… the get-go.”

      I bite my bottom lip and try not to lop off the top of my finger.

      “You look unconvinced.”

      “No, no,” I say in a hurry. I glance up and see him laughing at me. “Okay,” I admit, “maybe a little.”

      “I have three Michelin stars and six restaurants on four Mazzeonents, my love,” Edmund says with a generous wink. “And I still burn my toast some mornings. I still over-salt. My fish still has pin bones in them from time to time. Perfect is a mirage we never reach, darling.”

      He snaps his fingers and points at me. “Listen and chop at the same time.”

      “Sorry.” I blush and get back to the task at hand. “That was one hell of a pep talk.”

      “Bah!” he dismisses. “I don’t do pep talks. I teach life. Now, come here. I’ll show you how to prepare the duck.”
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        * * *

      

      The next few hours fly by. He teaches me so many different techniques, so many little shortcuts and cheats that I would never have learned off a cookbook or a cooking channel.

      It also makes me realize just how much I have to learn. Instinct can only take you so far. To go the rest of the way, you need study.

      Lucio’s words flash through my head again, apropos of absolutely nothing at all.

      Deception is a skill, too.

      I shudder and focus back on the present moment.

      “What’s your favorite thing to make?” I ask once the duck has been wrapped in pastry and popped into the oven.

      Edmund lifts his second glass of wine and takes a sip. “That’s easy,” he says. “Grilled cheese.”

      I stare at him before I burst out laughing. I’m waiting for the punch line.

      But it doesn’t come.

      “You’re joking, right?”

      “A chef never jokes,” he says somberly. Then he winks again.

      “How is that your answer?” I ask. “Grilled cheese is the simplest thing in the world to make.”

      “And yet it’s delicious,” he says. “Isn’t that beautiful?”

      “I… I suppose,” I say uncertainly.

      His smile just gets wider. “Charlotte, do you want to know the real reason I love making grilled cheese?”

      “Please.”

      “Because it’s what I used to make for my kids every weekend that they were with me,” he says quietly.

      His eyes soften noticeably as he talks about his children.

      “Hattie and Sam,” he tells me. “After their mother and I divorced, I’d have them twice a month for a full weekend. They’d wake up late and starving. The quickest way to put a smile on their faces was to make them grilled cheese. We’d sit around the breakfast table and eat together, exchange stories, tell jokes. Hattie’s twenty-four now, and Sam’s twenty-six. But those are still my fondest memories of them.”

      I can see the scene in my head as he tells the story.

      A younger Edmund, perhaps with a full head of hair. Sitting with two kids around the table. Each of them clutching grilled sandwiches oozing with cheese and laughing in the morning sun.

      What I would have given to have a morning like that as a little girl.

      “There’s no greater gesture of love than cooking for the people you care about,” Edmund tells me with the certainty of wisdom.

      I snort. “Then it’s no wonder I never got a home-cooked meal out of my mother.”

      “Is that so?” Edmund inquires suddenly.

      I blush with embarrassment. “Sorry. I don’t know where that came from. I’m blabbing about her to everyone these days, it seems.”

      “Don’t be sorry,” Edmund pushes back firmly. “Not everyone has a parent who cooks for them. Or cares for them. I didn’t. That’s why I was so determined to be there for my kids.”

      “What was your mother like?” I ask, desperate to shift the spotlight off of me.

      “She was a real bitch,” he laughs. “Used to chase me around the dinner table with a frying pan when she got in one of her moods. She wasn’t much of a cook, either. Neither was my father. I’m glad neither one of them can take credit for that.”

      There’s such a calm warmth to him. He’s clearly a man who is no longer running from his demons.

      Matter of fact, he’s turned around, invited them in, and cooked them a hearty meal.

      And it’s set his soul free.

      The smell of the duck roasting fills the kitchen. Savory and pungent.

      I made this. I should be proud of myself. I should be happy.

      But I’m not.

      Not entirely, at least.

      Some part of me is still missing. Still unsatisfied.

      Without a loved one here, a kitchen is just a room in a house where food is made. There’s no magic in the place itself.

      The magic left with Evie.

      I have to get it back.
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An Hour Later—Lucio’s Office

        

      

    

    
      It’s about nine o’clock when I hear a faint knock on the door. More like a thud than a knock, actually.

      I frown. “Enter.”

      “I need some help.”

      My frown deepens.

      Charlotte?

      Today’s the day I arranged for Edmund Santiago to come and teach her a few things in the kitchen. It was a spontaneous decision. One I’m hoping I won’t come to regret.

      I get up and walk to the door.

      When I pull it open, Charlotte is standing on the other side with a huge tray between her hands. In the center of it, a silver cloche hides the contents of the large white plate underneath.

      There’s a small basket of fresh bread on the side with a few pats of an herb butter accompanying it.

      “What’s this?” I ask.

      She gives me a cautious, tentative smile.

      Something is going on with her. I can tell from the furrow in her brow that’s noticeable even through her smile.

      But I decide it’s not my place to ask.

      “Well, it’s dinner,” she replies. “Edmund just went home and I thought you might be hungry?” Her voices rises into something like a question at the end.

      “I’m not,” I answer curtly. “I had dinner earlier.”

      “Oh,” she says. Her face falls instantly. “Well, okay then.” She starts to turn away slowly. “I’ll take this back to the kitchen then. I just… I wanted to show you what I learned today.”

      Shit.

      “Charlotte,” I say, stopping her in her tracks. “Wait. Now that I think about it, I ate a long while ago. I can definitely eat again.”

      She smiles. “Great.”

      She walks into the room and sets the tray down on my desk. The moment I sit down in front of the set-up, she whisks the cloche away with a proud grin.

      “Well?” she asks. There’s no mistaking the pride in her voice. “What do you think?”

      It definitely looks delicious.

      And it smells amazing, too.

      Juicy, succulent meat wrapped in flaky puff pastry and garnished with a thick jus. Crisp root vegetables on the side, beautifully charred.

      “What is it?” I ask.

      “Duck pâté en croûte.”

      “Whoa… sounds fancy.”

      Her smile is bright. Light glimmers behind her eyes—the kind of light I haven’t seen in a while.

      I love that I’ve given that to her. It was the whole point of this little adventure with Chef Santiago.

      “Anyway, you can tell me what you think later,” she says.

      She makes to leave.

      And I should let her do that, shouldn’t I?

      I know what she does to me. What she’s always doing to me. And the longer I let her linger around me, the worse the effect gets.

      But the thought of her walking away sinks my stomach.

      “Charlotte!” I blurt before I can stop myself.

      “Yes?”

      “Why don’t you sit down?” I say. “There’s too much here for one person. We can share.”

      Surprise flickers across her eyes, but she covers it up quickly. “Oh, it’s okay,” she murmurs. “I know you’re busy and…”

      “Charlotte. Sit.”

      Her faltering smile regains its strength. “Okay,” she whispers in a low, choked voice.

      She alights gracefully on the seat opposite me. Her excited grin doesn’t escape my notice.

      “You can do the honors,” she says. “I’ll try not to stare when you take the first bite.”

      I can’t stop a small smile from escaping through my lips as I cut into the flaky pastry. The smell wafts up to me. Spicy and peppery with a smooth buttery richness underneath.

      I put it in my mouth and let the flavors hit my tongue.

      Oh my fucking God.

      She doesn’t take her eyes off me the entire time.

      Only when I chew and swallow can I finally speak again.

      “For fuck’s sake…” I growl.

      Charlotte stares at me like a deer in headlights. On the edge of her seat. I can practically hear her heartbeat fluttering anxiously.

      Until I finish: “…That’s incredible.”

      Her eyes bulge as she realizes I love it. “Really?” she exclaims. “You like it?”

      “It’s the best goddamn bite of food I’ve ever had in my life,” I say solemnly. I mean every word of that.

      She sighs with relief and melts back into her seat.

      I jab my fork at her accusingly. “You know damn well that this is delicious.”

      “I hoped it was. I thought it might be. But you just never know if your judgement is accurate.”

      “What about Santiago’s?”

      She waves her hand. “He likes me now. His opinion is hardly objective.”

      I smirk. “He likes you now, eh?”

      Charlotte’s smile gets self-conscious. She shrugs. “We had a good conversation. Got to know each other a little while we cooked,” she says. “It was an amazing evening.”

      I take another bite, really savoring the individual flavors. Silky, earthy, warm. I can’t help but close my eyes and let the taste simmer on my tongue.

      “Duck?” I ask.

      “Mhmm. Quack-quack.”

      “This really is great,” I sigh, making short work of the food in front of me. “So much for not being hungry.”

      She beams, clearly thrilled with how much I’m enjoying her food.

      “Did I say we’d share?” I ask after a moment.

      She laughs. “You can finish it all,” she says. “I had my fill earlier.”

      “I can offer you the last bite,” I say graciously, spearing a piece of pastry and duck and offering it to her.

      She glances at the fork I’m holding out.

      Her hesitation lasts only an instant before she leans in, mouth open. Her lips close around the fork.

      And for God’s sake, my fucking cock twitches.

      Instantly, the vibe in the room changes. Like someone sucked all the oxygen out.

      It’s tense. Crackling. Alive.

      There’s something so intimate about this gesture.

      She pulls away and swallows. Licks her lips. I watch every motion, my body tingling from head to toe.

      Where the hell did that come from?

      I can feel the air between us start to bend and writhe. A reminder that, despite the current truce we seem to be in, nothing has truly been settled.

      There’s so much that still needs to be sorted through.

      “Lucio?”

      Her eyes rise to mine. Her gaze is direct.

      “Yes?”

      “Thank you,” she whispers fervently. “Thank you for today. It was… It was everything.”

      I can tell how much she means it.

      But I wave her gratitude away as though it means nothing to me.

      “No, seriously,” she continues. “It meant so much to me that you would—”

      “Charlotte,” I interrupt. “Don’t mention it.”

      She stops short, clearly surprised by my tone. Her expression turns cautious again, as if she’s not sure who she’s talking to anymore.

      “Listen, Lucio, there’s something I wanted to tell you.”

      I wait silently for her to continue, hands in my lap.

      “I’ve made friends with this ring girl. Her name’s Lexy. Turns out she’s Feliks’s mistress.”

      “Feliks?” I repeat. “He’s one of Kazimierz’s underbosses, right?”

      “That’s the one,” Charlottes confirms. “Apparently, he’s mentioned Evie to Lexy.”

      “What did he tell her?” I bark. “Where is she?”

      Charlotte shakes her head sadly. “Nothing that gives away her location,” Charlotte says, stalling a little. “But I think there’s something in the works… that involves you.”

      I frown.

      “I think they’re planning on making a hit on you,” she tells me with true concern written on her face. “Soon.”

      Goddammit.

      I slump back into my seat, brimming with disappointment. I don’t bother to hide it from her.

      “Is that all?” I ask hollowly.

      Her mouth falls open just a little.

      “Lucio,” she says urgently. “Do you not get it? They’re going to try and kill you soon.”

      “I heard you,” I reply. “And what else is new?”

      “Lucio—”

      “Charlotte,” I cut her off. “I’m the don of the most powerful mafia in the city. Men have been trying to kill me since the second I took power. That’s never going to change. The Polish are merely the latest to try.”

      She gawks at me, utterly speechless for a long moment.

      Then she swallows and tries anyway. “Your life is in danger!” she squeaks. “They ambushed this compound once. The next time they do, they could kill you.”

      “Unlikely,” I sigh. “But they’re certainly welcome to try.”

      She sits back in her seat and stares at me for a moment.

      “Did you expect histrionics from me? Have I disappointed you with my reaction?”

      I know I’m being cruel. Callous.

      She just cares about me. Or so it would seem.

      But I can’t help the words rising to my lips like poison.

      “You’re not going to do anything about it?” Her voice is tiny.

      “What would you have me do?”

      “I don’t know!” she exclaims, throwing her hands up in frustration. “Get more security! Hire a bodyguard! Carry a weapon on you! Run!”

      I tick off each one on my fingers. “I already have around-the-clock security on this compound. I carry a weapon at all times. I’m more dangerous than any bodyguard I could ever hire. And no, I’m not going to fucking run. That’s what cowards do.”

      “That’s a matter of opinion,” she snaps. I see the familiar blaze roars back into her eyes.

      “The fortunate thing here is that my opinion is the only one that matters.”

      I can tell she’s pissed.

      A few months ago, she might’ve reamed into me. Kept pushing and yelling to try and get her way.

      Now, though, I see something different come over her. Something a little steelier. A little more mature, perhaps.

      Then she takes a deep breath.

      “You may be strong and powerful, Lucio. You may have an army at your back and a weapon vault in your basement,” she says at last. “But that doesn’t make you invincible.”

      “Never said it did.”

      “Then how can you be so blasé about this?”

      Her eyes are wide and waiting.

      “Because I’m not concerned about dying,” I tell her.

      Pause.

      Silence.

      Disbelief.

      She stares at me as though I’m speaking a foreign language.

      “Are you serious?”

      I shrug. “I know what this life means,” I tell her. “I know how it’s likely to end.”

      She shakes her head like that’ll dismiss the truth of what I’m saying. Of what I accepted a long time ago. “You can’t possibly be that pessimistic.”

      “Not pessimistic. Just realistic.”

      “You have a daughter,” she spits like an accusation.

      “No,” I spit right back, “I had a daughter. She’s gone now.”

      “We’re going to get her back,” she whispers fiercely.

      I lean forward and slam my hands on the table. The silverware and plates rattle. “What if she doesn’t want to come back, huh? What if she wants her mother? What if I’m not good enough for her?”

      I thought the silence before was difficult.

      The silence that follows that is ten times worse.

      I don’t know where it came from.

      Actually, that’s not true. I know damn well where it came from—straight from my nightmares.

      Since the day Sonya snatched Evie away from me, I’ve had the same dream every night.

      My daughter and I standing in a hallway.

      I reach out for her. Call for her to come to me.

      And every single time, she looks me in the eye…

      Then turns and walks the other direction.

      Away from me.

      Into the shadows.

      I wake up in a cold sweat in the early hours of the morning and feel like Sonya’s shot me all over again.

      So maybe it’s not such a stretch that I’m finally putting that fear into words. It was only ever a matter of time.

      “You’re better for her than Sonya,” Charlotte says confidently. “You’re her father. You care about her for who she is. Not what she can do as a pawn at your disposal.”

      I raise one eyebrow. “Oh yeah?” I ask. “How do you figure that?”

      “Come on,” Charlotte says passionately. “Sonya abandoned her own child to strangers! Strangers who brough her here and left her outside your gates. She let Evie believe she was dead. Then she shows up suddenly, holds you at gunpoint, and takes Evie back?”

      Her blue eyes are firing on all cylinders. She leans forward and clasps my hands.

      “She’s not acting like a mother. She’s acting like a chess player, shuffling around other people’s lives however it suits her. She’s got a strategy here, Lucio. And nothing about that strategy suggests that she’s doing what’s best for Evie.”

      I’ve never seen her look so determined.

      So incensed.

      So vehement.

      And it’s fucking turning me on.

      “If I ever meet her,” Charlotte adds, “I’m gonna punch her in the fucking face.”

      I can’t help the smile that sneaks onto my lips.

      And I can’t deny that Charlotte’s words go a long way towards batting back the demons in my nightmares.

      “I’d like to see that,” I admit.

      “Maybe one day you will,” she seethes.

      The energy between us takes on more life as we look at each other.

      All I want to do is strip her bare and fuck her with all I’ve got. To say with my body what I don’t know how to put into words.

      My muscles clench with raw desire.

      I can already see it unfold right before my eyes.

      I can already hear her moans.

      I can already feel her pussy clench around my cock.

      Fuck.

      Every time I think I’ve got a handle on my desire for her, she goes and says something that reinforces my attraction to her.

      “You’re an amazing father, Lucio,” she continues. “You stepped up to the plate even though you weren’t prepared. You took care of that little girl when Sonya refused to. You fell in love with her. And I know she fell in love with you, too.”

      I rise from my seat and turn to the window.

      This conversation has gotten heavier than I’ve intended. I don’t have the energy to deal with it right now.

      Especially when my cock is getting hard at the mere sound of her voice.

      Distance yourself, comes the smart voice in my head. This is getting out of hand—just like it always does.

      “You should go now,” I say abruptly, without turning around.

      I’m met with silence.

      Then I hear her chair scrape back, as she gets to her feet.

      I hear her footsteps…

      But they’re not retreating.

      They’re coming towards me.

      “Look at me.”

      I turn and face her. All I see are her blazing blue eyes. Trapped within them is all that hurt, all that pain masquerading as anger.

      “I’m on your side, Lucio,” she whispers urgently. “I’m on your side.”

      “Charlotte—”

      “You don’t think it’s eating me up, too?” she demands before I can finish my sentence. “You don’t think I know it’s my fault that Evie’s gone? That she’s in the hands of a woman who sounds like a complete psychopath?”

      She’s getting more and more emotional.

      Her hand flings out and shoves me in the chest. I’m not expecting it, but I don’t flinch back either.

      She doesn’t even seem to realize that she’s hit me. Her eyes sparkle with tears, but she doesn’t allow them to fall.

      “I know I’m the reason Evie’s gone!” she yells. “If I’d just told you the truth then… then… none of this would have happened. And… and…”

      I grab her, even as her hands keep railing against me.

      I force her to look at me. To really look at me.

      Then I pull her into my chest and wrap my arms around her.

      She starts sobbing, drowning my shirt in her tears. At some point, she stops fighting, and just clings to me.

      Like I’m her last lifeline.

      Like I’m all she has left.

      And for a moment there…

      It feels like she’s all I have left, too.
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      I wake up in Lucio’s bedroom.

      “Lucio?”

      No answer.

      I’m alone.

      The blinds are drawn, and Lucio’s side of the bed has a distinctive body imprint. He slept beside me last night but… did we have sex?

      My memory is still fuzzy from sleep.

      What happened last night?

      Why am I here?

      And why do I feel so emotionally drained?

      Then it all comes rushing back.

      How I’d cried in Lucio’s arms.

      How he’d carried me to his room.

      How he kept me tucked against his side until I finally fell asleep.

      I sigh deeply, though I’m not sure if it’s because I’m relieved or because I’m disappointed.

      We didn’t sleep together.

      Well, not quite.

      Just next to each other. Spooned up like two people who loved and cared for each other.

      As opposed to two people who’ve spent months at each other’s throats.

      I slide out of bed and check the bathroom, but he’s not there either.

      “He probably woke up next to me, took one look, and ran,” I say to the empty room.

      No answer from any of the furniture. So much for my Belle in the Beast’s castle moment.

      Sighing, I walk to the window and pull up the blinds.

      The garden looks pristine in the morning sun.

      I can almost imagine Evie running through it towards the fountain. I can almost hear her giggle rising up over the flowering hedges and her cackle as she cries out, “Let’s go, Paulie!”

      But it’s all in my head. The garden is empty.

      No Evie.

      No giggles.

      No Paulie.

      “Paulie…” I whisper the name like it’s a prayer.

      I even miss her freaking stuffed toy.

      Then I stop short, realizing something.

      According to Lucio, Evie had been taken from her bed at night while she’d still been half-asleep. Which means she might not have been conscious enough to have grabbed Paulie.

      I leave Lucio’s bedroom and head straight to the connected rooms that Evie and I once shared.

      I’m aware that I haven’t been there in months, but something keeps me moving forward.

      I turn the corner that leads directly to Evie’s room, but I grind to a halt at the sound of something crashing.

      What the hell is that?

      I hear a splintering sound. Another crash.

      A second later, I realize it’s coming from inside Evie’s room.

      Without considering what I might be walking into, I run the rest of the way down the hall and dart inside.

      At first, all I see is chaos.

      Then I see him.

      Lucio is shirtless and sweating. He grabs the tiny blue bookshelf mounted on the wall beside Evie’s bed and tears it clean off. Grunting, he hurls it against the far wall.

      BOOM.

      It explodes with a crunching thud. Books hit the floor. A snow globe shatters, spills everywhere. Markers and crayons roll under the bed and the rocking chair in the corner.

      Lucio doesn’t even seem to register my presence. I don’t know how long he’s been at it, but the room is an utter fucking disaster.

      Almost everything is in ruins.

      The bureau. The bed. The picture frames.

      Worst of all, lying in the middle of the chaos is Paulie—his head torn right off his misshapen shoulders.

      And he’s not done yet. He turns, grips the nightstand between his huge hands, and sends that careening over.

      “Lucio…” I whisper in shock.

      He punches the wall next to the windowsill. It caves in and I see blood blossom on his knuckles almost immediately.

      This time I yell.

      “Lucio!”

      He whips around, his eyes wide and wild.

      I can see the pain in them. The desperation.

      He’s so strong all the time that sometimes I forget that he’s still a dad who’s lost his child.

      “You were wrong,” he tells me, the emotion evident on his face.

      His muscles heave with exertion. His chest rises and falls with each painful breath.

      “You were so goddamn wrong,” he says again. “This isn’t your fault. It’s mine. Evie’s gone because of me.”

      I shake my head.

      “Lucio, that’s not true.”

      “It is,” he says fiercely, his eyes glazing over. “It is true. I should have done a better job of protecting her. I should have stopped Sonya that night. I should have fucking died before I let that bitch take my kid.”

      The fury rolls off of him in intimidating waves.

      Once upon a time, it would have made me run for the hills.

      But now, all it does is draw me closer.

      I move forward until I’m standing right in front of him. I put my hands softly on his trembling chest.

      “Lucio,” I say softly, “look at me.”

      His eyes fall to mine without a fight. But it’s like he’s looking right through me.

      “If you had died, Evie would have been stuck with Sonya for the rest of her life,” I remind him. “You had to live. Living is how you protect her.”

      “She’s gone.”

      “She’s not gone,” I say firmly. “She’s just far away right now. But we’ll find her. I promise.”

      I see a flicker in his eyes.

      Awareness? Or acceptance?

      I can’t quite tell.

      He moves away from me in anguish. My hands fall to my sides. He looks like a caged animal desperate to be unleashed.

      He turns to the window, but I’ve noticed that his breathing has calmed since I first entered the room.

      I follow him to where he stands. “You’re bleeding,” I point out gently, taking his hand and holding his knuckles up to the light.

      “I’ve—”

      “Had worse,” I finish quickly with a little laugh. “I know. But I’d still like to clean this up a little.”

      “You can’t fix me, Charlotte,” he warns.

      He sounds more like himself again.

      He’s back in control.

      “I’m not trying to fix you,” I reply. “Because you don’t need fixing. I’m trying to help you.”

      He glances at me, but his expression has closed off now. He’s put his pain back in the little box he hides away behind his strength.

      “And I appreciate that,” he says. “But this time, I think I need to take matters into my own hands.”

      Without so much as an explanation, he turns and leaves.

      I stare at his back for a moment, before rushing to catch up with him.

      “Lucio?” I call after him. “What does that mean? You’ll take matters into your own hands?”

      He doesn’t reply. Just keeps walking.

      I follow him back to his room, but he doesn’t seem to care.

      Not even when I step into the bathroom behind him. He opens the tap and runs his hand under the water. Doesn’t even wince as it rinses away the blood, though I’m sure it must hurt.

      “Lucio,” I try again. “What does that mean?”

      He throws me a cursory glance.

      “It’s time to descend into the underworld with the fuckers who have my kid,” he practically snarls.

      “I don’t know what that means.”

      He turns to me. “I suppose I’ll have to tell you at some point, since you’re going to need to keep a low profile while I’m there.”

      Nothing about what he’s saying is making me feel any better.

      “Lucio—”

      “I’m going to enter the ring.”

      My eyes bug out in disbelief. “That’s insane.”

      “No, it’s not. It’s aggressive. There’s a difference.”

      “Lucio,” I say, moving forward. “This ring is Polish territory. They own the whole damn thing. You think they’re just gonna let you walk in there and take a front row seat to the show? After what happened to Bartek?”

      He scoffs. “I don’t want to watch,” he explains. “I’m going there to fight.”

      “Fight?” I repeat dumbly. “You’re going to fight… in the ring… in one of the matches?”

      “That’s what I said.”

      It’s eerie how calm he is right now, given the fact that he was just going ballistic on Evie’s room only moments ago.

      That had just happened… right?

      Am I losing my mind?

      Or is he?

      “You’re not thinking clearly,” I say, hoping I can talk him down off this particular ledge.

      “This will work,” Lucio says. Fresh new determination gleams in his eyes.

      “Lucio,” I say, grabbing his arm. “Think about this. You’re going to be getting into the ring with a Polish fighter. You’re going to be surrounded by men who are loyal to Kazimierz. Even if you do win the match, what do you hope to gain from it? You think they’re just gonna let you walk out of there afterwards? You’re the don of the most powerful mafia in the city!”

      “This might surprise you, Charlotte,” Lucio says calmly. “But even in the underworld, there are rules.”

      “What the hell does that mean?” I screech.

      “Meaning I’m going to walk in there and strike a bargain. I’m going to make a deal,” he explains. “If they agree to it, then they will be forced to honor their end of it.”

      “Why would they do that?” I demand.

      “Because if they don’t, it’ll grow like a cancer within the ranks,” Lucio continues. “It’ll sow distrust and uncertainty among Kazimierz’s men. If he proves himself to be a don who doesn’t honor his deals, then his word means nothing. And no man will follow a leader they cannot trust.”

      I shake my head. “So many things could go wrong.”

      “That’s true of anything in life.”

      I groan with frustration. “What if Kazimierz doesn’t agree to the terms? Or what if you lose?”

      He raises an eyebrow at me. “You think I’m going to lose?”

      “It’s a possibility!”

      “Thanks for the vote of confidence.”

      “Stop it,” I snap. “You’re being completely unreasonable.”

      “I’ve been thinking like a broken father,” he says unexpectedly. “I need to start thinking like a fucking don. Which is what I am.”

      “Lucio—”

      “I won’t lose,” he replies, refusing to even consider it. “I can’t. The only person I can rely on to do this is myself.”

      “You can rely on me,” I retort emphatically. “Lexy, the ring girl I told you about… I’m sure she has more information. I just need to earn her trust and—”

      “I can’t wait for that, Charlotte,” he growls, cutting me off. “I don’t have that kind of time. Evie doesn’t have that kind of time.”

      I stare at him, trying to decipher his complicated expression.

      “Is that the real reason?” I ask. “Or is it that you still can’t trust me?”

      He turns from me. “This is not about you.”

      I flinch back at his words.

      “You don’t always have to do everything alone, you know,” I bite back at him. “Asking for help? Accepting help? It doesn’t make you weak. You’re a fool if you think it does.”

      “I’m many things, Charlotte,” he says, his tone going dark. “But I’m no fool. I know this world. You don’t.”

      I falter. Now what?

      He’s made up his mind. He’s not going to back down from this idea.

      That fucking terrifies me.

      I’ve already lost Evie.

      I can’t afford to lose Lucio, too.

      “What about my cover?” I demand. “I’m going to be at the ring.”

      He throws me an uncaring glance. “You’ll keep a low profile that night. We’ll need to keep the farce alive for as long as we can.”

      “Don’t you care at all?” I ask. “If they catch wind of anything suspicious, they will kill me.”

      His body tenses suddenly.

      I wonder what that means, but I can’t tell for sure, because he doesn’t turn to me.

      “Don’t worry about that,” he says, at last. “I’ll make sure you’re safe.”

      “You’ll make sure I’m safe?” I repeat incredulously. “Lucio—you’re the strongest, most powerful man I know. But even you can’t promise me that.”

      He faces me slowly, but his expression is bleak.

      “I see why you’d think that,” he replies, “considering I couldn’t even protect my own daughter—”

      “No, that’s not what I—”

      “But I’m the fucking don of the Mazzeo mafia,” he growls. “I will get my daughter back. And when I do, everyone who had a hand in taking her from me will suffer for their sins.”

      I stare at him, and realize that my hurt feelings don’t even compare to his.

      He’s lost a child.

      As much as I loved Evie, as much as I missed her, it just isn’t the same.

      Before I can second-guess myself, I reach out and cup his face with my hand.

      He stills under my touch, but he doesn’t move to push me away. And the darkness in his eyes ebbs just a little.

      “I’m sorry,” I whisper. “I’m so sorry. I know this is hard. I wish I could fix it somehow.”

      “You can’t fix it,” he replies. “Only I can.”

      I take a step forward. Our bodies are so close together, heightening the intimacy of the moment.

      I was scared of this not so long ago.

      But I don’t care anymore. I just want to be there for him.

      “I know you can,” I tell him. “If anyone can do this, you can. All I’m saying is that, if you need help, you have it.”

      My hand slides down his jaw and lands against his neck.

      I gaze at the beautifully detailed tattoos that snake up his throat. I have the urge to press my lips against him. To bury myself in his arms, his touch, his smell, his kiss.

      Things make sense when I’m there.

      It’s the rest of the world that refuses to fall in line.

      That’s the coward’s way out, though. That’s what Lucio said, right? I have to face the world. We have to face the world. We can’t just turn inward and put our backs to everyone and everything else.

      So instead of succumbing to my desire, I force my eyes back to his.

      “I know I don’t look like a fighter,” I tell him. “But don’t underestimate me. I fight when I have to. And I’ll fight for Evie.”

      And you.

      I’ll fight for you, too.

      I want to finish my sentence.

      But staring up at his eyes, I know I can’t.

      Not now. Not when he still can’t trust my words.

      It would hurt too much if I spoke them out loud and saw that telltale doubt flicker across his eyes.

      So I swallow them down and hope that one day, in the future, I’ll be able to say them to him.

      And that when that day comes, he’ll be able to accept them.
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Later That Night—At The Ring

        

      

    

    
      “Hey, sexy.”

      The moment I hear that voice, my insides feel like they’re trying to claw their way out of me. I plaster a fake smile onto my face and turn.

      “Henry,” I say in cautious greeting.

      “Henryk,” he corrects, his forehead scrunching up visibly.

      Shit.

      “Sorry,” I say quickly. I beam a little wider to compensate for my mistake. “My mistake.”

      “Yeah, your mistake,” he agrees, his beady little eyes crawling up and down my body. “So how’re you gonna make it up to me?”

      “How about I get you a drink?” I suggest.

      He scoffs. “You think that’s gonna make me happy?”

      “Alcohol makes most men happy,” I quip. It’s hard to maintain the flirty lilt in my voice, but I don’t have much of a choice.

      “Yeah? Hate to break it to you, sweetheart, but I’m not most fucking men,” he replies. “Alcohol just makes me angry.”

      Of course.

      He’s one of those men.

      His eyes are too close together. His beard is a wispy blonde that doesn’t match the dark brown of his head. He’s tall and lanky, but I can tell from his wiry arms that he’s made of muscle.

      Henryk has had his eye on me since the moment I stepped foot in here.

      I would have tried to cultivate his interest in me to see if I could get any information from him. But as far as the Polish hierarchy goes, he’s closer to “errand boy” than “underboss.”

      I don’t want to waste my time grooming a source that has nothing to give me.

      Lucio is right. Time is of the essence.

      In any case, I’m in the wrong headspace tonight.

      It’s almost ten o’clock, but I know what’s coming. I’ve been scanning the space all night, trying to determine how big of a fiasco this is going to turn into.

      “So?”

      I almost scream when Henryk lurches right in my face.

      He leers at me and my stomach twists again.

      Thankfully, I’ve barely eaten anything today. There’s nothing left in my stomach to come out.

      Though I wouldn’t mind yakking all over his scowling face.

      “So…?”

      He tilts his head at me. His eyes spark with anger. None of these men are good with rejection.

      He takes a step closer to me and slaps my ass. Hard.

      Given the flimsy fabric that barely covers my butt, I really feel it.

      My first instinct is to knee him in the balls. My leg actually twitches, raring to go.

      But I suppress the urge. It’ll only get me into more trouble.

      Instead, I throw him a smile.

      “That’s what you want, huh?” I ask, trying to find an escape route.

      The place is jam-packed tonight. There’s a big crowd, which is probably why Lucio picked it in the first place.

      Dzik is fighting tonight.

      He’s the Polish champion. Five-foot-eleven inches and ripped, a brawny bowling ball of pure muscle. Not an ounce of body fat on him.

      He started fighting when he was eighteen. Eleven years later, he still hasn’t lost a match.

      “Yeah,” Henry mutters, “that’s what I want, baby.”

      I can’t help but think about Lucio being here.

      If he saw this, what would he do? Would he care? Would he intervene?

      Something tells me he’d beat Henryk to a pulp without thinking twice.

      “Well, it’s gonna have to wait,” I tell him with a flirtatious wink. “I’m working tonight.”

      “No one’s gonna miss you for ten min—”

      “Charlotte!”

      Lexy’s voice slices in. She’s looking at me with a faux-annoyed expression.

      “I thought I told you to take the drinks over to the VIP section!” she snaps at me. “What the hell are you doing?”

      I glance at Henryk. “Sorry, sweetie,” I say to him. “I’m gonna be in so much trouble if I don’t get my ass in gear.”

      Then I run off, leaving Henryk scowling and alone.

      I go straight to Lexy, resisting the urge to hug her.

      “Thank you,” I gulp, trying not to look too happy. “You’re an angel.”

      “I thought you could use the help,” Lexy answers with a perceptive smirk. “Henryk has set his sights on you, huh?”

      I groan. “The man is persistent.”

      “Oh, honey,” she sympathizes. “They all are.”

      “Tell me something I don’t know. Is there anything you need me to do?”

      “I actually do need you to run some drinks over to VIP.”

      “Yeah, no problem.”

      We walk over to the huge bar setup in the corner of the elaborate space. I can’t help scanning the crowd.

      Lucio hasn’t told me when he plans on getting here. He’s barely told me anything at all.

      Whether that’s for my protection or for his, I’m not sure. But I don’t like it one bit.

      “You look like you’re gonna throw up, hon,” Lexy observes after she gives the drink orders to the bartender.

      I shake my head sadly. “Just the after-effects of dealing with men like Henryk.”

      Lexy laughs. “Fair enough. You gotta develop a stronger stomach then. That’s part of the job.”

      I nod. She doesn’t need to know that I don’t plan on holding on to this job much longer.

      “It’s crowded tonight,” I remark. The VIP section where I’m headed is full to bursting already.

      “Dzik,” Lexy explains shortly.

      “Right. He’s that popular, huh?”

      “Crazy popular. And set for life, since he got the don’s favor.”

      “Kazimierz?”

      “Bartek’s, too,” Lexy says. “At least, before that Italian fucker offed him.”

      I feel a flush of anger when she mentions Lucio, but I have no choice but to grin through the anger.

      I can’t let the mask drop. Not even for a second.

      Still, it’s a good reminder that Lexy’s not my real friend.

      “Is he here tonight?” I ask casually.

      “Who?”

      “The big guy. Kazi—what’s it…?—Kazimierz.”

      “Why, you want some alone time with the big boss?” Lexy asks shrewdly.

      I shudder. “Definitely not.”

      “Don’t worry about it,” she says with a wave of her hand. “You wouldn’t be the first. Every girl thinks that if she can get on the don’s good side, she’ll coast through life.”

      “That’s not what—”

      “It’s cool,” she says, cutting me off. “No judgement. In any case, he’s not here tonight.”

      “Huh, I just thought… There’s lots of security.”

      “His underbosses are here,” Lexy tells me. “Juliusz and Feliks.”

      The bartender loads up our trays with the finished drink orders. Lexy grabs one tray and gestures to me to take the other.

      “Come on. Let’s go.”

      We veer through the crowd until we reach the VIP section. The place is teeming with intimidating men in dark suits and extremely visible firearms.

      The moment they see Lexy, however, they part like the Red Sea and let us through.

      I follow meekly behind her as she leads me to a cordoned-off area that boasts a direct view of the central ring.

      I notice Feliks and Juliusz immediately.

      Juliusz is already nursing a drink, but it’s almost empty.

      Feliks has abandoned his glass for a dark-haired woman in a see-through dress meant to highlight the neon green G-string she’s wearing underneath.

      She twists around in his arms to face us when Lexy and I approach.

      I shiver.

      The girl doesn’t even look old enough to drive.

      “Jesus,” I mutter under my breath. “If she’s over sixteen, I’ll eat Roxy’s leather miniskirt.”

      She must have a mother like mine.

      I avert my gaze and place the tray on the table in front of Juliusz and Feliks.

      “Well, well, well… Look who we have here!” crows a sickening voice.

      Of course Juliusz would recognize me immediately. I’d pegged him at our first meeting as the kind of man who pays attention to the details.

      Seems I was right about that.

      Lexy’s gaze flutters to me, but she doesn’t betray any emotion as she sets down her tray next to mine.

      When she bends over, Feliks reaches out and slaps her ass. It reminds me of the way Henryk had spanked me earlier.

      We’re nothing more than objects to these men. Possessions that they feel some sort of twisted, unearned ownership over.

      “Eh? Who?” Feliks asks his colleague, catching on a little late.

      Juliusz points to me with his glass. “She cleans up nice, no?”

      Recognition flashes in Feliks’s eyes as he realizes who I am, but he doesn’t say a word. Juliusz grins dangerously at me.

      I smile politely and try to slip away before anything crazy happens.

      But I’m not fast enough.

      Juliusz curls his index finger and calls me closer. Left with no choice, I walk over to him.

      He slaps a palm against his lap. “Sit.”

      It’s not a question.

      I hesitate only for a second before I do as he wants. I try and sit on his lower lap, but he grabs me by the waist and pulls me into his body so that I’m resting on his crotch.

      I breathe softly through my nose and tell myself to ignore any sensations below the waist.

      That’s just a gun in his pocket, I hiss silently again and again.

      He leans in, his lips an inch from my ear. His breath is hot. Greedy.

      “I could eat you whole, you know.”

      I can’t stop the shiver from roving across my body. I’m hoping he won’t notice, but I already know he’s not the kind of man to miss things.

      Particularly not when they’re perched right on his lap.

      I hope to God that Lucio doesn’t walk in at this moment. Plan be damned—he’d strangle Juliusz with his bare hands at the sight of this bullshit.

      “You’re trembling, darling,” he comments, still speaking right into my ear. “Is that desire? Or fear?”

      This time, I suppress the shiver. I turn to him, meeting his gaze directly.

      “Can it be both?”

      He smiles. “Hm. I like you.”

      “Most men do,” I sass, projecting a confidence I definitely don’t feel.

      He chuckles, one hand massaging my ass, as the other hand teases underneath the edge of my threadbare halter, on a collision course with my naked breast.

      “Oh, I have no doubt,” he snarls. “No wonder Mazzeo keeps you around.”

      I freeze.

      “Tell me,” Juliusz continues, “when was the last time he fucked you?”

      I glance up for an ally, but Lexy is gone. I’m surrounded by unfamiliar, hostile faces.

      I blush and duck my head down to avoid answering.

      Please, God, someone help me out of here.

      This is hurtling at top speed in a direction I really don’t like.

      Juliusz chuckles sourly. “It must’ve been recent. Did you like it? Is he rough with you, darling? Does he hurt you?”

      I don’t know what he expects from me. I don’t know how I’m supposed to play this sickening cat-and-mouse game.

      His hand on my hip turns into a claw. Fingernails digging into my skin.

      He wants to hurt me the way he thinks Lucio does.

      He wants to show me that, as bad as Lucio Mazzeo may be… the Polish are magnitudes worse.

      To cap it off, he pulls me in close, his lips brushing hot and wet and revolting against my ear.

      “One day soon,” he promises me, “I’ll show you how soft Lucio Mazzeo was on you.”

      Then he slaps my ass again and shoves me off of him.

      I don’t look back. I don’t hesitate.

      I take his dismissal and I run with it. Until I’m as far from the VIP section as I can manage.

      The moment I approach the bar, Lexy’s in my face, her eyes flaring with curiosity.

      “Juliusz really seems to like you,” she comments.

      I’m shaken, but I try to dust it off. I shrug as coolly as I can manage. “Seems to me he likes a lot of women,” I say. “Kinda like Feliks.”

      I’m hoping that she’ll recoil back at the flippant remark and leave me alone with my thoughts.

      But the backhanded insult has absolutely no effect on her.

      “I told you, he likes them young,” she says. “He may not want to fuck me as much anymore. But he cares for me, in his own way.”

      I stare at her in shock. She actually sounds proud of their connection.

      Like it’s some sort of achievement.

      “Juliusz is powerful,” she advises. “And he’s young—relatively. He can keep you safe.”

      She’s… encouraging me?

      I shake my head. “Who’ll keep me safe from him, though?” I ask saucily.

      “Make him happy and you won’t have to find out.”

      I think about responding, but really, what difference will it make? This life—her life—is all she’s ever known. She’s chosen security over freedom.

      I can’t relate to that.

      Not even a little bit.

      “I should go do the rounds,” I say, mostly as a means to get away.

      “Don’t forget to smile!” she advises.

      Yes, smile.

      The biggest lie of them all.
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      Fifteen minutes later, I’m walking around the ring when a hush falls over the crowd. My heart starts beating faster almost immediately because I know why.

      He’s here.

      Lucio Mazzeo is in the building.

      I choose a location that allows me a decent vantage point. My timing is perfect. Right then, he blazes through the side entrance like a wildfire. All control and power and confidence.

      There’s only a small handful of men at his back, but he’s acting as though he’s got an army with him.

      I glance towards the VIP section.

      His presence has already been noticed. Both Feliks and Juliusz are on their feet, their eyes hungry, filled with excitement like wolves at the slaughter.

      The space we’re in is huge, and yet, the entire atmosphere has changed at the drop of a hat.

      Voices rise up above the crowd.

      “…no goddamn way…”

      “…Is it really him…?”

      “Yes… Mazzeo… Lucio fucking Mazzeo…”

      A swirling void of energy spinning faster and faster beneath the rafters and whipping out any hope for calm.

      This place is a bomb waiting to explode.

      A few people jostle past me. Polish soldiers who barely even notice I’m here.

      It’s clear they want to get a better look of the notorious Mazzeo don.

      I want a closer look myself, but for appearances’ sake, I can’t put myself in Lucio’s line of vision.

      “Jesus Christ.”

      I don’t have to turn to know that Lexy’s standing at my left shoulder.

      Her eyes are practically bugging out. “Is that him?” she asks, grabbing my arm.

      I nod slowly. “That’s him.”

      “Damn,” she sighs in a dreamy, breathy exhale.

      She doesn’t even notice the glare I throw her way. She’s too busy staring at Lucio.

      I wish that didn’t make me as angry as it does.

      Lucio walks across the massive underground space towards Juliusz and Feliks. He’s wearing dark gray suit pants and a navy blue shirt that’s just fitted enough to highlight how muscular his body is.

      I scan through his small entourage for Adriano. But one glance tells me he’s not with the group. I’m not sure what that means, but I register the absence anyway.

      Lucio is now talking to the two underbosses.

      We’re too far away to hear anything that’s happening. His back is to me, so I can’t see his face.

      But I know him well enough to know that he’s calm and unconcerned with the fact that he’s surrounded by hordes of armed enemies.

      Only Lucio Mazzeo can walk into a situation like this and still feel like he’s got the upper hand.

      Only Lucio Mazzeo would dare come in the first place.

      For anyone else, it’s suicide.

      I shift away instinctively.

      “Where are you going?” Lexy asks.

      “To the back,” I say without explanation.

      “I’ll cover for you out here.”

      “Thanks, Lexy.”

      I start for the dressing room, but the moment I know I’m not being watched, I pivot sideways and head into the locker rooms that are reserved for the fighters.

      I slip inside and hide in the broom closet.

      A minute later, I hear footsteps. My heart races up.

      I know I’m taking a risk by coming here at all. Making contact with Lucio on Polish territory is downright suicidal.

      But I can’t help it.

      I’m scared.

      It’s ironic that fear can make you brave.

      I put my eye to the crack in the door and watch. Lucio enters first, followed by two of his men. The door shuts on them and Lucio starts undressing.

      My eyes fall to his injured arm.

      And my resolve only strengthens.

      I slip out of the broom closet. The moment the door swings back on its hinges, all three men whirl and train their weapons on me.

      I freeze.

      A second later, I lock eyes with Lucio. He’s standing before me in his boxer briefs and nothing else.

      His six-pack stands out in stark relief under the lone overhead light. His tattoos are inky black. His smattering of chest hair is masculine, wild.

      He certainly looks invincible.

      But the bandage around his arm proves otherwise.

      “Fucking hell, Charlotte,” he snaps.

      He lowers his gun and his men do the same.

      He gestures for them to leave and they exit immediately without a word, giving us the room.

      “They agreed?” I ask.

      “Of course they agreed.”

      “Don’t do this.”

      “We’ve been over this, Charlotte.”

      I move forward and grab his hand. “They’re gonna pit you against Dzik, aren’t they?”

      Lucio sighs. Apparently, that’s the only confirmation he’s willing to give me.

      “Lucio,” I press, “your arm isn’t even fully healed. Dzik is deadly.”

      He narrows his eyes at me. “I’ve got news for you. So am I.”

      “You’re also injured.”

      “Good,” he replies, turning from me. “Makes it more fair for him.”

      “Goddamn you!” I yell.

      Lucio turns to give me a glare. “Do you want to be caught in here with me?” he demands. “No? Then keep your mouth shut. This is happening whether you like it or not.”

      “Why are men so fucking stubborn?” I snarl through gritted teeth.

      The corner of his mouth twitches up in mild amusement. “This is going to work, Charlotte.”

      “How can you be so confident?”

      “A lifetime of practice.”

      I sigh deeply and take a step towards him. His body is beautiful. I just hate the thought of it being marred in any way by anyone.

      “What did they agree to?” I ask quietly.

      “They agreed to hand Evie over to me if I win the match,” Lucio says.

      I suck in a sharp breath. “And if you lose?”

      He fixes me with a pointed gaze. One I don’t like in the least.

      “If I lose, I die.”

      “Jesus, Lucio!”

      He shrugs. “It’s a risk I’m willing to take.”

      I want to shake some sense into him, but I know it probably won’t make any difference.

      “Have you even considered the possibility that you might lose?” I ask. “What happens to the mafia after that?”

      “Adriano knows what to do,” Lucio replies coolly.

      So he has prepared.

      He hasn’t walked in here assuming he’s going to win.

      I don’t know if that makes me feel better or worse.

      Angry tears well up in my eyes, but I refuse to cry in front of him yet again. I wipe them away violently, leaving mascara smears across my cheekbones.

      A second later, there’s a roar from the crowd.

      Then a hard knock on the door.

      “Boss, five minutes.”

      Lucio turns to me. “That’s my cue.”

      “Don’t go,” I beg, grabbing his arm.

      “I have to,” he whispers. “For Evie.”

      I shake my head, but I have no more words.

      At least, none that I believe will make the slightest bit of difference to him.

      “Stay alive,” I order. “For me.”

      He gives me the tiniest of smiles.

      Then suddenly, his lips crash down on mine.

      I gasp, completely taken back by the rough, impassioned kiss. My lips part slightly and Lucio’s tongue slips inside my mouth.

      I lean into him, craving his body.

      Until, as suddenly as he kissed me, he pulls away, tearing his lips from mine.

      He cups the side of my face, his eyes locking onto mine for a second.

      Then he nods like all the important things have already been spoken.

      Releasing me, he heads out of the locker room…

      Headed for certain fucking death.
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      “Ladies and gentlemen! Welcome. Tonight, we have a very special, very spontaneous match for you! You picked the right night.”

      Juliusz is working the mic.

      His superficial charm works perfectly for the occasion. He’s standing on one of the raised dais of the VIP section, surrounded by a small Mazzeongent of security guards.

      It’s all for show.

      A demonstration of power.

      Of importance.

      To which I say: Fuck that asshole.

      I’ll have him under my heel soon enough.

      And all the rest of his cronies, too.

      The crowd seems to have doubled since I walked in. Rough men jostle each other to get to the front of the ring so they find a prime spot for the match.

      Two or three fistfights have already broken out amongst the testosterone-drenched crowd.

      The atmosphere is thick with excitement. Like we’re in the thick of a feeding frenzy. The blood has just been spilled and the sharks are closing in.

      My men stand in a tight pocket close to the ring. They’re severely outnumbered and they’re all very aware of it.

      But the deal is stark and simple.

      We’ve struck a gentleman’s agreement. We shook hands.

      The winner of the match gets to walk away with his life.

      If I win, I get Evie.

      If Dzik wins, well… my death will serve as the prize.

      I have no intention of dying tonight.

      But even the best-laid plans go awry.

      “Are you ready for this?” Juliusz bellows.

      His face is animated, his lips curled into a grotesque smile that makes him look like a cartoon villain.

      The crowd roars as one.

      I can pick out the Polish mafia from the stragglers, the men and women who have simply come to place bets, get drunk, and have a good time.

      But everyone seems to be aware of how big a match this is.

      And in case anyone has any doubts, Juliusz decides to clear things up for them.

      “Let me tell you all why this match is an important one,” he croons into his microphone. “Lucio Mazzeo has just challenged our fiercest competitor! Yes, I’m speaking of the one you all know, Don Lucio Mazzeo of the Mazzeo Mafia.”

      Boos rain down from the bleachers. The building shakes.

      “By daylight, we are enemies,” Juliusz continues, injecting far more theatrics into his tone than necessary. “But tonight, we are merely competitors. And we will honor the outcome of the match.”

      Stefano glances over at me and rolls his eyes.

      I suppress a laugh and try and focus on the ring.

      When I’m in there, the crowd won’t matter.

      The Polish won’t matter.

      My men won’t matter.

      The only thing that will matter is the man in the cage with me.

      Dzik.

      My shoulder stings a little. As though my body is trying to remind me that this is not a sure thing.

      There’s a very real possibility I might die tonight—not least because I am still in recovery.

      As Juliusz keeps pontificating, clearly stalling until all the bets are in, I scan the crowd.

      I can’t see Charlotte anywhere, but I can sense her eyes on me. Just like I can feel the ghostly trace of her lips still brushing desperately against mine.

      That kiss was just what I needed.

      A physical reminder of why I’m here.

      I feel a renewed sense of determination as I turn my attention back to the ring.

      I have to win.

      For her sake just as much as Evie’s.

      “Let’s welcome our first fighter,” Juliusz screams. “The Polish Beast, the Mad Titan, the Bringer of Death. Jakub Dzik!”

      I can’t help but roll my eyes. The rest of the crowd clearly feels different, however.

      They’re going insane. Banging and stomping and screaming and whistling. Things go flying over the crowd. More scuffles erupt and are quickly quenched.

      No one wants to miss this.

      My men glance around them tensely. All we have protecting us is a handshake and an exchange of promises.

      We know damn well how little that shit is worth.

      I feel a twinge of regret that Adriano’s not here. But there was no choice.

      He argued hard. Even resorted to yelling—very unlike him.

      But when I’d cracked down my final command, he’d obeyed. I’m his friend always, but there are moments when I’m his don first.

      Tonight is one such moment.

      The crowd opposite the ring parts and Dzik approaches. He looks exactly like his namesake—like a wild boar.

      Hunched and brawny with muscle like a pile of boulders. He’s scarred and squashed and fucked up from head to toe with the evidence of hundreds of past fights.

      But everything about him screams strength. He has earned every single one of his scars. I can respect that.

      Not that it will stop me from destroying him.

      Dzik jumps into the ring and throws his arms into the air. The crowd screams again, but not once does the man crack a smile.

      I’ve heard about him. He’s popular underground, in the betting circles.

      But I’ve never seen the man fight.

      That puts me at a disadvantage, but I’m not overly worried.

      “And who will be his opponent tonight?” Juliusz screams. “You already know his name. Don Lucio Mazzeo, the man who murdered Don Bartek Kowalczyk when he was a guest in his home.”

      Ah, fuck me.

      Shit just got real.

      The crowd simmers. The change from moments before is so immediate that the comparative silence hurts my ears.

      It’s not exactly quiet, but there’s a dangerous hush running through the crowd.

      One that’s gaining momentum, twisting and turning, morphing into something deadly.

      I was never going to get a lot of support from this crowd.

      But Juliusz has now stacked the deck against me.

      Even if I manage to win this fight, will they let me walk out of here?

      Or will hundreds of strangers tear me to pieces?

      It won’t matter that more than half these people never met Bartek Kowalczyk. Some probably haven’t even heard his name before tonight.

      That’s not the point.

      The point is that I’ve been marked as a man who went after one of their own.

      There’s tribal power in a thing like that. Which spells danger for me and mine.

      I glance at Juliusz, who gives me a slow smile.

      “Are you ready, oh fearless don?” he asks, right into the microphone. “Though I suppose it doesn’t matter. There’s no going back.”

      I raise my fist and then jump into the ring.

      The crowd is silent for only a moment before the boos and insults start, fueling the crowd once more.

      There’s nothing so dangerous as a mob mentality. It spreads like wildfire and takes hold like a stubborn virus.

      The crowd’s eyes pierce through me, laced with loathing and the primitive hunger to witness violence.

      They want a show?

      I’ll fucking give them one.

      I scan through the crowd again. I know Charlotte’s watching. She’s out there somewhere, but perhaps it’s best not to have her face in my head when the fight starts.

      It’s enough to have the feel of her lips on mine.

      As I lock in on the man across from me, all outside sensations fade away.

      The insults and boos of the crowd recede into nothingness. The background darkens. My blood surges in my veins.

      In my head, I’m already assessing. Calculating. Looking for angles of attack.

      I’m taller and leaner than Dzik, though he’s brawny and heavily muscled.

      And younger.

      But I count that as a point in my favor. Younger men are reckless. Pig-headed.

      He snarls at me, pulling back his teeth in an ugly grimace. If he’s trying to intimidate me, it’s not working. The smile on my lips turns into laughter.

      Dzik’s expression falters. He looks shocked at first, then furious.

      At least the boar knows I’m laughing at him.

      Juliusz screams into the microphone one last time. “Are you ready?!”

      The crowd’s bellowed response is a deafening, simultaneous “YES!”

      Then: Ding! Ding! Ding!

      The bell sounds.

      And the first of three rounds begins.

      Dzik makes the first move immediately. His bare feet dig into the canvas as he charges in my direction.

      It’s a direct attack, bold and aggressive.

      But ultimately, foolish.

      I duck down, grab him around the waist, and hurl him back over my shoulder.

      He grunts as he hits the matted floor, but he’s up again almost immediately.

      His speed is impressive for a man built as heavily as he is. I’ll need to find a weakness before I can pick him apart.

      But as he launches his second attack in a matter of seconds, I realize I might not have the time to strategize at all.

      He lunges. I avoid the hit and feint to the side.

      Again, he recovers instantaneously. I don’t even have time to draw a breath before he’s going for my throat with one huge paw.

      I block him with my left arm and slug him in the gut with my right.

      He stumbles back, baring his teeth and growling like a feral beast.

      I raise my fists, preparing to go on the offensive, when he attacks again.

      The fucker is relentless—I’ll give him that. But his fighting style is all chaos and force. He’s fast, determined, and above all, direct.

      Bastard can sure withstand a pounding, though. Even when he takes a hit, he shakes it off so fast that he’s already mounting his next attack before I have time to launch mine.

      And punching him is like punching a slap of beef. He absorbs every blow effortlessly.

      I’m only vaguely aware of the screaming crowd around us. Their faces and voices don’t reach me.

      Internally, my injured shoulder and arm feels like it’s on fire.

      I’m just now starting to realize how badly I’ve underestimated the wound Sonya dealt me.

      But there’s no backing out now. Juliusz got that part right.

      The round is a blur of smashing elbows and hard-knocking blocks. Neither of us land anything significant for most of it.

      The clock ticks down. We started with five minutes. Less than two to go.

      My breath is coming in hot spurts. The searing pain of my shoulder is growing, though I have no choice but to ignore it.

      Dzik, for his part, is sweating like the pig that he is but has shown no signs of slowing.

      It’s becoming clear: his plan is to wear me down.

      Fuck that.

      I’m ending this shit right now.

      He whirls in close with a spinning backfist.

      I duck, but his follow-up jab catches me flush in the jaw. The metallic taste of blood fills my mouth instantly.

      But he’s left himself exposed.

      His veiny neck is right there for the taking. I slip sideways to get on his hip, shoot an arm to encircle his throat, and fall backwards.

      We collapse to the mat in a sweaty heap. He’s grunting and thrashing, desperate to find a handhold.

      But I’m like a fucking anaconda. Wrapped around his throat and slowly, slowly, slowly draining him of air.

      It’s almost over. So close. So fucking close.

      His movements are getting sloppier, more frantic.

      I’m going to end this in the first round.

      I’m going to—

      Shit.

      I hear the clacking wooden noise that signals ten seconds left in the round.

      That means I have ten seconds to force him to submit or to choke him fully unconscious—or else we’ll be headed for a definite round two.

      I redouble my effort.

      He’s scrabbling at my forearm.

      My shoulder hurts so bad. I can barely hold on to the bucking bastard.

      He’s fading away. I’m almost…

      DING!

      The bell comes that saves him.

      Fuck. Me.

      I’ve won the first round.

      But Dzik escaped before I could end the fight altogether.

      I release my hold and he goes tumbling onto his side. Groaning, I get up and stalk over to my corner of the cage. The Polish man does the same on the far side.

      Stefano comes up to set a stool for me to sit on and daub the sweat from my eyes with a towel.

      “You did well,” he tells me. He offers me a sip of water.

      “Do you have eyes on Juliusz and Feliks?”

      “Yes. A call was made to Kazimierz a few minutes ago.”

      I nod.

      All is going according to plan then.

      “Our men?” I ask.

      “Outside,” Stefano replies, glancing back over his shoulder. “We’ve got five teams on stand-by if this thing goes south.”

      “If it does, grab Charlotte and get the fuck out of here,” I tell him urgently. “Actually, do that either way.”

      Stefano’s brow furrows slightly. “Boss… she’s meant to be undercover.”

      “The situation is too volatile,” I say. I’m trying to sound reasonable. To keep emotion out of the equation. “I need to make sure she’s okay, no matter what. There’s little she can do from in here anyway.”

      “Got it, boss.”

      “Good man.”

      The bell goes off again. Far too soon.

      But it is what it is.

      Because, despite the screaming pain in my shoulder…

      Despite the hostile, drunken crowd…

      Despite the steroid-fueled fighter who’s recovered at insane speed and is now raring to go once again…

      I came for one thing—to reclaim my daughter.

      And I refuse to leave here without her.

      Instantly, I feel revitalized. It’s time for round two. I throw the water bottle back to Stefano and get to my feet.

      Dzik is in his corner. There’s a tall man whispering in his ear and a white-blonde woman clinging to his arm like she doesn’t want to let go.

      He shakes them both off and stands up.

      We line up across from each other and nod once.

      Then the bell pings again, and we’re back at each other’s throats.

      He’s more careful when he comes at me this time. I can tell from his face that I got to him with the chokehold that almost ended him.

      He expected this to be easy an easy win. He expected a kill tonight.

      And now, he’s starting to doubt himself.

      Good.

      I can use that.

      I give him another taunting smile, making sure to keep eye contact the entire time.

      He snarls at me. A true, guttural snarl that rips across the ring towards me.

      Then he charges at me head-first, just like he did in the first round.

      I sidestep the attack once again and slip away, making him dance around the ring.

      We line up again. And again, the head-down charge.

      I feint left and go to slide to my right again.

      But this time, he extends a huge, meaty paw and catches me on the hip. It’s enough to knock me off-balance.

      And that gives him all the opportunity he needs to pivot and drive a shoulder into my chest.

      It feels like a fucking steel mountain barreling into me. The air whooshes out of my lungs.

      I gasp for oxygen as he piledrives me into the cage wall.

      He’s frothing at the mouth, desperate to win back his pride. I see his fist coming and I try to block it, but the lack of air is making my head spin and he’s fast as hell.

      His knuckles catch me in the side of the face. Stars whirl.

      I punch back desperately, but my strikes aren’t powerful enough when I’m pinned back like this. He shrugs them off like flies.

      He’s attacking with a vengeance, with the desperation of a man who’s scared he might lose ground if he lets up even for a moment.

      I manage to get free from his grip, but he comes after me.

      I land a punch on his jaw to keep him back.

      He roars, stumbling away a few feet, but he stays upright.

      Then, in that moment of pause, something happens.

      I don’t know how.

      I don’t know why.

      But my eyes slip from Dzik.

      And I see her.

      It’s only a second, but I catch Charlotte’s face in the crowd.

      She’s closer than she should be. Still in the same slutty clothes they’ve picked out for her.

      Yet she manages to look like a fucking dream.

      Her blue eyes are wide with fear. Her soft body tense with worry. My chest clenches the same way it did all those weeks ago when I walked into my kitchen and saw how my daughter loved this woman.

      This stranger.

      This liar.

      I know what that feeling means now—even if I’ve refused to give that feeling a name.

      I can name it now, though.

      That feeling is—

      BOOM.

      I’m ripped away from my thoughts as Dzik’s fist careens into my nose.

      Bone crunches. More black stars streak across my vision. And pain like a supernova explodes where the blow landed.

      I’d let my attention slip for one fucking second.

      It might damn well cost me my life.

      I collapse onto my back. And when I look up, I see only the fluorescent floodlights far overhead like distant suns.

      Before Dzik steps above me and blots them out.

      There’s only his silhouette. Huge and thick with muscle and violence.

      He raises a fist high over his head. The fist that will end me.

      I have maybe half a second before it comes crashing down.

      And then—

      DING!

      The second bell. End of the round.

      This one saves me, just like the first one saved him. I catch a glimpse of the horrified disappointment on Dzik’s face before Stefano and the others pull me back to my feet and away to my stool.

      They’re talking in my ear as they situate me back down and try to mop up the blood as best they can.

      “Shake it off, boss—”

      “…doing great, just keep your hands up…”

      “He’s getting tired! You can…”

      I don’t hear much of it, and what little I do hear doesn’t make much sense.

      I’m too busy spitting blood onto the canvas. I’m drenched in sweat. My shoulder and my face feel like they’re on fire. My limbs are impossibly heavy.

      I’m getting the life beaten out of me, bit by bit.

      Charlotte’s words in the locker room come swimming to the forefront of my consciousness.

      Stay alive. For me.

      In the middle of the ring, Juliusz steps up to his microphone again.

      “What a match, ladies and gentleman!” he yells. “One more round to go!”

      He still sounds manic in his excitement, but I can sense the underlying worry.

      I’ve got them spooked.

      Yes, I’ve lost one.

      But I’ve won one, too.

      They’ve got the measure of the fight now. We’re evenly matched.

      Dzik may have experience in cage matches. He has more speed, more endurance, and possibly more strength.

      But I have the edge in skill.

      The question is… which will win out?

      I feel a hand brush against my ankle.

      When I look down, I see those heart-wrenchingly familiar blue eyes staring up from the floor. She’s got a tray of drinks in her hand.

      “Lucio…”

      “I’m fine,” I growl.

      “Fine?” she says incredulously. “You’re kidding me, right? You just lost.”

      “I lost one round,” I point out. “He lost the first one.”

      She fixes me with a pointed glare. “Your arm is bothering you, isn’t it?”

      “I can handle it.”

      “Why are you being so fucking stubborn?” she demands, tottering at the edge of the ring.

      She’s wiped off some of the makeup on her face. It’s making me want to grab her and smash my mouth into hers.

      “I can’t walk out now, Charlotte. You know that.”

      “Of course you can!” she snaps. “There are ways out of here, Lucio. I can show you. I can get you and your men out of here.”

      I sigh deeply. “Charlotte—”

      “Please,” she says, cutting me off. “Please… I don’t want you to die.”

      Her words come out with a tremble.

      I stop short.

      She looks up at me with those beautiful, bright eyes and I can feel her fear.

      It’s tangible now.

      And it’s all for me.

      “It’s gonna be okay.”

      “You can’t promise that.”

      “I mean that, either way—no matter what happens next—you’ll be okay.”

      Her eyes go wide. She takes a step back, trying to process that.

      “Please don’t go back out there,” she whispers. “We’ll find another way to get Evie back. If you care about me at all, you won’t go back out there.”

      I stare down at her and shake my head.

      “You can’t ask me to do that.”

      “I just did,” she snaps.

      “Then you’re going to be disappointed.”

      I don’t mean it as harshly as it comes out. Her face falls and she nods slowly.

      “You’re right,” she says, in a voice that doesn’t even sound like it belongs to her. “I shouldn’t have asked. Good luck out there.”

      Then she slips away into the crowd.

      I don’t even get the chance to tell her to keep her head down before she disappears on me.

      I run my hand over my face. “Fuck!”

      “Boss?”

      A bell rings out.

      It’s time for the final round.

      I stand. Stefano whisks the stool away. He and the other men clear out. It’s just me and Dzik again.

      No one else can save me.

      I have only myself.

      A stab of pain courses through my shoulder and lances down my arm. But I ignore it the same way I’ve been doing. What other choice do I have?

      The bell sounds through the arena. The crowd starts cheering.

      For the third time, Dzik runs straight at me.

      I’m expecting a hit to my face, so I raise my arms ready to block him. But he feints down to the side and throws a jagged elbow into my side.

      The power in the hit sends me flying to the floor.

      I land hard on my injured arm. Something snaps. Gushes. I want to roar in pain, but I swallow it back.

      Show no weakness, Lucio. My father’s words in my head.

      Clambering to my feet, I square up with Dzik again. My bad arm is hanging limply by my side. Dzik’s eyes flash back and forth between it and my face.

      I catch the glow of greed in his gaze. He knows he can hurt me there.

      He knows it’s the only way he can win this match.

      And he wastes no time in taking advantage of that.

      He lunges at me again. Fast.

      I duck, pivot, throw a punch.

      CRUNCH. That one lands well.

      Another pirouette, another tangle of limbs. I knee him hard in the gut.

      That one hurts him, too.

      But each strike is draining me of energy. I don’t have much left in reserve.

      And there’s still so much time left on the clock.

      It’s getting harder to breathe. Harder to punch. Harder to block and feint and dodge away from this crazed bastard.

      He comes at me, fists raised. When his jab lashes out, I try to block it, but I’m too slow and too weakened. It slips right between my forearms and catches me in the same spot he struck me before.

      The pain is molten. Immense.

      I put all my willpower into staying on my feet.

      But it’s not enough.

      I stumble, stumble… and then I fall.

      My back hits the canvas hard. The last of my breath goes whisking away at the thump.

      Get up, you son of a bitch! Get the fuck up! My father’s words again.

      I try to stand. I really do.

      But I’m not fast enough.

      Dzik’s foot is a blur as he kicks at me. He catches my torso hard—a rib cracks.

      Another kick.

      Another crack.

      Get up!

      I can’t.

      Get the fuck up!

      I can’t, I can’t, I can’t.

      At the crucial moment, my body is failing me. Even though my brain is screaming and my soul is committed—for Evie; for Charlotte; for my men—my limbs simply refuse to move.

      And that’s when it dawns on me.

      I’m losing this round.

      And if I lose this round, I lose the match.

      And if I lose the match, I die.

      I try to get up again, but the monster above me refuses to let go of the advantage he’s got over me.

      Thoughts start reeling through my head. A dying man’s thoughts.

      Adriano knows what to do.

      He’ll get Evie back. He’ll protect her.

      He’ll keep Charlotte safe.

      Then a voice rings out, brutally harsh. “Zatrzymać!”

      I know just enough Polish to know what that means.

      ENOUGH.

      Someone has stopped the match.

      Even though every cell of my body is groaning in agony, I roll onto my hands and knees. With the last of my willpower, I lift my head up to see who saved me.

      Sonya stands in front of the VIP section, her eyes trained on me.

      A vicious smile playing across her blood-red lips.
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      I didn’t see her until she spoke.

      Until she stood up on the rails of the VIP section and barked out one sharp word in a harsh, foreign language.

      “Zatrzymać!”

      That one word brings an arena full of drunken beasts to a screeching halt.

      She’s blond. Ethereal. Dressed in a skintight white dress and a leather jacket.

      Her red stilettos add at least four inches to her already tall frame, and the blood-colored maroon of her lips matches perfectly.

      Her voice reverberates throughout the arena.

      No one moves a muscle.

      No one dares to breathe.

      Whether they know who she is or not, every single person under this roof can be certain of one thing: she is not a woman to be fucked with.

      Juliusz moves to her side.

      He doesn’t look pleased, but there’s an air of resignation about him.

      The questions start to ripple through the crowd.

      “Who is this woman?”

      “Who’s she to tell us what to do?”

      “What does she want…?”

      “…why’d she save him?”

      The questions turn to irritation. The irritation turns to anger. The anger wants to break loose, to wreak havoc.

      But it doesn’t.

      Not yet, at least.

      It just simmers on the surface like water about to boil. Like a geyser swollen and ready to burst.

      Lucio’s men are helping him out of the ring as the crowd murmurs.

      My stomach twists at the sight of him.

      He’s beaten and bruised. Blood drips from the gash on his forehead and his cheeks. His injured arm is limp and useless.

      He’s standing, but only with the help of his men. Honestly he looks about an inch shy of death.

      I move out of the crowd and circle around, making sure to keep my head low.

      But no one is concentrating on me. I might as well be invisible.

      I sneak into the VIP section through one of the back entrances and take cover in the room adjoining the bar.

      I’ve never actually been this deep inside the VIP section before.

      But I know that this place is usually reserved for Kazimierz—when he’s here.

      If this woman is powerful enough to stop the match when Dzik was seconds away from victory, then I’m assuming she’s close enough to Kazimierz to use this space, too.

      My reasoning proves correct when I hear footsteps. The sharp click-clack of stilettos.

      “What the fuck are you doing?” Juliusz demands in a whisper.

      The two of them round into sight.

      His usual creepy smile is replaced with a scowl so dark that it has me cringing back into the shadows.

      Of course, the blonde looks completely unaffected by his anger. In fact, she looks downright bored by it.

      “Keep your panties on, Juliusz,” she sighs. “I have my reasons.”

      “And Don Kazimierz?” he demands. “Is he aware of your reasons?”

      She takes a seat in one of the lounge chairs and all I can see are her slim legs and the heels of her shoes. She’s graceful in every aspect of her motion. Like she floats instead of walks.

      “Of course he is aware,” she reprimands. “Now, be a good boy and get me a drink.”

      Juliusz’s eyes glaze over with loathing. “I’m not your fucking lackey. I am underboss to Don Kazimierz.”

      “I’m aware of the titles, darling,” she says with a throaty laugh. “I just don’t give a damn about them.”

      Juliusz is about to snap back at her, but then Feliks steps in through another side door.

      “Juliusz.”

      The man breaks off mid-sentence. “What?”

      “Enough,” Feliks says in what passes for a gentle tone. “If Don Kazimierz has sanctioned this, then we cannot question him.”

      That doesn’t do much to improve Juliusz’s mood. He turns back to the blonde, disgusted.

      “I just want to understand: what was the point of that?” he asks, forcing himself to speak calmly. “The Italian was seconds away from certain death.”

      “And then what?” she snaps.

      “Huh?” Juliusz asks.

      He’s completely frazzled. The blonde is the farthest thing from that. She’s poised. Calm. Coolness incarnate.

      “I’m asking you to tell me what would have happened if Lucio Mazzeo had been killed out there tonight.”

      Juliusz throws up his hands. “Happened? We would have fucking won, that’s what! We would have taken out the most powerful don in the city!”

      He glances at Feliks for support, but the fat man does nothing but shrug and blink.

      “Do you know why Lucio Mazzeo is so powerful?” the blonde presses. Her voice has a dangerous lilt to it.

      “I don’t give a fuck…!”

      “Tsk-tsk. You should,” she says as if she’s disappointed in him. “The man is powerful because his men are loyal to him. You think that, if he dies tonight, the Italians will be destroyed?”

      “I—”

      “No,” she interrupts icily. She unfolds herself back to her feet like a ballerina and struts back into my line of sight. “They will keep fighting. If he had died tonight, you would have begun a war you cannot win.”

      A tense silence ensues.

      I have a full view of Juliusz’s face from my hiding spot. He looks cowed. Like he’s acknowledging the wisdom of her words.

      Then his expression twists.

      A dark smile spreads across his lips. “Kazimierz bought that load of bullshit?” he laughs. “How noble of him. He should’ve known that you only came to save your ex’s pitiful fucking life.”

      Oh my God.

      The beautiful blonde is Lucio’s ex.

      Evie’s mother.

      My head feels like it’s about to explode for a moment. But of course, I should have seen it.

      What I didn’t expect was the jealousy. It’s hot and bitter in my chest.

      I want to claw her flawless face to tatters with my nails.

      I want to rip every strand of silky blonde hair from her head.

      I want to ruin her. Break her. Hurt her.

      For what she did to Lucio. To her daughter.

      For what she wants to do to me.

      Sonya stiffens imperceptibly. “You are a fool if you think I am a woman who lives for petty revenge.”

      “You do seem to like your dons,” Juliusz oozes.

      Her ice queen façade cools even further. She’s not even talking to me, but I feel the tickle of fear.

      “I’m going to ignore that little comment, Juliusz,” she hisses. “But I don’t think I’m willing to ignore much more out of you.”

      His eyes narrow on her like a cornered rat’s. “I’m watching you, Sonya,” he says softly.

      Then Juliusz turns on his heel and storms out of the VIP section.

      Sonya laughs bitterly. All the admiration I felt for her before—more like awe, really—curdles in my belly.

      I hate her.

      I hate all of them.

      Feliks chuckles under his breath as he watches Juliusz disappear. When the man is gone, he looks back to Sonya.

      “You do know how to push his buttons.”

      “He can’t have me,” Sonya remarks with a little shrug. “So he takes out all his pent-up frustration in other ways. Men are so fucking easy.”

      “You should be gentle with him.”

      “Why?” she asks. Her curves are long and flawless silhouetted against her translucent white dress. “I like to have my fun. Are you going to give me a hard time, too?”

      “Of course not,” Feliks says, inclining his head down low. “You’ve done what you set out to do. Now what?”

      “Now, I have an audience with the man himself,” she says. “Send him in here.”

      “Unaccompanied?” Feliks asks, with one raised eyebrow.

      “He’s not going to hurt me.”

      “How can you be so sure?”

      She scoffs. “I have Evelyn.”

      “Very well,” Feliks says. He bows low. “I’ll send him in.”

      My jaw clenches. Nothing about this woman feels right to me. She’s calculated and manipulative. Surely, Lucio will see through that… right?

      Approaching footsteps pull me back to the present.

      Lucio staggers into the room.

      My heart tremors as I take in his bruised face.

      He’s got a black eye and several lacerations and cuts along his face and body. He’s bleeding, limping, and whistling slightly when he breathes.

      The fact that he’s still standing, much less walking, is amazing to me.

      “Sonya,” Lucio growls. His one good eye is fixed on her.

      Even from here, I shiver. The room is brimming with icy hatred.

      “So cold, Lucio!” Sonya purrs. “I’d hoped for a warmer greeting. I did just do you quite the favor.”

      “Cut the shit,” Lucio snarls. “Where’s my daughter?”

      “You mean our daughter,” she corrects delicately.

      “I meant what I said. She was ours. Then you abandoned her. She’s not yours anymore.”

      “I had my reasons.”

      “Just like you have your reasons for intervening just now. Am I right?”

      “Is there a ‘thank you’ coming my way?” she asks, taking a step closer to Lucio and placing her hands tenderly on his chest. “Because I’d really love to hear it.”

      “Pray that I don’t kill you right fucking now, woman,” he growls at her.

      She laughs lightly. Even her laughter sounds like fucking music.

      “Oh, I know you won’t,” Sonya says. “You can deny it all you want. But you still care about me, Lucio.”

      He stares down at her, but his expression is hidden behind bruises and blood.

      I feel my body grow cold.

      They’re standing so close together. Sonya’s leaning in and Lucio’s looking down at her.

      From where I’m standing, they definitely look like lovers.

      Lovers who have a lot of fucking history. And some unfinished business.

      I turn away as my eyes grow cloudy. I need to pull myself together, but I feel myself unravelling on the inside.

      I wasn’t meant for this world. For their world.

      These two? They were built to play these games of the heart, of the body.

      I’m not.

      And it’s destroying me one piece of my soul at a time.

      I’m aware that Lucio and Sonya are still talking, but their words slip through my mind like a sieve. I can’t breathe back here anymore.

      I need air. I need freedom. I need out.

      So I sneak out through the rear exit of the VIP section, retracing my steps until I’m back in the main arena.

      As I move towards the dressing rooms, I feel eyes on me.

      I turn and see Lucio’s lieutenant Stefano staring in my direction. His expression betrays nothing, but I know what he’s thinking.

      What are you doing?

      The honest answer?

      I don’t have a clue anymore.

      The whole point of me being here in the first place is to try and get information on where Evie is.

      But apparently, Lucio has no use for me. Not anymore.

      So what’s the point?

      As I make my way to the dressing room, there’s only one thought that dominates my head: I need to go home.

      Away from here. Back to my roots, to who I was before I was dragged kicking and screaming into Lucio’s orbit.

      I need to remind myself of what I knew back then: independence is the only way a woman can survive.

      Somewhere along the way, I’d tied myself to Lucio. Physically. Emotionally.

      So now, whatever he does affects me.

      And it shouldn’t. It really fucking shouldn’t—because we’re nothing.

      I’m no one to him.

      And from now on, he’s no one to me.

      I get to the dressing room and swap out my ring girl getup for my own clothes. The moment I slip on my blue jeans and black tank top, I feel slightly better. More like me.

      I’m heading out of the dressing room when a voice stops me in my tracks.

      “Been looking for you everywhere.”

      I turn to see Henryk leaning against the wall of the dressing room, looking at me with boozy eyes.

      “Henryk. Hi.”

      He pushes himself off the wall and walks towards me. Like a predator stalking his prey.

      “Finished your shift, huh?” he asks.

      It’s not as though I can lie.

      “It’s been a long night,” I say cautiously. “I’m heading home.”

      “How about I drive you?” he suggests.

      I’m about to refuse, when I stop myself.

      Just because Lucio thinks I can’t do shit doesn’t mean it’s true.

      And just because Lucio doesn’t care about me doesn’t mean that I don’t care about Evie.

      Fuck him and Sonya alike. I’m not here playing games like they are.

      I’m here for a little girl who needs me.

      Evie’s still out there, and we’re not any closer to finding out where. Henryk is a sleaze ball, but he might have information I can use.

      Maybe I can get something out of him before disappearing forever.

      I owe it to Evie to try.

      “Sure,” I breathe. “You can drive me.”

      He looks mildly surprised by how quickly I accept his offer, but he tries to cover up his expression.

      “Well, then,” he says, giving me a cringy smile as he wraps his arm around my shoulders. “Let’s go.”

      As we walk towards the exit, I notice a man slumped back against a grimy wall with his head thrown back in ecstasy. His pants are pulled down around his ankles.

      There’s a girl nestled between his legs. Her head bobs over his crotch as she sucks him off. I recognize the neon green thong.

      It’s the young girl who was sitting on Feliks’s lap earlier.

      He groans as he puts two hands on the back of her head and forces her to take him in deeper.

      She struggles, coughs, but he refuses to let go.

      I avert my eyes and swallow the nausea.

      That is all I’ll ever be in this world.

      A sex toy.

      A plaything.

      A nobody.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Henryk smells like strong beer and stale cigarettes. He keeps a tight grip on me as we move through the dispersing crowd towards his car.

      When we get to his vehicle, he opens the passenger’s side door for me. A gesture I’m sure has more to do with the fear that I might bolt rather than an act of chivalry.

      We slip out of the parking lot and into the night. The streets are empty.

      “Where to?” Henryk asks.

      “Coalson Street,” I tell him. “Take a right at the intersection.”

      He slides into the left lane and keeps driving straight. But every so often, his eyes flicker to me as though he can’t quite believe I’m sitting in his car.

      I don’t care what he thinks of me. What he wants from me.

      All I care about now is trying to find Evie.

      Once I do, I can leave.

      Before this wicked world swallows me whole.
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      Her lips look like a kiss of blood.

      And the words coming out of them are venom dipped in honey.

      It’s all intentional. All deliberate. Sonya has always known how to wield her looks like a weapon.

      “Come on,” she murmurs, pressing her breasts up against my chest. “Don’t you remember what you used to say to me?”

      I don’t answer. Don’t move. Mostly because it fucking hurts when I do.

      Sonya looks disappointed at the lack of response.

      But again, it’s all an act. This moment is utterly scripted. I’m sure she’s been dreaming of it for weeks or months. Every word is pre-planned.

      “Stubborn as usual. So that hasn’t changed. Fine. I’ll fill in the blanks.”

      She clears her throat dramatically and makes an attempt at mimicking my voice. It’s meant to be a comical impression of me, but I don’t bother cracking a smile.

      “You told me I was a woman who knew how to get things done. Does that ring a bell, darling?” She caresses my face with one blood-red nail.

      She’s pushing me. And with good reason.

      The truth is that I remember every word I’ve ever said to Sonya.

      I grunt wordlessly.

      She grins. “I thought that might jog your memory. And look at me now?” She steps back and whirls around delicately, like a dancer. “I’m in my element. Getting things done. Just how you taught me.”

      “Except you’re on the wrong fucking side,” I snarl.

      A secretive smile flashes across her face. “Maybe.”

      She turns and glides over to the plush leather sofas pushed up against the backlit walls. Then she alights on one of the armrests, her legs dangling over the edge.

      “What is that supposed to mean?” I ask impatiently.

      Her smile turns serious. “It means that maybe you should just trust me.”

      “As soon as you hand over my kid.”

      She sighs. “Are we back to this again?”

      “That’s the whole reason I’m here. The only reason.”

      “Oh?” she says sarcastically. “And your plan was what? Die and leave your men to try and rescue her?”

      “I trust my men a hell of a lot more than I trust you.”

      “Mhmm,” she hums. It sounds bitter. “Something else that hasn’t changed.”

      “Is that really what this is about?” I demand. “You’re trying to get back at me for putting the Family first? Seems beneath you.”

      She tries to act nonchalant about it, but I catch the expression that flits across her eyes before she can bring the curtain down.

      It’s pure, uncut jealousy.

      “I don’t give a fuck about that anymore,” she says with a casual shrug. “This is bigger than you now. It’s bigger than Kazimierz. It’s bigger than me.”

      I frown.

      I don’t like the sound of that.

      What the fuck is Sonya involved in?

      “Why did you break up the fight?” I ask bluntly.

      She raises her eyebrows. “Isn’t it obvious?” she asks. “I didn’t want you to die. And trust me, Lucio baby, you would have died if I hadn’t stepped in.”

      “My death would have made things simpler for you.”

      She shrugs. “Not necessarily. An all-out mafia war wouldn’t have benefited anyone.”

      “How were you even able to stop the match?” I ask. “Why would they listen to you?”

      She smiles.

      “Surprised at how much influence I have in these circles, Lucio?” she asks.

      She’s glowing with hidden pride.

      I feel like I understand less and less about what’s happening with each passing second.

      “Very.”

      Anger swirls in her brown eyes for a moment.

      “I was always an asset,” she hisses at me, her air of amused detachment falling by the wayside for a moment. “Always. You just never saw it.”

      “If this is about a personal vendetta, Sonya,” I snarl, “then just tell me what you have to say or be done with it. But don’t put Evie in the middle of us.”

      Her forehead crinkles for a second. She looks puzzled.

      “If I didn’t know better, I’d think you actually want to be her father,” she suggests. It comes out sounding like an accusation.

      “I do,” I say, looking her right in the eye.

      That admission has her speechless for a few moments.

      “Wow…”

      “Wow what?” I snap impatiently.

      “You’re being very convincing right now,” she explains. “I’m impressed.”

      “I’m not trying to impress you, you bitch,” I growl, taking a threatening step towards her. My injuries are certainly not doing anything to help my mood. “I’m telling you the fucking truth. I want my daughter back. Where the fuck are you keeping her?”

      “I can’t tell you that.”

      “Fucking hell, Sonya!” I roar. “This is not a game. You cannot use Evie—”

      “‘Use’ her?” she says, making a show of appearing insulted. “I’m trying to protect her.”

      I laugh scornfully. “If that were true, you’d get her as far away from you as possible. You’d have left her with me and stayed fucking dead.”

      A shadow passes across her face.

      She takes a moment to compose herself before she speaks.

      It throws me for a loop.

      The Sonya I knew was hot-headed. Temperamental. She certainly never held back during a fight.

      “There’s a lot you don’t know,” she says in a low voice. “It’s in your best interests—and Evie’s—to trust me.”

      I scoff at that and turn away from her.

      Pain scours over my body. Everything fucking hurts.

      But my anger is acting as a numbing agent.

      I glance back over my shoulder at her. “You wouldn’t have broken up the match without Kazimierz’s blessing. How did you manage to convince him that it was the right move?”

      “If I tell you, will you trust me?”

      “Fuck no.”

      She sighs dramatically. “I suppose I’ll tell you anyway. I told him that I could convince you to strike a bargain with me.”

      “A bargain?”

      She nods. “I told him I’d convince you to hand control of the Mazzeo mafia over to him.”

      I stare at her for a long moment.

      Then I let out a dark bark of laughter. “Are you fucking serious?”

      She blinks lazily.

      My laughter turns to ash in my mouth and the laughter cuts off abruptly.

      “You’re insane.”

      She sighs. “Not insane,” she corrects. “Just reasonable.”

      “You think I’m going to hand control of my empire over to that demented son of a bitch?”

      “That’s what I told him,” Sonya says calmly. “Your men won’t follow anyone else unless you make the decision for them.”

      “And you think that’s a real possibility?” I ask incredulously.

      “I do.”

      “Enlighten me.”

      Her eyes lower dangerously. Those ruby-red lips of her turn up at the corners in the facsimile of a smile, but there’s no true warmth on her face.

      It’s downright inhuman.

      “Because it’s the only way you’ll ever get Evie back.”

      I want to rip her head right off her body.

      I want to wrap my hands around her throat and strangle her until the life fades from her eyes.

      I have a feeling she can tell, because she tenses instantly, her expression turning wary.

      “You’re threatening me?” I grit.

      “I’m advising you,” she amends. Her voice quivers angrily at the end. “This is for the greater good, Lucio. You just need to trust me.”

      I growl. “There’s that fucking word again. ‘Trust.’”

      “Is it so hard to do?” she asks. “You did once.”

      “That was a long time ago,” I remind her. “Back when you were almost my wife. Then you decided to disappear one day and take my unborn child with you.”

      “I didn’t want her to come second in your life,” she fires back, anger slowly rising to the surface. It blotches on her face, red and ugly. A chink in her elegant armor. “I didn’t want her to be neglected and ignored.”

      Seven years of absence has helped me forget the constant and infuriating stalemate that was our relationship.

      Every fight just bled into a new one. They were the same issues, just wrapped up in differently colored boxes each time.

      The same tired complaints. The same differences of opinion, re-packaged in different forms.

      It’s the reason I never searched for her.

      I let her go.

      I thought that was for the best.

      Of course, I hadn’t counted on her coming back for revenge.

      “Tell me where Evie is,” I snarl, trying to get back on track. I won’t let her distract me.

      She waggles a long finger at me and tuts. “No.”

      My hands clench into fists. I ignore the pain running up and down my arms.

      “What are you going to do, Lucio?” she asks with mild amusement. “Force me to tell you?”

      “I just might.”

      She smiles. “You’re in no position to lay a finger on me,” she announces. “This is my turf now.”

      “Proud of that, are you?”

      “I did what I had to do.”

      She smiles softly. I see a flash of the woman I used to know. But there’s no longer a connection there.

      Only regret.

      So much fucking regret.

      “Why?”

      “Why?” she repeats. “Because I’m a single mother with something to prove.”

      “And what is that?”

      “I can make waves, Lucio,” she says. “I’m just as powerful, just as strong, just as ambitious as you are. And Kazimierz. And any other man out there.”

      I frown. “You don’t think I know that? I never considered you inferior. I never thought of you as a prize or possession. I gave you respect.”

      She opens her mouth to say something, but I cut her off.

      “But you weren’t happy with that,” I continue. “You wanted to be the be-all and end-all of my existence. You wanted to be the center of my world. You never understood what my role as don meant.”

      “I understood,” she snaps back. “It meant I would always come second. And I don’t settle for second place, Lucio Mazzeo.”

      “So what?” I ask. “You decided to disappear for years. And then, when you do make an appearance, you tie your wagon to Kazimierz fucking Kowalczyk? You really think he’s going to put you first?”

      “He has,” she replies.

      “You’re fucking him.”

      I already know she is. But I want to hear her say it.

      “The pillow talk is interesting,” she confirms with a wink.

      “So what now, Sonya?” I ask, disgusted and exhausted. “What was the point of all this?”

      “I saved your life,” she says proudly. “You get to walk out of here and go back to your men. Tell them to stand down. We’re aware they’ve got the place surrounded. And if you really want Evie back, then you’ll do exactly what I’ve told Kazimierz you will. You will hand over control of the Family to him.”

      “That’s never gonna fucking happen.”

      “Then you’re never going to see Evie again.”

      I grab her so fast she can’t even cry for help. My hand tightens around her throat, restricting her ability to speak. She stares at me with wide, panicked eyes, her nails digging into my wrist.

      “Don’t fuck with me, woman.”

      “Luc… Lucio…

      I squeeze a little harder, before pushing her back and away from me.

      She coughs, her hands going straight for her throat as she takes in huge gulps of air. When she straightens, she looks at me with renewed fear.

      “You can’t hurt me,” she gasps, her voice raw. “I’m Evie’s mother.”

      “Evie’s better off without you.”

      Does she even realize she’s using her own child as a bargaining chip?

      No. She’s too far gone.

      Too lost in her own ambition to see all the ways she’s failing as a mother.

      “I’m trying to create a better world for Evie,” she whispers hoarsely.

      “Keep telling yourself that.”

      “You don’t have long to make a decision, Lucio,” Sonya tells me. “Tick-tock. The choice is yours.”

      She starts to leave, but she stops when I call out after her.

      “And if I agree to this? Then what? You expect me to believe that Kazimierz is just going to let me live?”

      She turns around slowly. “If you agree, then you get to run. You leave the country. You never come back.”

      “That doesn’t make any fucking sense,” I growl. “You went to all these lengths to take Evie away from me. Now you’re just going to give her back and let us flee?”

      She hesitates for a moment, and it’s the first time I see real emotion on her face. She’s twisted up with mournfulness.

      As if she’s the one making great sacrifices.

      “You won’t be a don anymore,” she whispers. “I’m taking that away from you. You’ll either have her, or you’ll have nothing. The choice is yours. I know you’ll do the right thing.”

      Her words are like snowflakes. Icy and fragile and beautiful.

      She wants to hurt me so badly that nothing else matters anymore.

      The woman I once knew is so far gone.

      I shake my head. “You’re fucking insane.”

      She sighs. “Maybe one day, you’ll understand.”

      She says it almost hopefully.

      Then her expression hardens. “After I leave, you have fifteen minutes to get out of here.”

      She takes three more steps away from me and then stops abruptly, as though she’s just remembered something.

      “Oh, and one more thing,” she says, her eyes conflicted. “Who’s Charlotte?”

      “What?”

      “Charlotte,” Sonya repeats. “Evie’s mentioned her a couple of times.”

      Interesting.

      It seems Kazimierz hasn’t mentioned Charlotte to Sonya. Which means he doesn’t trust her as much as she thinks he does.

      “Charlotte was Evie’s nanny.”

      “Oh. Is that all?” she asks.

      I frown. “What do you mean?”

      I see the emotion in her eyes before she shakes it off.

      “Nothing,” she says. “You have a decision to make, Lucio. And you don’t have much time to make it.”

      Then she turns around and disappears down the hallway.

      Almost immediately, my men pour into the VIP section towards me.

      “Boss,” Giovanni says urgently, “we gotta get the fuck outta here before shit hits the fan.”

      I nod. “Let’s go. Stefano, get hold of Charlotte. She’s coming with us.”

      Stefano’s expression clouds over a little. “Uh, boss—about Charlotte…”

      “Where the fuck is she?” I demand.

      “I saw her leave with some guy.”

      “Some guy?” I repeat incredulously.

      What the hell is she playing at now?

      “Do we have an ID on him?”

      “No,” Stefano replies. “He’s with the Polish for sure. But my guess is he’s low-ranking.”

      “Fuck,” I growl, moving out of the VIP section with my men at my back. “Check her phone. There’s a tracker on there.”

      “I already checked, sir,” Stefano says immediately. “She’s, ah… turned it off.”

      Goddammit.

      If Sonya doesn’t end up killing me…

      Charlotte definitely will.
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In Henryk’s Car

        

      

    

    
      It’s taking everything I have to stay calm, cool, and collected on the outside.

      Because inside, I’m screaming at myself.

      Get your head in the game.

      Get your head in the fucking game!

      If I’m going to get any information from this fucker, I need to play the part.

      I need to be confident, cunning, alluring.

      Like Sonya.

      I rail at the thought, but I can’t deny that she’s exactly the kind of woman I need to emulate.

      I glance at Henryk, forcing a smile onto my face. I can feel how tight my mouth is, though. How false my smile must look.

      “That was an intense night,” I comment.

      “We almost had that smug bastard,” he snarls. “If it weren’t for that jumped-up bitch in heels...”

      “Why would she do that?” I’m doing my best to sound as disappointed as he is.

      I glance out at the open road ahead of us.

      Henryk has taken the long route to my apartment. But I still recognize the area, so I’m not overly concerned. It’ll probably take us another twenty minutes to get there.

      Plenty of time to keep mining for usable info.

      “Beats the fuck out of me,” he says. “But she’s been bouncing on Kazimierz’s cock, so that’s probably how she gets her way.”

      I’m not expecting that revelation. My eyebrows shoot up. “She is not?”

      “Not what?”

      “Fucking Kazimierz?”

      He laughs. “‘Course she is. Why do you think the underbosses stepped aside and let her throw her fucking weight around?”

      “Jesus,” I breathe.

      Does Lucio know?

      More importantly: if he did, would he care?

      “Have you met her?” I ask casually.

      “Who—that stuck-up bitch?” he scoffs. “Nah, she doesn’t concern herself with the rank-and-file. With the trash.”

      I sense the bitterness in his tone.

      It’s the tone of a man who’s always been surrounded by more powerful men. He’s been talked down to his entire life.

      That’ll be my way in.

      “I don’t think you’re trash,” I say, leaning to my left a little.

      “No?” he asks.

      “No,” I emphasize. “If I did, I wouldn’t be in this car with you.”

      A grin cracks through his otherwise moody façade. My face flushes.

      I’m on the right track.

      “I’ve been treated like trash my whole life, too,” I tell him. “But we’re the ones with all the power.”

      He raises his eyebrows, looking intrigued. “Yeah? How do you figure that?”

      “Everyone underestimates people like us,” I tell him. My own voice is infused with bitterness. Some of it fake. Some of it real. “They don’t consider us important, so we blend into the background. We hear things other people don’t.”

      In his case, I’m really hoping that’s true.

      “Yeah,” he mutters. “Yeah.”

      “I’m sure you know a whole lot more than people think.”

      “I fucking do.”

      “Like that woman and Kazimierz,” I say, digging my heels into the point. “I’ll bet you knew about the two of them before anyone else did.”

      “That’s ‘cause I’m fucking smart.” He thumps an angry hand on the steering wheel. The car swerves with the motion, and I remember that he’s still pretty drunk from the fights.

      Can’t get him too riled up or else he’ll kill us both.

      “Mhmm,” I agree. “Very smart. And that’s sexy.”

      “Sexy,” he repeats, like some mindless parrot. “Yeah…”

      “Y’know, the ring girls are always talking,” I say, side-stepping into the topic I really want to discuss. “Always gossiping about one thing or another.”

      “I’ll bet.”

      “But none of them know shit. Not really,” I say. “Not like you do.”

      “Those bitches think they know shit because they blow mafia dick,” he replies. “They don’t.”

      “Yeah, I didn’t think so,” I agree. “Last night they were talking about this girl…”

      “Yeah?” Henryk asks with a wag of his eyebrow. “She hot?”

      My exasperated eyeroll is a second away from surfacing, but I manage to tamp it down just in time.

      “Uh, no. The girl they’re talking about is young.”

      “I got no problem with that.”

      I have to bite back my gag reflex at that one.

      “I mean she’s a child,” I say. “Six years old. Or… seven, something like that.”

      He goes quiet for a moment. “Oh. Okay.”

      I try and slip back into honeyed tones. “So yeah, they were talking about this big plot or whatever involving this kid,” I continue. “I just figured it might have something to do with why Lucio Mazzeo was even at the ring tonight.”

      He glances at me. “Does it matter?”

      “No, of course not. I just… You gotta know what’s going on around you, right?” I say. “Keep your head above water and all that.”

      He side-eyes me for a moment. “I guess.”

      “I heard this one ring girl mention that the kid was Mazzeo’s.”

      I see his hands tighten around the steering wheel.

      Fuck.

      I went too far.

      Henryk jerks the car over suddenly at the corner of the road. He unbuckles his seatbelt, but he doesn’t unlock the doors.

      I shift uncomfortably.

      We’re at the edge of a lonely street. Lights dance a few blocks away.

      But right over here, it’s dark.

      I don’t know where we are. I was too busy focusing on pumping Henryk for intel that I forgot the most basic rule of life as a lone woman in the city—always pay attention to your surroundings.

      He turns to me with an ugly scowl on his face. “What do you care about some kid?” he demands impatiently.

      “I don’t care,” I say, trying to shrug it off. “I was just curious. No biggie. We can forget about it.”

      I look around, getting more and more nervous by the second. “Where are we, by the way?” I ask. “This isn’t the way to my apartment.”

      “That’s ‘cause we’re not going back to your apartment,” he burps. “We’re going back to mine.”

      I freeze. “Oh.”

      “That a problem for you?”

      “I was just hoping to get a ride back to my place,” I say quietly, carefully.

      His expression seems to curdle the longer he looks at me. His bloodshot eyes go dark and his body goes still.

      “Fine,” he replies. “I’ll take you back to yours. But first…”

      He reaches out and grabs my hand. Then, before I can resist, he forces it to his crotch.

      He’s hard. Completely fucking hard.

      I rip my hand away and shove myself as far from him as I can get within the confines of the car. I rattle the handle, but the door is locked and Henryk doesn’t look like he’s ready to call quits on the evening just yet.

      He leers at me. His eyebrows knot together in the middle to form one large unibrow.

      “What’s the matter?” he drawls. “Don’t tell me you just came with me to talk.”

      “I… Henryk…”

      A woman like Sonya would know what to do.

      A woman like Sonya would know how to be cunning and shrewd in a position like this.

      Hell, a woman like Sonya would probably fuck him just to get the information she needs.

      But me?

      I feel my insides curl with disgust. All I can hear is my own fear. My own sense of panic.

      I can’t do this.

      I’m not made for this life.

      I’m not like her.

      “I just wanna go home,” I tell him.

      He nods with fake sympathy. “Like I said. I’ll take you right home… as soon as you make yourself useful.”

      He gestures down to his crotch.

      “I don’t need your pussy. Ring girls like you always got the fuckin’ clap anyway. Just blow me and we’ll call it even.”

      My expression screws up in disgust. “Let me out of this fucking car.”

      I don’t even have time to scream before he hits me.

      His fist lurches out and strikes me in the jaw. I slump back against the passenger seat, reeling from the hot, blooming pain.

      “You came with me because you wanted something,” he says accusingly. “You didn’t want my cock. So what was it…?”

      He stops short.

      “Information?” he asks. “Is that it?”

      I blink away the stars dancing across my eyes. He comes into focus again.

      Everything hurts. I’m scared.

      This was a mistake and I want to get the hell out of here.

      “You were real curious about this kid you said is connected to Lucio Mazzeo.”

      He’s piecing it together fast.

      “So is that?” he presses, his eyes burning through my face. “You’re not here for me. You’re here for him.”

      “Henryk—”

      “Shut the fuck up,” he snarls. “Don’t you dare say my goddamn name.”

      His fist twitches as though he’s itching to hit me again. When I glance down, I see that he’s still hard.

      “Who are you?” he demands. It comes out like a bark.

      “What do you mean?”

      “Who are you?” he asks again. “And who do you work for?”

      I feel my heart stumble.

      I’m in over my head and we both know it.

      “I don’t work for anyone. I—”

      “Shut the fuck up, you lying bitch.” He pins my upper thigh down with one big palm and squeezes hard. His nails dig into my skin.

      “Start talking or shit is going to get real ugly for you.”

      He’s waiting for me to spill everything. And in that moment, I have two choices.

      Old Charlotte would’ve given him what he wanted. It’s what Mama taught me, right? Things are easier when you just give guys what they want.

      But New Charlotte isn’t ready to give in like that.

      New Charlotte has things worth fighting for.

      Evie, of course.

      But also—I’m fighting for myself.

      So when I lash out at Henryk, it’s not just him I’m hitting.

      It’s every creep on the subway who grabbed my ass when he walked past.

      It’s every construction worker who asked me if I wanted to fuck while I crossed the street.

      It’s Mickey and Feliks and Juliusz and anyone else who thinks that this world is made for men and that women are just here for decoration.

      And God, it feels so fucking good when my nails find his cheek and tear the bastard’s flesh open.

      The strike leaves dark red claw marks oozing on Henryk’s face.

      He shrieks like a coward and reels backward, hands clapping to where I hurt him.

      That’s my cue to get the hell out of here.

      I find the manual door unlock and flip it, but before I can pop the handle free, Henryk is on me again.

      “Get the fuck over here, you dumb slut!” he bellows in fury. “You’re gonna be fucking sorry! I’m gonna…”

      I manage to pull my hand free and hit his face again. Knuckles crack against his temple. He sags in pain.

      But only for a moment.

      It doesn’t do much more than piss him off further.

      “Who the fuck do you work for?” he keeps screaming at me. “You’re FBI, aren’t you? You’re fucking FBI—fucking whore…”

      He tries to rip my shirt off.

      “Where’s the fucking wire, huh?” he continues to scream. “Huh?!”

      He’s halfway over onto my seat.

      If I can just get the fucking door open…

      I hear a loud tear as he manages to rip the front of my tank top. Acting on instinct, I jam my finger into his eye.

      He screams for a third time and the moment he loosens his grip on me, I wrench the car door open.

      I stumble out of the car and collapse onto my knees onto the hard pavement.

      I don’t even register the pain. I just wobble back to my feet and start running.

      He’s screaming insults at me, but all I can really hear are my own footsteps as I run towards the lights I see up ahead.

      I’m fiercely thankful that I got him in the eye.

      The likelihood of him running me over is significantly less now.

      Still, I make sure to move through areas where it would be impossible to run me down.

      I don’t bother looking back over my shoulder to see if he’s pursuing me.

      I just keep running ahead.

      Even when I feel like my lungs are going to burst from exhaustion, I keep going. Blood is streaming down from my scraped knees and pooling in my shoes, so every step squelches, sticky and gross.

      But I don’t stop.

      I can’t stop.

      Not until I turn into the street where the lights are emanating from.

      It’s late at night, but there’s one place that seems to be open.

      I slow to a fast walk and limp over towards a line of people that are waiting outside what looks to be a rather run-down restaurant.

      It’s only when I move closer that I realize it’s a soup kitchen.

      I’ll take it. Any port in a storm, right? Another Mama expression.

      Looking over my shoulder, I slip into the line and keep my head down.

      Within a few minutes the queue moves under the awning and into the building. I find myself in a dour area set up like a high school cafeteria.

      As the line moves up, I go with it.

      “Hi.”

      The young African American man in front of me gives me the kind of smile that makes me feel warm on the inside.

      “Here you go,” he says, handing me a tray. “We’ve only got stew tonight. But it’s warm and it’ll alleviate the hunger.”

      Am I hungry?

      At the moment, I’m too numb to feel anything at all.

      Matter of fact, I’m too numb to do anything but follow directions.

      Take the tray.

      Eat the stew.

      That’s the kind of simple instruction I’m capable of following at the moment. Everything else feels far too intimidating.

      So I take the tray and give him a nod of thanks as I move up the line.

      I get my bowl of stew and find a table in the darkest corner of the space. I shovel stew into my mouth without thinking about it.

      I’m facing the window so I can see anyone who happens to be passing by.

      At this time of the night, there isn’t much in the way of foot traffic.

      I’m pretty sure Henryk isn’t going to follow me in here. Not with so many witnesses sitting around.

      But if he hasn’t given up on chasing me down, then he’ll be lying in wait for me.

      Dread sizzles down my spine at the thought of stepping out of this soup kitchen.

      “Hey.”

      I look up to see the same man who’d handed me the tray.

      “Hi,” I reply.

      “Ma’am, are you okay?”

      “I… I don’t know,” I say without thinking.

      He slides into the chair opposite mine.

      “You just look very shaken,” he says. “And your shirt is ripped at the front.”

      “It’s a long story.”

      I picture myself starting from the very beginning of it all.

      So I stole a plate of spaghetti…

      I laugh bitterly at the thought.

      He nods slowly and gives me a smile.

      “I don’t want to pry,” he says, holding up his hands. “I just wanted to make sure you were okay. I’m Greg.”

      “Thank you,” I say slowly. “I’m Charlotte. The stew is nice.”

      Greg chuckles lightly. “You don’t have to lie,” he says. “I know it’s not great. But we do what we can.”

      I look around at the people sitting around eating their food. It’s the first time I’m really paying attention to them.

      There’s a woman with two young children, all of them clearly living out of backpacks.

      A grizzled older man in stained combat fatigues missing a leg.

      A young woman, right around my age if I had to guess, devouring her bowl of stew as though she hasn’t eaten for days.

      I realize with a start that that’s most likely true.

      “I shouldn’t be here,” I say, looking down guiltily at the stew in front of me. “I don’t need this as much as those people out there standing in line.”

      “Hey,” he says, drawing my attention back to him. “We’re not about judging. We accept anyone. Something made you come here tonight. And that’s enough of a reason to welcome you in.”

      I stare at him, emotion clogging up my throat for a minute as I try to speak.

      “I… that’s… It’s amazing what you guys do here,” I say finally. “How long have you been running?”

      “Almost six years,” he says proudly. Then his face falls. “Unfortunately, six years seems like it’s gonna be it.”

      “What?”

      “Yeah,” he sighs with a resigned nod. “We’ve been struggling to fund this kitchen for the past year. It’s likely we’ll close down in the next couple of months.”

      “Greg, I’m so sorry.”

      “Don’t be sorry for me,” he says, looking out over all the people before us. “They’re the ones who’ll be worse of for it. I just wish the state cared enough to fund us. But apparently, homelessness is not a trendy charity cause at the moment.”

      He hangs his head for a moment and then shakes it off.

      “Sorry. That sounded bitter.”

      “If you weren’t bitter, I’d be worried,” I tell him with a smile. “It’s not fair.”

      “No,” he agrees. “But since when is life ever fair?”

      “In my experience, never. I’m sorry,” I say again, because that’s really all I can offer him at this moment.

      “Don’t be.”

      He smiles brightly. I can see why he’s in this business. He’s got the grit, the warmth, the compassion.

      “I’m not gonna stop helping people,” he adds. “I’ll just find another way.”

      “Wow.”

      “What?” he asks with confusion.

      “I’d heard people like you existed, but I’ve never seen one up close,” I say. “An actual, real good human being. You’re a fucking unicorn.”

      He bursts into laughter. It’s the good kind of laughter, the kind that makes me want to laugh along with him. Knee slapping, tear-up-in-the-corner-of-your-eyes, belly-aching laughter.

      It’s been a long time since I laughed like that.

      “Well, thank you. I’m flattered,” he says when he catches his breath again. “I do my best. But you know, there are more of us out there than you think.”

      I shake my head. “Not from what I’ve seen.”

      “No, no, I’m serious,” he insists. “Not everyone looks the same, though. Some people’s kindness takes a while to shine through. But if you give them the benefit of the doubt, they might just surprise you.”

      I raise my eyebrows. He chuckles again.

      “Shit, I sound like a Sunday school commercial.”

      I smile. “Not at all. You just sound like a man with faith.”

      “Sometimes, that’s all you have to cling to,” he tells me. “Faith.”

      “I’ll try and remember that.”

      He nods. “You do that,” he says, getting to his feet. “It was nice to meet you, Charlotte.”

      Then he walks off to the next table to talk to the mother with the two young kids.

      I hear him greet her with warm familiarity. “Marissa!” he crows with an infectious smile. “Carlos! Elena! How’re you two munchkins doing…?”

      I push back the tears at the corners of my eyes and turn back to the bowl of stew in front of me.

      Then I take a deep breath and reach for my phone.

      I’d turned it off before getting into Henryk’s car so that Lucio wouldn’t be able to track me.

      But now, Lucio is the one person I want to see at that glass window.

      I turn my phone on and wait for the signal to read. When it does, my phone is assaulted with a barrage of missed calls.

      Lucio.

      Lucio.

      Lucio.

      I dial in Lucio’s number and wait for him to pick up.

      I don’t have to wait long.

      “Jesus Christ, Charlotte,” he growls. “Where the fuck are you?”

      “I… I’m sorry,” I stammer. “I just… I thought I could…”

      “Answer the question,” Lucio says firmly. “Where are you?”

      “I’m not actually sure,” I say, stumbling over the lump in my throat. “It’s a soup kitchen and… there’s a garden close by—”

      “Never mind,” he interrupts. “I’ll track your phone. We’ll pick you up soon.”

      The line goes dead, but I’m still unable to feel relief.

      I don’t think I will.

      Not until I see him.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            26

          

          

      

    

    







            Lucio

          

        

      

    

    
      “What the fuck were you thinking?” I demand the moment she’s in the car.

      She doesn’t reply.

      Doesn’t say a fucking word.

      Just straps herself in and looks pointedly out of her window, back in the direction of the depressing soup kitchen she’d just walked out of.

      I rev the engine unnecessarily and fly down the road. Within minutes, we’re out of that neighborhood and heading towards my part of town.

      Charlotte’s still staring forlornly into the distance.

      “Are you going to tell me what happened?” I demand. “Are you going to explain to me why the fuck you would get into a car with a Polish gang member? We’ve done this song-and-dance before. Do I need to remind you how it ended?”

      She turns to me slowly, but her hair forms a curtain along her profile, hiding most of her expression from me.

      “It was a lapse in judgement.”

      “You think?”

      “I’m sorry.”

      I glance at her from my peripheral vision, wondering what the hell has happened to turn the spitfire I know into a meek and quiet introvert all of a sudden.

      I slow down a little so I can observe her a little closer.

      “Charlotte.”

      She turns to me, and I see her face clearly for the first time since she’s gotten into the car.

      There’s a fresh bruise creeping up her left cheek.

      “What the—”

      I wrench the car to the curb and slam it into park.

      We’re only ten minutes from the compound, but I don’t care. I’m too pissed off to keep driving.

      I don’t even know who I’m pissed off at: the man who gave Charlotte that fucking bruise, or Charlotte herself.

      She doesn’t say a word. She doesn’t question me or look in the least bit surprised.

      She just turns in her seat to face me, as though she’s not scared of the conversation.

      “He did that to you?” I ask in a quieter voice, reaching up and grazing my fingers over the sickly purple bruise. “The guy you went with?”

      She winces at my touch. I pull my hand back immediately.

      “Did he?” I press.

      She nods.

      “Name him.”

      “It doesn’t matter.”

      “Give me his fucking name, Charlotte,” I snap.

      “Henryk,” she says with a sigh. “I don’t know his last name.”

      I make a mental note. Henryk.

      The son of a bitch will pay for touching her.

      “I’ll ask again,” I say through gritted teeth. “What the fuck were you thinking?”

      She looks out through the windshield. I’m starting to get the feeling that she wants out of this car. Her hands are twitching nervously.

      “I wasn’t thinking clearly tonight,” she admits. “I was upset. Emotional. I wanted to prove myself.”

      I frown.

      What is she talking about?

      “I just wanted to help,” she continues, a clawing desperation in her tone. “I wanted to be of use. I thought I could get information out of Henryk. Information about Evie. I thought I could be like…”

      She tapers off, leaving her unfinished sentence hanging between us.

      “Like what?” I ask.

      She shakes her head and presses her lips together.

      “You’re infuriating. You’re aware of that, right?” I say, glaring at her.

      I expect a snappy retort or a sarcastic jibe aimed at me.

      But I get nothing. Even her expression looks dormant. It’s as if she’s checked out for the night.

      “It was a bad decision,” she says again, breaking the tense silence at last. “It was a mistake. I’m owning that.”

      “It went bad?”

      “Almost from the get-go,” she admits.

      “Tell me.”

      She sighs. She doesn’t seem frustrated or upset.

      She just seems exhausted.

      “I started talking about the ring girls, claiming that I’d heard rumors from them about a kid that was taken,” she tells me. “I was trying to be as subtle as I could. But after a while, he started to smell a rat.”

      She fidgets with her seatbelt and gazes out the window at the carefree pedestrians strolling by.

      “He pulled over and started questioning me. I tried to backtrack, but he was pissed. And… and…”

      “He wanted you to fuck him,” I guess.

      She nods. “When it became clear I wasn’t going to, he realized that I had only come with him because I wanted information,” she explains. “He tried to force himself on me. I fought back.”

      I glance at her bruise again. The sight of it makes me cringe. It’ll get worse before it gets better.

      “Then I jammed my finger into his eye and got the hell out of the car,” she continues. “That’s when I found the soup kitchen.”

      “And the Polish fucker?”

      “I don’t know,” she replies. “I don’t think he followed me. I must have really jammed my finger in there.”

      “Good.”

      She nods, looking down at her hands in her lap.

      There’s something off with her. I can see it in the crinkle of her forehead, the sad downward slant of her eyes.

      She isn’t defeated.

      Not yet.

      But she’s close.

      “I’m sorry.”

      “What?”

      “I’m sorry,” she repeats again. “I didn’t find anything useful about Evie. I thought I could help. But apparently, I don’t have what it takes.”

      “Charlotte…”

      I trail off, not knowing what to say.

      I’m disarmed by this new change. I’m not used to seeing her like this. Cowed. Docile. Quiet.

      “Charlotte, what’s on your mind?”

      She raises her eyes, but she’s still not looking at me.

      More like she’s looking through me.

      “I was just thinking about the soup kitchen,” she whispers.

      I frown. “The soup kitchen?”

      “Yeah. They had stew tonight. It wasn’t great, but it was hot. And it’s the only meal that some of those people have had in days.”

      “Okay…?”

      “Greg’s the guy who runs the place,” she continues, her voice soft but steady. “He’s really sweet. He’s been doing it for almost six years. But they’re going to shut it down apparently. Not enough funding.”

      I’m waiting for her to say something that makes sense to me.

      With all the shit going on—the Polish and the FBI and Evie and the fight—she’s fixated on a soup kitchen?

      I’m baffled.

      “There was this woman sitting across from me with her two kids,” she says. “The kids… they were so young. And homeless. I had a pretty shit childhood, but at least we had a trailer. At least we had a roof over our heads. And we always knew where our next meal was gonna come from. Usually, it came from a can. But at least we had something to eat, y’know? I never went to bed hungry.”

      She’s rambling a little, but I let her talk.

      She needs this.

      Maybe there is catharsis in speaking out loud and knowing that someone is listening to you.

      “I felt guilty at first for going in there at all. For taking a bowl of food from someone who needed it more,” she says. “But Greg said that something made me come in there, and that made me welcome.”

      She lifts her eyes to mine.

      “Isn’t that amazing?” she asks. “I’d forgotten there are people like that in the world. Kind people. Selfless people. People who want to make a difference. People who will work hard and sacrifice and go that extra mile for strangers. They’re not getting anything out of it, but they do it anyway. Because it’s the right thing to do.”

      Her bottom lip trembles slightly, but she manages to steady it.

      She’s so emotional right now. Unsteady in every way.

      I know how to handle her when she’s combative and reactive.

      But this?

      I’m completely and utterly lost.

      “I’m sorry,” she says yet again. “I know I’m going on and on here. It’s just… I think it’s sad that a place like that has to close. I just keep thinking about all the people that depend on it.”

      “It doesn’t have to close.”

      She blinks in confusion. “Huh?”

      “Not if I have anything to say about it,” I rasp quietly.

      This time she looks at me.

      “What do you mean?”

      I shrug. “It’s closing because there’s not enough funding, right? Well, I’ve got money.”

      Her eyes go wide for a moment as she realizes what I’m saying. Then I see a spark of brightness I recognize piercing through all that sorrow.

      “Really?” she says. “You’d do that?”

      “I may not be a good man, Charlotte. But I have the power to do good things. So consider it done.”

      She bites her lip like she doesn’t know what to say. In the end, she just touches my hand on the steering wheel.

      Just briefly.

      Just for a moment.

      But it says everything.

      “Ready to go home now?” I ask.

      “Home?” she repeats, as though the word is foreign to her.

      “Home,” I say again.

      She nods gingerly. “Okay,” she whispers. “Let’s go home.”
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      The drive is quiet and smooth. When we arrive at the compound and head inside, I realize I’m not willing to say goodnight just yet.

      “You want something to eat?”

      “No thanks.”

      “How about a drink then?” I ask. “We’ve got orange juice in the fridge.”

      She nods at that and we go to the kitchen.

      Charlotte gets the orange juice out and pours herself a glass. Then, without having to ask, she pours me a glass of whiskey.

      I suppress a smile as I turn to the freezer and pull out the ice cube tray. I pop a couple into a clean dish towel and tie it up.

      “What’s that for?” Charlotte asks as I approach her.

      “It’s for your bruise.”

      I sit down next to her and press the cloth to her bruised cheek. She flinches at first but then relaxes into it as the cold starts to numb the sting.

      “Thank you,” she sighs.

      It’s probably just exhaustion and fatigue, but there’s a calm ease between us now.

      My body still aches, but it aches a little less in her presence.

      “You said you were upset,” I remind her. “You said you were emotional and that’s why you ended up making the decision to get into the car with that Polish motherfucker.”

      She tenses a little, clearly not expecting the question.

      But she meets my gaze.

      “Yes.”

      “What were you upset about?”

      She shifts in place. “It doesn’t matter,” she says uncomfortably.

      “Charlotte.”

      Sighing, she glances at me nervously. “I was upset about you and Sonya,” she admits.

      And for the first time tonight, there’s some life in her voice.

      “Me and Sonya?” I repeat, in confusion. “What are you talking about?”

      She tries to shrug it off as though it’s nothing.

      “Talk to me,” I insist.

      “I was in the VIP section when the two of you were talking,” she admits. “I snuck in there early and waited. I heard part of your conversation.”

      My eyes narrow. “Go on.”

      “I just felt a little… insecure,” she says, as though she has to force out the words. “I mean, I didn’t expect your ex to be so perfect.”

      I scoff. “Trust me, she’s not fucking perfect.”

      “Really? Because from where I was standing, she looked like your perfect match.”

      “What is that supposed to mean?”

      “It means that she can actually get shit done,” I tell him. “Whereas I can only make a mess of things. Like I did tonight.”

      It’s starting to make sense to me now. Her sudden reservedness.

      She’s scared she’ll lose Evie and I to Sonya.

      “That’s not true.”

      “No?” she challenges. “Because she managed to save your life tonight. And I had to call you to come pick me up at a soup kitchen in the middle of nowhere.”

      I put my hand on her arm. Her eyes follow the gesture instantly.

      “There’s one thing you left out,” I tell her.

      “Yeah? And what’s that?”

      “Sonya’s a psychotic fucking bitch who caused all this shit in the first place,” I say. “And you’re not. You haven’t. You wouldn’t.”

      A surprised smile breaks across her face.

      And then comes a small bubble of laughter.

      “Still, she did save your life.”

      “Give me a break. I had Dzik right where I wanted him.”

      She gives me a knowing look, uncertain laughter dancing in her eyes.

      “How’s your shoulder?” she asks, reaching up and running her fingers down my arm.

      “Hurts like a motherfucker.”

      “Sonya really hates that shoulder in particular, huh? First the bullet, then Dzik.”

      I laugh before it curdles into a sigh. “She has an ulterior motive, Charlotte,” I say. “There’s a plan in the works. And it’s all Sonya. I don’t even think Kazimierz is in the know.”

      Charlotte frowns. “Did she tell you anything about Evie?”

      “Not a fucking thing.”

      “Seriously?”

      “All she gave me was an ultimatum.”

      Charlotte’s brow furrows with worry. “Which is?”

      “Hand over control of the mafia to Kazimierz… or never see Evie again.”

      “Oh my God,” she breathes. “Oh my God.”

      I sigh deeply and drop my head.

      There’s several beats of silence. Then I feel her hand graze against the side of my face.

      I look up and find myself confronted with her beautiful eyes. She leans in slowly and presses her lips to my cheek. It’s the lightest of kisses, probably because she’s worried about hurting me.

      But God, do I feel it.

      All the way down to my toes.

      “You can’t give it up,” she says quietly but fiercely.

      “No, I can’t.”

      “There’s got to be another way to get Evie back. We’ll find it. I’m positive.”

      I stare long and hard at her.

      At the willingness in her eyes.

      The determined set of her jaw.

      The fire in her expression.

      How can she possibly think Sonya even comes close to her?

      She’s so much more to me than Sonya ever was.

      I probably should tell her that myself. About how strong she looks to me. How proud. How noble.

      I open my mouth to voice precisely those thoughts.

      But before I can, Charlotte puts a hand on my chest to stop me. There’s a wicked gleam in her eye.

      “Wait a second,” she says.

      I frown. “What is it?”

      She looks at me and grins. “I think I have an idea.”
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      “Are you sure about everything?” Lucio asks.

      I give him my fiercest glare.

      “Lucio,” I say, trying to be patient. “We’ve been over this.”

      He swears under his breath in Italian as he turns to gaze out of the window.

      “I don’t think you realize just how much of a gamble this plan is,” he says to the glass. “There are so many things that could go wrong.”

      “It’s a risk I’m willing to take,” I reply saucily, parroting the same words he’d thrown at me in the Polish locker room at the ring not too long ago.

      He smirks, exasperated but amused. “Charlotte—”

      “Lucio,” I fire back, mimicking the tone he’s using on me right now.

      “This is risky,” he pushes.

      “I’m aware. It’s not like I think this is going to be a breeze. I’m not being naïve here. I’m just hopeful.”

      “That’s what concerns me. What if Henryk’s told someone about that night?” Lucio asks.

      “He clearly hasn’t,” I say with confidence. “I mean, if he’d told the underbosses about me, then they would have tried to make contact before now. They’d have called me in. They’d have done something. But nope, nada. I spoke to Xander yesterday and he was clueless, too.”

      “Xander,” Lucio scoffs. “That clueless fucker wouldn’t know anything anyway. He’s too far down the hierarchy.”

      “Maybe so,” I agree. “But he’s also the man who brought me into the fold. If there really is suspicion about me, then you can bet Xander will be called in.”

      A muscle in his jaw twitches, but he doesn’t argue with my logic.

      “Henryk hasn’t said a word,” I continue. “I’m sure of it. Which tells me that he’s not sure that I am FBI. It’s just a suspicion at this point. He’ll probably want hard proof before he goes to the underbosses.”

      Lucio purses his lips.

      “What?” I demand.

      “Suddenly, you’re an expert, eh?”

      I smile. “This plan can work, Lucio. You know it can.”

      “There’s too many factors at play,” he says guardedly. “I don’t want to risk your life on a long shot.”

      “It’s not a long shot,” I insist. “And anyway—even if it is, it might be our only shot. We need to take it.”

      He turns to me and leans against the window frame. He crosses his arms over his chest and I’m momentarily distracted by the ripple of muscles that roll over his upper body.

      His wounds have been treated and he’s looking a lot better. But I know he’s still in a lot of pain.

      Matter of fact, we both are.

      He just wears it better than I do.

      “The thought of that fucker being anywhere near you, after what he did to you…”

      I walk over to him and put my hand on his arm. “I’ll be fine,” I say gently.

      “Yeah, like you were that night?”

      I narrow my eyes. “I got away from him, didn’t I?”

      “Just barely,” he reminds me. “Have you stopped to think about what might have happened if you didn’t manage to get away?”

      I can’t escape the shudder from creeping through my body.

      Of course, Lucio notices.

      “Exactly,” he says. “You’re not thinking clearly.”

      “I am, too!” I shoot back. “I just know what I’m willing to risk if it means getting Evie back.”

      His eyes soften noticeably, but I can tell he’s still trying to talk himself into this.

      “I’m prepared, Lucio,” I tell him, trying to project the kind of confidence that I’d seen in Sonya. “You wanna go over the plan again?”

      His jaw clenches. “Fine.”

      I take a deep breath and launch into it. “First, I find Henryk. It shouldn’t be hard. All the Polish guys hang around the ring or the gym upstairs anyway.”

      Lucio watches, eyes hooded.

      “Once I find him, I’ll ‘come clean.’ I’ll tell him he’s right—I do work for the FBI and we’ve been monitoring the group’s activity for years and we’re really close to tightening the noose. If he wants to avoid jail time, he’ll answer my questions and tell me everything he knows. Or else he’ll go down with the rest of them.”

      Lucio nods. “And you really think he’ll just come clean?”

      “I have a feeling about the guy. He’s on the verge of crumbling. All it takes is one good push.”

      “What kind of ‘push’ are we talking about?” Lucio inquires.

      I look down at myself.

      I’m wearing a white dress with a thin tie-up at the front. I reach up and pull at the string. The neckline comes a part, revealing a generous amount of cleavage.

      Instantly, Lucio’s eyes go dark with lust.

      But he looks pissed off, too.

      The latter emotion wins out. He clenches his jaw and shakes his head fiercely. “Vanessa might waltz through life shaking her tits to get her way. It doesn’t mean you have to do the same.”

      I don’t back down in the face of his anger. “You do things your way, Lucio. I have to do things mine.”

      He leans in, his breath tickling my nose as his eyes meet mine. “He might just decide to kill you.”

      “Then he risks dying himself,” I counter. “He’s not going to want to take that risk.”

      “You don’t actually know this fucker, Charlotte,” Lucio points out. “What makes you qualified to predict his moves?”

      I groan in frustration. “Do you have a better plan?” I demand. “Because if so, I’d love to hear it.”

      “We wait,” he says at once. “I do more digging. We find Evie the old-fashioned way.”

      “Sonya’s smart,” I point out. “She’s going to be anticipating that. She’ll have Evie secreted away somewhere you’ll never find her. And anyway… that’ll take too long. You’re the one who told me that Sonya gave you an ultimatum. The next time she shows up, she’ll want an answer from you.”

      “Oh, did she say that? Must’ve slipped my mind,” he drawls sarcastically.

      “This was never going to be easy, Lucio,” I say, placing my hand on his chest.

      His hands drop to his sides.

      “Let me do this,” I press. “I can do this. I know it.”

      “Charlotte…”

      “Don’t underestimate me.”

      “I’m not,” he says immediately. “But I do think you’re underestimating them.”

      “What would make you feel better about this plan?” I ask, trying my damndest to make him see the light.

      He thinks. “If you were carrying.”

      “Carrying?” I balk. “You want me to walk in there with a weapon? Are you insane?”

      He doesn’t even bat an eyelash. “You’ve handled one before.”

      “Yeah, but those were life-or-death situations.”

      “This could be, too.”

      “Still, Lucio…”

      “Do they frisk you before entering the premises?” he asks.

      “They did the first time,” I reply. “But after I was given my ID badge, I can walk in without a problem.”

      “Perfect,” he says. “Then it shouldn’t be too much trouble to conceal a gun in your clothes.”

      He pushes past me and leaves his office.

      “Oh, sure,” I announce huffily. “Since we’re just totally on the same page here, I guess I’ll follow you then?”

      He’s already far ahead of me, so I have to jog to reach him.

      “Where are we going?” I demand when I catch up.

      “Your room.”

      “My room?”

      He doesn’t offer me an explanation until we walk into my room.

      I pause at the threshold and survey around.

      “Come here,” Lucio orders from where he’s standing in front of my wardrobe. “We’re going to  pick out something better for you to wear. Something that will conceal a weapon easily.”

      He pulls out a long-sleeved, ankle-length blue dress with an extremely modest hemline.

      I stare at him. “Is that a serious suggestion?”

      “What?”

      “It has to be sexy,” I say.

      “You can make this sexy,” he says innocently.

      I roll my eyes at him. “Come on, I have to play the part. That dress is not gonna cut it. How about this one?”

      I pull out a tiny little black slip that could easily pass for lingerie.

      Lucio’s eyes bulge as he takes in the wispy material. “I know that’s not a serious suggestion.”

      “This is perfect!”

      “And where will you hide the gun?” he demands.

      “I can get one of those holster thingies that I’ve seen female spies wear around their upper thighs,” I suggest. “What do you think?”

      He stops short, his eyes glazing over slightly.

      I smirk as I realize that he’s picturing me wearing one. From the look on his face, I deduce that he approves.

      “That’s not a horrible idea,” he concedes finally.

      “See? I’m full of great ideas.”

      “The holster, yes. This is not one of them,” he says with a frown, yanking the little black slip out of my hands.

      “Hey!”

      “I’m serious,” Lucio replies firmly. “That dress is fucking trouble.”

      I can’t help the smile that settles on my face. “You sound jealous.”

      “What do I have to be jealous about?” he demands.

      I shrug. “You’re right. You have no reason to be jealous, which is why you shouldn’t have a problem with me wearing that dress.”

      The moment I finish speaking, I try to make a lunge for it, but he just raises it over his head where I can’t get to it.

      “No fair!” I huff.

      But he ignores me and sets the dress on top of the wardrobe, out of reach.

      “This one,” he says firmly. He pulls another hanger off the rack and holds it up for me to view.

      It’s definitely sexy. But it’s not as scandalous as the black one I’d chosen.

      The navy blue hemline ends just above my knees, and though the neckline is low, the straps are thick and sturdy. “Business sexy” might be the right term for it.

      “That works,” I concede.

      He drapes it over the back of the chair that sits in front of the dressing table.

      “I’ll get you one of those gun holsters,” he assures me. “We’ll have to make sure it can’t be seen through the dress.”

      “It won’t be.”

      “Where did all this confidence come from?” he asks curiously.

      I shrug. “Honestly, I just love feeling useful,” I reply. “I want to be able to do something. I want to be able to contribute. I like having a plan of action.”

      “I just wish the plan were a little less… volatile.”

      “It’s not volatile,” I say at once. “It’s bold.”

      Lucio just sighs. He looks deeply troubled.

      I touch my fingers to his jaw to force him to look at me.

      “I can do this, Lucio,” I whisper. “You just have to trust me.”

      He stares down at me. The expression on his face is complicated. There’s a lot there to unpack.

      But before I can try and decipher the different emotions, his lips come down over mine.

      I feel my breath stall as the kiss deepens almost immediately. His hands fall to my hips, pulling me into his embrace.

      He’s already fully erect, his cock pushing up hard against my thigh.

      The feel of him makes me wet instantly and I start tugging at the front of his shirt. The fabric parts willingly underneath my hands and I fling his shirt to the ground.

      I explore the hard wall of muscle that spans his torso. My fingertips travel down, desperate to feel more of him.

      I unbuckle his pants as his lips travel to my neck. He sucks the soft skin there, making my arch back a little to give him better access.

      Zipper goes down. Pants come off.

      His hardness bursts from his boxers abruptly. In the same moment, he grabs me, kicks aside the chair, and lifts me onto the dressing table.

      My dress is shoved up and before I can even take his cock into my hands, he’s pushed aside the crotch of my panties and entered me.

      I gasp from the pressure as he fills me.

      “Fuck,” I moan. “Lucio…”

      His hand squeezes my left breast as he starts instantly to fuck me. Hard and vigorous.

      He slams into me so hard that I can feel the whole dressing table shake. A few of the contents that sit on the desk top teeter of the surface and fall to the floor.

      But I couldn’t care less.

      I don’t think Lucio even registers that we’re disrupting the entire space. He just continues to fuck me, ramming into me so hard he keeps unlocking new and desperate gasps from my lips.

      Then he plucks me from the top surface and I feel his cock slide out of me.

      My legs are weak, my body shuddering so violently that I’m completely in his control.

      Luckily, he’s the one taking charge here.

      And right now, I’m happy to give him the reins.

      He spins me around and bends me over the same surface he was fucking me on only seconds ago. I brace myself against the cool tabletop, my eyes sliding up to the reflection in the mirror right in front of me.

      Lucio grabs his shaft and positions himself behind me. The head of him teases between my thighs.

      A threat.

      A promise.

      And then he pushes inside me. One hard thrust.

      “Lucio…” I moan again.

      Looking at my reflection almost makes me laugh out loud.

      My eyes are hazy with desire.

      My hair is a wild mess around my head.

      My lips are parted with want.

      I look like a woman who’s been well and truly fucked.

      But I want more.

      Lucio seems to realize this, too, because he starts slamming into me hard, his hips careening against my ass.

      His fingers thread through my hair as he grabs a fistful and pulls it towards him, forcing my back to arch. And just like that, I can feel him move even deeper inside me.

      He fucks me frantically until I orgasm.

      And even after I come, he continues to drive into me again and again and again.

      The second one comes right on the heels of the first.

      Only then, when I’m twitching and gasping, does he pull me all the way towards him, my back pressed against his chest, and comes inside me.

      We stay jerking together for a few more long thrusts.

      And then all the strength floods out of my body.

      My knees are about to give way, but he catches me before I go down. He lifts me into his arms and carries me to the bed.

      He sets me down on top of it and climbs in next to me.

      Lucio’s chest rises and falls with heavy breaths, but other than that, he looks as calm as I’ve ever seen him.

      “If the stronzo tries anything,” he says, breaking the silence, “and I mean anything… you get out that gun and pull the fucking trigger. Got it?”

      I turn my face up to his and nod. “Pow-pow,” I say, making a little toy gun with my fingers.

      “I’m serious, Charlotte.”

      “I believe you.”

      “Don’t take unnecessary risks,” he says. “If things look like they’re going south, then get the hell out of there. We’ll find another way to find Evie.”

      “Okay.”

      He tightens his grip around my shoulders and pulls me closer into his chest. “This is your last chance to back out.”

      I shake my head. “I’m not backing out, Lucio,” I tell him firmly. “I’m in this now. Wholeheartedly.”

      Our eyes connect.

      And I feel the energy between us come alive for a moment.

      He’s looking at me as though he’s waiting for me to take back the words.

      But I don’t.

      They’re completely true.

      I’m in this.

      We’re in this.

      Together.
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That Night—The Polish Fight Ring

        

      

    

    
      I head towards the stairs that lead to the underground MMA building.

      My heart is hammering hard against my chest. Breathing actually hurts a little.

      But I’m proud of how calm I seem on the surface.

      Fake it ‘til you make it, I guess.

      I catch a glimpse of myself in one of the floor-length mirrors that surround the gym area.

      The dress that Lucio picked out for me is perfect. It’s figure-hugging, clinging to my curves and accentuating my body without revealing too much.

      I’m wearing a sheer blazer on top to give me a little more coverage, but that’s only because I don’t want to be too obvious about my motives.

      With my hair down, minimal makeup, and ankle boots, I certainly don’t look like Sonya.

      But I decide I look good enough.

      Hopefully, Henryk will think so, too.

      I already know he’s going to be underground today. I’d called Lexy this morning to check. She thinks that I’ve got a crush on the creep, and I’m happy to go along with that for the moment.

      I notice the men checking me out as I pass by them. I even get a few whistles and catcalls. But that’s not exactly new in this environment.

      Lucio wanted me to wear a wire. But I’d refused.

      I don’t want him listening in. Mostly because I’m not sure he can control his temper if he hears something he doesn’t like.

      And one thing’s for sure: there’s gonna be a lot about tonight he won’t like.

      The moment I’m underground, I look around for Henryk.

      “Charlotte?”

      I turn to find Lexy walking up to me.

      “What the hell are you doing here today?” she asks. “You don’t have a shift on the roster. Or wait… do you?”

      “No, no,” I rush to correct her. “I’m off-duty today.”

      “Oh,” Lexy says, eyeing my dress. “You look hot.”

      “Thanks.”

      “Here to see someone special?” she asks, with a knowing glint in her eye.

      Urgh… kill me.

      “Um, actually yes, in a way.”

      “Henryk, huh?” Lexy asks. “Gotta say, I was surprised. He doesn’t really seem like your type.”

      I have to try really hard to keep the smile on my face. I hide it with a shrug. “I don’t really have a type. Have you seen him around?”

      “I did see him over by the VIP section,” she admits.

      “The VIP section?” I repeat.

      “Yup.”

      Why would Henryk be in the VIP section?

      “Is he working today?” I ask.

      “Girl, I have no damn clue,” Lexy says. “I really don’t keep track of that fucker’s movements. I mean, no offense or anything. I just think he’s a sleazy fuck.”

      I don’t know how to react to that, so I decide not to react at all.

      “I’ll just go over there and see if I can spot him,” I tell her.

      “Damn, someone’s eager,” she says, wagging her eyebrows at me. “Does this mean he’s good in bed?”

      I smile to cover the disgust that almost betrays me. “A lady never tells. See you later, Lexy.”

      Since the ring isn’t actually open yet, it’s quiet underground. There’s a certain eeriness that hangs in the silence of the space.

      I’m only ever used to being here when things are in full swing.

      There are a couple of security guards lining the entrance to the VIP area. I can see some of the empty booths, but nothing beyond it.

      “Hey, sweetheart, you looking for someone?” the head security guard asks.

      “I am, actually,” I reply.

      “Well, here I am.” He grins mischievously. It’s a struggle to keep from rolling my eyes at the terrible come-on.

      Before I can reply, a tall, reedy man appears between the short line of security guards. I’ve never seen him in my life.

      But when he looks at me, it’s clear that knows exactly who I am.

      “Charlotte Dunn?”

      I frown. “Yeah?”

      “Come on,” he says. “You’re wanted inside.”

      I’m wanted inside?

      My insides start to churn painfully. Things are leaping off the rails before they even get started.

      It’s starting to dawn on me how right Lucio was about the reality of this plan.

      There are so many factors at play here, none of which are in my control.

      Despite that, I’m still determined.

      This isn’t over until it’s fucking over.

      So I nod and follow the skinny guy into the VIP section.

      And past it.

      Right through and beyond all the VIP booths, to a black door that’s so carefully camouflaged it practically blends into the wall.

      “What’s this?” I ask.

      “The boss wants an audience with you,” he replies.

      The boss? I scream in my head.

      “The boss?” I ask calmly.

      “Don Kazimierz.”

      Oh, fucking motherfucker.

      “He’s here today?” I ask, trying not to let the panic bleed into my voice.

      “Obviously.”

      Fuck. Fuck. Fuck.

      My initial instinct is to turn and run in the opposite direction. But if I do, I’ll only be dragged back.

      If I do, I’ll never be able to prove my worth to Lucio.

      If I do, I will regret it for the rest of my life.

      So when he pushes the door open and gestures for me to go inside, I take a deep internal breath and walk into the room.

      It’s huge. And luxurious. The rest of the VIP section doesn’t even compare.

      The floors are carpeted, the kind of expensive fabric that your feet just sink into because it’s so damn thick and soft. The walls are a shimmering onyx and three dazzling chandeliers hang from the ceiling, casting amber light everywhere.

      You can do this, Charlotte. You’ve got this.

      Just don’t fucking choke.

      “Well, hello.”

      His voice sounds like melted butter. Honestly.

      That’s the first thing I think of when he speaks. Just a vat of melted butter.

      Except there’s nothing remotely comforting about it.

      Seated on a what can only be called a throne is Kazimierz Kowalczyk. He’s wearing a smart blue suit. Legs crossed. An ice-cold glass of vodka in his hand.

      I’ve never seen the man before, but I know instinctively who I’m looking at.

      There’s something about him that sets off all my alarm bells.

      He’s a man of contrasts. Of paradoxes.

      Both charming and dangerous.

      Handsome and terrifying.

      Smooth and grating.

      “What a beauty you are,” he croons in that sickening voice of his.

      Why am I here?

      “Don Kazimierz,” I say respectfully. “I’m honored to finally meet you.”

      He puts his hand to his heart as though he’s deeply touched. “The feeling is mutual.”

      He smiles. Fear pools in my stomach and goosebumps race across my skin and suddenly, I feel cold. The kind of coldness that comes from within.

      A warning.

      “You must be wondering why you’ve been called in here,” he asks.

      “Well…”

      “Don’t worry,” he says. “Of course you’d wonder. It’s only natural.”

      He adjusts the lapels of his jacket and sits up a little straighter.

      “You’ve been tied to us for how long now?”

      “I… I’m not sure… a few years, I guess,” I stammer.

      “Right,” he murmurs. “But you were recruited by my brother, were you not?”

      His expression twists nastily on the word “brother.”

      “Yes.”

      A shark-like grin breaks out across his face. “Heh. Tied to us. It sounds like a noose when I phrase it that way, doesn’t it?”

      I swallow. I’m not sure what I’m supposed to say to that.

      I get the feeling that he’s trying to trip me up. Purposefully making me uncomfortable.

      Kazimierz’s smile turns sour. He clucks his teeth irritably. “Don’t be so stiff, dear. This is a friendly conversation, not an interrogation. Though I do have a question for you…”

      I swallow again. My throat is suddenly parched.

      “Wh—what is it?” I ask.

      “Why are you here tonight, Charlotte Dunn?” He takes a sip of his drink, watching me over the rim of the glass the whole time. “I happen to know you don’t have a shift.”

      His eyes scour over my body. I feel as though I’m standing naked in front of him. It’s hard to maintain my composure under a gaze like his.

      Something about the man makes my skin crawl.

      “I… came in to meet someone.”

      “Someone?” Kazimierz asks with interest. “Is that so? Anyone I know?”

      I have no choice but to nod. “He works for you,” I say. “But I’m not sure that you’ll know him.”

      “Name?”

      “Henryk,” I reply.

      “Henryk, Henryk…” he repeats.

      He has a habit of repeating everything I say. Almost as though he’s weighing the truth of my words by testing them in his own mouth.

      “Ah, of course! Henryk. That is quite a funny coincidence,” he says at last.

      My head is starting to throb painfully. Everything is going sideways. It’s wrong; it’s all so damn wrong…

      “What is?” I ask, feeling my throat constrict.

      I wish I had listened to Lucio and accepted the wire. At least then he would’ve known what is happening to me.

      What’s about to happen to me.

      “One of my men spent the last two days trying to contact me,” he muses thoughtfully. “And when he finally got in touch, he told me about this strange experience he had with a ring girl that works here.” His eyes sparkle. “And you know what? I just remembered that his name is Henryk, too. Now, isn’t that something?”

      Fuck.

      I was dead wrong. I could’ve sworn that Henryk wouldn’t have blabbed.

      But not only had he blabbed—the son of a bitch had gone straight to the don.

      I can’t believe it.

      I hadn’t pegged Henryk for the type of guy who’d squeal so quickly. I had called the whole situation wrong from the very beginning.

      No wonder shit’s unravelling fast.

      “What did he tell you?” I ask, fighting to hide my tremble.

      Kazimierz doesn’t answer. He looks past me—right as I feel someone enter the room. Despite the fresh iciness prickling my skin, I don’t look back.

      The don gestures for the man behind me to come forward. “Recognize him?” Kazimierz asks.

      I glance towards Henryk, who’s scowling at me with obvious dislike from a few yards away.

      “Yeah,” he says with a firm nod. “She’s the one.”

      Keep calm, Charlotte. You’ve got this.

      But even as the mantra repeats in my head, I can feel my body curl in on itself, preparing for the pain I know is about to come.

      There’s no way I’m walking away from this.

      “Henryk here seems to think you’re working with the FBI, Charlotte,” Kazimierz says. “Quite an accusation! What do you have to say about that?”

      “She definitely is,” Henryk spits. “The bitch—”

      Kazimierz holds up his hand and the effect is immediate. Henryk clams up at once, swallowing the rest of his words.

      “Get out,” he says to Henryk.

      “Sir?”

      “Out,” Kazimierz repeats.

      Henryk doesn’t wait to be told a third time. He turns and disappears the same way he came.

      “And send the other one in!” Kazimierz calls to Henryk’s retreating back.

      The other one?

      “So, Charlotte, tell me: is Henryk right?”

      “No.”

      “No?”

      I’m almost at the point where I want to roll my eyes every time that he repeats something I say.

      “No,” I say again. “I’m not working with the FBI.”

      “So Henryk’s lying?”

      “He can think whatever he wants,” I say, with a shrug. “I have no control over his assumptions. His pride is bruised so he’s trying to pin me for something.”

      “Aha,” he murmurs, never breaking eye contact. “So you’re saying you reject him, then he decides to approach his don with false information?”

      I clasp my hands behind my back to stop them from shaking. “Like I said, I have no control over his assumptions. He can believe whatever he chooses to believe.”

      Kazimierz nods slowly like he’s sympathetic to my explanation. Before he can say anything else, there’s a timid knock at the door.

      “Come in!” he crows happily.

      I turn around this time.

      And my heart plummets.

      “Xander?”

      He comes into the room slowly. There are dark circles under his eyes and he looks like he’s lost a whole bunch of weight.

      “Sir,” he says, bending his head down low when he looks at Kazimierz.

      “You know this woman, don’t you?” the Polish don asks. “You’re the one who brought her into the fold?”

      Xander gives me a nervous glance before turning back to Kazimierz.

      “Well, not exactly sir. She’s the one who made the deal with your men when they came to collect.”

      Coward. Of course he’d throw me under the bus at the first opportunity.

      “I was trying to save your pathetic life,” I snap. “Something I regret deeply now.”

      Xander ignores me. He doesn’t even glance my way.

      “She’s the one who wanted to be brought into the fold, sir,” he adds.

      It’s not exactly a lie.

      But it’s far from the truth.

      “I have it on good authority that she’s not what she seems,” Kazimierz tells Xander. “Apparently, our pretty little siren here is a pawn of the FBI.”

      Xander’s eyes go wide with shock. As far as reactions go, his is pretty fucking convincing.

      “FBI?” he repeats, turning to me.

      “It’s not true,” I protest.

      Kazimierz ignores me. “What do you think, Officer Murphy?” he asks Xander. “You know her better than anyone. What do you think? FBI: yea or nay?”

      Xander looks like he wishes he were anywhere else in the world. He licks his dry, thin lips.

      “I… I don’t know, sir.”

      “That wasn’t an option,” Kazimierz dismisses in a low voice. It sounds more dangerous than if he were shouting.

      And it has the desired effect. Xander looks like he’s about to piss himself.

      “I don’t think so,” Xander mutters. “She wouldn’t do that.”

      Kazimierz nods, seemingly satisfied. “Anything else you’d like to add?”

      “No, sir.”

      The don sighs, as though he’s supremely disappointed.

      “Very well. Leave us.”

      Xander spins around and vanishes before I can even glance his way.

      “Cops,” Kazimierz remarks to me, shaking his head. “Useless, aren’t they?”

      “He’s right, though,” I say. “I’m not working with the feds.”

      “So you’ve said. But why don’t I believe you?”

      “Trust issues?” I suggest in a rash of sarcasm I instantly regret.

      He smiles again. His lips move up, but his eyes are cold.

      “Okay, Charlotte,” he says. “Let’s suspend disbelief for a moment and pretend you’re not with the FBI. Then that means you’re with the Italians.”

      I feel my body go numb. I’d been so focused on one path that I’d forgotten the other.

      “No. I’m neither.”

      “Liar!” he hisses. His eyes bulge angrily.

      He’s starting to get pissed off. I can see him unravelling. Instinct tells me that if I push him over the edge, I won’t be able to come back from that.

      If he exposes me as an ally of the Mazzeos, then I’m dead. Simple as that.

      “I’ve had eyes on you for some time, Charlotte,” he says. “Something’s not adding up. You’re connected to the Polish. You’re connected to the Mazzeo. You’re in the middle, and yet you haven’t moved against either. Not yet, anyway. Make me understand.”

      I know I don’t have long to decide which way to go.

      My mind is leaping through the possibilities still left to me.

      Lucio has no idea what’s going on right now. He has no idea I’m in grave danger. Which means I have to rely on my own wits to get myself out of this mess.

      If I deny any involvement with the FBI, Kazimierz is going to come to the conclusion that I’m a double agent who’s working for Lucio.

      In addition to being the truth, it’s also the most obvious theory.

      Because he’s right—I haven’t given the Polish any real information. I’ve given them nothing they can use.

      All I’ve given them are empty promises.

      And promises aren’t going to keep me alive at this point.

      But if I confirm his current suspicion, then maybe I’ll stand a chance.

      Live to fight another day and all that.

      I make the decision in a matter of seconds.

      “You want the truth?” I ask.

      “That would be lovely.”

      “You were right. I’m a fed.”

      His eyebrows rise. Infinitesimally, but I notice it. He’s surprised. And perhaps a little… disappointed?

      “FBI,” Kazimierz breathes. He pauses for a moment, his eyes bore into my face. “My, my. They’re recruiting young.”

      “I’m older than I look,” I reply. “Part of the reason I was chosen for this assignment. No one suspects the innocent young girl.”

      He smiles. “It’s funny that you think you look innocent, dear,” he says ironically. “There’s nothing innocent about you.”

      “I had you fooled, didn’t I?”

      I’m threading the line. Playing with fire. But I need to appear confident for this plan to work.

      “Hmm…” He looks me up and down. “Perhaps. So tell me, how long have you been monitoring us?”

      “The unit’s had eyes on you for years,” I reply, pleased with how fast my answers are coming.

      “Interesting,” Kazimierz says, sounding calm as ever. “Just out of curiosity, how old are you?”

      “Twenty-seven.”

      He doesn’t react to that. No saying whether he buys it or not.

      “And your involvement with the Italians?”

      “The FBI placed me within Lucio’s reach. He had to be the one to offer me a position in his household. It had to be his idea,” I continue. “It worked. Thankfully, his child came into the picture just before I did.”

      “Convenient.”

      “It’s nice how things work out sometimes, isn’t it?”

      “It worked for you all this time,” he agrees. “But I wonder if things are going to go your way from this point onwards.”

      He gives me another smile. This time, he shows teeth.

      I have to clench my fists to keep from cringing. I can’t show fear. If I do, he’ll see right through me.

      “Oh, I have a feeling they might.”

      He arches one perfect eyebrow. “Is that so? I’m all ears.”

      “Well, for starters, killing an FBI agent will be pretty hard to cover up. Especially one this deep in the Polish trenches.”

      He waves a dismissive hand. “I can pin it on the Italians.”

      “You could,” I agree. “Except that my people know where I am. At all times. Do you really think they don’t know where I am right now?”

      His expression doesn’t change, but I can sense that I’m starting to get through to him.

      “It’s quite the convoluted deception,” he muses. “Getting you in here through the Mazzeo clan. Inspired, really. I had no idea the FBI had such creativity in them.”

      “When you’re dealing with criminals, you’ve got to think like one yourself.”

      He sighs exaggeratedly. “You could have been brilliant here,” he says. “You chose the wrong side.”

      I give him a wicked smile of my own. “On the contrary, I’m exactly where I want to be.”

      “I could still kill you,” Kazimierz suggests. “I have friends in high places. No one would miss even such a pretty thing as you.”

      “You can’t have forgotten already—I’m in both camps at the moment,” I tell him. “I know things about the Kowalczyks. And I know things about the Mazzeos. Things you might be interested in, as a matter of fact.”

      “Lucio’s going to come after me?” He seems mildly interested.

      I meet his question with a question. “What would you do in his place?”

      His expression remains the same. But it looks orchestrated now. As though he’s trying hard not to betray his emotions.

      When I look down, I notice how white his knuckles are.

      It’s not fear. A man like Kazimierz doesn’t feel fear very often.

      It’s anger.

      “You’re a powerful man,” I offer him generously. “But powerful enough to take on the Mazzeos and the FBI at the same time? I don’t know about that.”

      “We can always find out,” he says, calling my bluff.

      “Your prerogative,” I concede with a casual shrug. “And your life.”

      He stares at me for a moment, but then a smile splits across his face. It actually looks genuine for a moment.

      “Give my regards to your people, Agent Dunn,” he says, exaggerating the title like he’s still not sure if he believes me or not. “I’ll be thinking about you.”

      I take that as a dismissal. I turn towards the door to leave, but I don’t allow myself to feel relieved.

      Not yet.

      Not until I’m clear of this hellhole.

      “Oh, and Charlotte?”

      I freeze, but I manage to control my expression before I turn back to him. “Yes?” I ask, looking over my shoulder.

      “Are you planning on going back to Lucio’s side?”

      I force myself to smile pleasantly. “That’s Bureau business.”

      His grin widens. “I suppose it is. But if I ever see you around here again,” he says, “it will not end pleasantly for you.”

      It’s not a subtle threat.

      But then again, it doesn’t need to be.

      I’m lucky enough to be escaping alive tonight.

      I won’t get that lucky a second time.

      “Understood,” I say.

      “Then goodnight, Agent Dunn. Watch out for the snakes. This city is full of them.”

      I repress my shudder as I turn once again and stride out the same black door I entered through.

      The man that brought me here is standing outside. It’s not my imagination—he looks surprised to see me.

      That confirms my suspicion: I wasn’t meant to get out of there alive.

      It was only through sheer dumb luck and a lie that worked that I managed to survive.

      It’s not until I’m back outside the building that I let my tears of terror start to fall.
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      The silence is broken by the shrill sound of my ringtone.

      I want to ignore it, but I know damn well that Adriano won’t stop calling until I answer.

      “Well?” he asks when I pick up. “How’s it going?”

      “I have no goddamn clue,” I reply through gritted teeth.

      “She’s not wearing a wire?”

      “She refused.”

      Hearing the words out loud, I realize how stupid I was not to have insisted on it. Then at least I wouldn’t be sitting out here blind and deaf to what’s going on inside.

      If she’s in trouble, if this thing goes south, I’ll have no way of knowing. Of protecting her.

      There’s a second of silence as Adriano realizes just how stressed I am right now.

      “I’m sure it’s fine, brother,” he says. “She’s smart. She’ll get out of this alright.”

      But he doesn’t sound convinced.

      “I don’t know. She’s been in there almost an hour.”

      “That’s nothing.”

      “Nothing?” I repeat. “It’s a fucking millennium.”

      “Are you onsite?” he asks. “I can come there.”

      “No,” I say firmly. “I don’t want to draw attention. I’m outside the building, far enough away that I won’t be noticed.”

      “Are you sure I can’t come?”

      “Positive,” I reply firmly. “I just have to trust that Charlotte has this under control.”

      “How much longer are you gonna give her?”

      “Another half an hour,” I answer, glancing at the time on my dashboard.

      “And then what?”

      “I’m storming in. I’ll tear the place to the ground until I find her.”

      “By yourself?” Adriano asks incredulously.

      “Of course not. I’m not a fucking idiot,” I growl. “I’ve got five teams on stand-by. They’re not far from my position. All I have to do is give the word.”

      There’s a second of silence.

      “Why am I not aware of this fucking plan?” Adriano asks.

      “Because I knew you’d insist on being here.”

      “Damn right I would! And what the hell is wrong with that?” he demands.

      “Adriano,” I say calmly, “you’re my second. You’re the one with the keys to the castle if shit goes down in there. You can’t be at risk, too. If that happens, the Family will be as good as gone.”

      “You actually plan on leaving me in charge?” Adriano asks. He sounds truly baffled.

      “Yes.”

      “Lucio… I’m not Mazzeo.”

      I know what he means. “Being Mazzeo is more than just about your last name.”

      “Try telling your cousins that,” Adriano points out. “They’ll want the title after you. And since you have no sons, they have a better claim to the throne than I do.”

      “I’ve left instructions in my office for you in case I don’t come back,” I tell him. “And in any case, the men will follow you a hell of a lot sooner than they’d follow any of my cousins. Imagine Marcelle in charge? There’d be a mutiny within the week.”

      “Have you thought this through?” Adriano asks cautiously.

      “Yes,” I answer. “And just in case you start getting ideas, you won’t actually have to take control, because I don’t plan on dying tonight. Or anytime soon.”

      There’s a bubble of laughter on the other line.

      “Goddamn,” he mutters, “you’re an asshole even when you’re being nice.”

      I’m about to tell him to stay on the compound until I get back. But I notice someone exit the front of the gymnasium and the words dry on my tongue.

      Adriano notices.

      “Luc, everything alright?”

      “Shit,” I breathe.

      My eyes are trained on the woman who’s walking out of the building. She stops near the entrance of the adjoining parking lot and pulls out a cigarette.

      Tall and curvy. Dark eyes. Dark skin.

      Her face… I’ve seen that face before.

      But where?

      It’s right on the tip of my tongue. I just can’t quite put the pieces together.

      “Lucio? Brother? What the fuck is happening?” Adriano asks, clearly starting to panic.

      “Nothing,” I say quickly. “Listen, I’ve got to go. I’ll call you back later.”

      I hang up as Adriano protests, but I can’t concentrate on a conversation right now.

      Only her.

      And then I remember.

      She was the one who grabbed Evie from upstairs. One of the strippers. Sonya’s little hired whores.

      I watch as she smokes her cigarette and walks forward, looking for her car.

      She pulls out her car keys and unlocks a blue Toyota. She opens the door, throws in her bag, and then leans against the hood of her car as she finishes the cigarette.

      She’s not that far from me now. Her features are indisputable.

      It’s her. I know it is.

      I snap a shot of her, making sure her license plate is in the picture.

      Then I make a call to Enzo.

      “Boss?” he answers immediately. “Are we ready to move?”

      “No,” I say quickly. “This is another job, one that requires subtlety.”

      “Whatever you need, don.”

      “Who’s our closest team?”

      “Mine,” Enzo replies. “We’re down 2nd Street, off Ripley.”

      “Perfect,” I say. “Drive down here. There’s a blue Toyota that’s about to pull out of the lot. I want you to follow the car.”

      “Got it, boss,” Enzo replies, without so much as a question.

      “One car, two men tops,” I continue. “I just want eyes on the car and the woman driving it. Let me know where she lands.”

      “Will do.”

      “Make sure to follow her at a distance,” I reiterate. “She’s not going to want to be followed.”

      “She won’t suspect a thing.”

      As I watch, she throws her cigarette to the ground and tamps it out with the toe of her boot.

      “She’s moving,” I inform him. “She’ll be on the road in thirty seconds.”

      “We’ve got the target in sight,” Enzo says. “Ready and waiting.”

      The woman gets into her car and pulls out. Her expression is calm, unhurried. She has no clue that I’m watching her.

      No clue that everything in her world is about to change for the worse.

      She pilots her car to the exit of the parking lot and her signal flashes to the left. Pulls out onto the road.

      Twenty seconds later, I see the black sedan that belongs to the Family cruise on after her.

      “We’ve got you, bitch,” I whisper to myself.

      Thankful that I’ve managed to get a tail on her, my focus turns back to the gymnasium in front of me.

      There’s still no sign of Charlotte.

      The nerves are starting to build.

      I’ve promised myself I’d give her another half an hour. Ten minutes down, twenty to go. It feels like fucking torture.

      Maybe—

      I sit up straight when I see a familiar silhouette leave the building.

      She’s still quite a distance away but I’m pretty sure…

      Yes… yes, it’s Charlotte.

      An avalanche of relief cascades through me.

      I force down the need to celebrate and wait patiently as she walks through the parking lot and across the street to my car.

      She only speeds up when she’s crossing the street. I unlock the doors and a moment later, she slips inside.

      She’s trembling all over, goosebumps prickling at her skin.

      “Are you okay?” I ask immediately.

      “Jesus!” she exclaims, as though she can’t quite believe she made it. “Let’s drive.”

      I pull out onto the road immediately, glancing at her every two seconds. She’s still trembling, but otherwise, she looks unharmed.

      “I can’t believe it,” she breathes, running her hands down over her face. “I actually made it out of there.”

      I frown. “Were you nervous that you wouldn’t?” I ask pointedly.

      She glances at me. “It got a little… hairy.”

      “What?” I’m white-knuckling the steering wheel, adrenaline pumping.

      “It’s okay,” she says quickly, her hand fluttering onto my arm for a moment in a gesture of reassurance. “I’m fine. I’m fine. I got out of it.”

      “Out of what?” I demand. “Did that motherfucker try to force himself on you again?”

      A passing car blares his horn at me as I veer a little too close to oncoming traffic.

      “Jesus, Lucio!” Charlotte gasps. “Can you try not to kill us please?”

      I pull onto a quiet side street and park. I unbuckle my seat belt and turn my body towards hers.

      “Tell me what happened in there,” I say urgently.

      She takes a deep breath.

      Nothing about her appearance suggests that she’s been in a physical confrontation. She looks the same as when she’d walked into the building.

      The changes are in her eyes.

      She’s enormously relieved—that’s clear to see.

      But there’s a certain amount of panic that still clings to her. The air of someone who’s narrowly escaped death and is still reeling from the shock of it.

      She glances up at me. Her blue eyes meet mine.

      “I can’t go back there, Lucio,” she whispers, her voice breathy. “Ever.”

      “They’re suspicious of you now, aren’t they?”

      “They think I’m FBI,” Charlotte replies. “And I’ll admit, I ran with that.”

      I glance at my phone, hoping it’ll ring soon. I have a feeling about that woman in the Toyota and I don’t want her to slip through my fingers.

      When I glance back at Charlotte, she’s still breathing through whatever happened to her at the ring.

      “Is it horrible to say that I’m glad I won’t have to go back there?” she asks, looking at me guiltily.

      “Of course not. Why would you say that?”

      “Because we’re still no closer to finding Evie,” she says. “I might have stood a chance at getting some information if I’d stayed in the ring.”

      “Fuck that,” I say, waving away her concern. “It was always a long shot. I should never have put you in there in the first place.”

      “It was a good plan.”

      “It was a desperate one,” I retort. “I was just—”

      “You wanted your daughter back at any cost,” Charlotte suggests. “I did, too. Lucio, listen—when I went down there, someone was…”

      She trails off as I glance at my phone.

      “Something wrong?” Charlotte asks, picking up on my preoccupation.

      “I’m waiting on a message from Enzo,” I tell her. “He’s tailing someone for me. A woman.”

      Charlotte frowns, picking up on the tone of my voice. “Was she at the ring?”

      “She walked out shortly before you did,” I explain. “And I put two of my men on her.”

      “Where’ve you seen her before?” Charlotte asks immediately.

      “At the compound,” I reply. “She’s the woman who carried Evie out of there.”

      Charlotte’s eyes bug out with shock. “No!”

      I nod. “I have a feeling that whoever she is, her loyalty lies with Sonya. Not the Polish.”

      “Is that a good thing?” Charlotte asks, her brow wrinkling with worry. “Or bad?”

      I take a deep, frustrated breath. “I guess we’ll find—”

      Before I can finish my sentence, my phone starts ringing. I don’t even have to glance at the screen to know it’s Enzo. I can feel it.

      “Enzo?”

      “Boss, we followed her to a motel at the edge of town.”

      “A motel?”

      “Sunshine Castle,” Enzo tells me. “It’s no castle, that’s for sure. She went into a room on the second floor.”

      “Is she the only one in there?”

      “Been watching the room for twenty minutes now,” he tells me. “There seems to be someone else inside. Hard to say for sure.”

      “Who?”

      “That I can’t say, boss. We’re too far out to see.”

      “Send me your location,” I tell him. “I’m driving over there.”

      The moment I hang up, Charlotte’s on me. “Well?” she asks.

      “She’s at a motel at the edge of town. I’ll drop you off at the compound and then I’ll—”

      “No.”

      I stop short. Charlotte’s staring daggers at me.

      “You’re not kicking me to the curb.”

      “I’m not kicking you anywhere. I just –”

      “I’m coming with you and that’s final.”

      I suppress a smile and start the car. “Have it your way,” I say.

      Then we’re off. I fly through the streets, my heart pumping hard in my chest. Something big is about to break my way.

      I can feel it.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Sunshine Castle turns out to be a three-story brick motel. It might have been beautiful in its heyday, but time and neglect have robbed it of any appeal it once had.

      “Jesus…” Charlotte mutters, as we park outside the motel’s low walls. “Reminds me of my old apartment. And that’s not a compliment.”

      “That bad?” I ask.

      “Worse than you could ever imagine.” She twists in her seat to face me again as I kill the engine. “Before you say a word, I want you to know: I’m coming with you.”

      I sigh. I was worried she’d say that.

      “You sure you don’t want to sit this one out?” I ask. “We don’t know what’s going to be on the other side of that door.”

      “I’ll take my chances.”

      “Fine,” I concede. “But then you’re taking a gun in with you.”

      She pats her thigh. “Already got that covered.”

      “So be it.”

      We get out of the car and head into the motel’s car park.

      As we approach, Enzo and Stefano pop out of their vehicle, both unholstering firearms.

      “Lead the way,” I instruct.

      I make sure to walk in front of Charlotte. Thankfully, she doesn’t protest.

      We sneak up to the second floor. Enzo takes us to the edge of the narrow corridor. As we approach the door, I pull my gun out and cock it.

      Enzo and Stefano do the same.

      They glance back at me and I nod.

      It’s go time.

      Whoever this bitch is, she picked the wrong man to fuck with.
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      I hear the clack of three separate guns. A shiver races through my body.

      I’m very aware of the gun holster bound to my thigh, but I can’t bring myself to pull out the weapon.

      That’s not for me to do.

      Not yet. Not unless I have to.

      Both of Lucio’s men look back at him, waiting for his signal.

      Lucio nods once. I hold my breath as Enzo pounces forward and knocks down the door with one violent kick that sends it flying off its hinges.

      I hear a gasp.

      A shout.

      And then—

      A scream. The scream of a child.

      The kind that only one specific little girl can make.

      “Evie!” I gasp.

      I hadn’t planned on entering the room with Lucio and his men, but the sound yanks me forward dart. I dart in behind Lucio and Enzo, desperately clawing to see in.

      “Evie!” I call out again.

      The men’s guns are raised, but thankfully, no one’s fired a shot yet.

      I look around Lucio to see what we’re dealing with.

      And my jaw drops.

      The woman Enzo and his colleague tracked here is tall, attractive, with smooth caramel skin. The man is pale, brown-haired, wearing glasses.

      Both are pressed against the wall. Beyond them is a small crevice that obviously leads to the bathroom.

      Both are unarmed. Both have their hands raised.

      We’ve caught the bastards by surprise.

      But I know these particular bastards.

      Agent Ladipo and her colleague, the one she assigned to watch me outside of Savoretti’s.

      What the fuck?

      There’s only one explanation: there are dirty cops in the FBI. The question is… who are they really working for?

      “Where the fuck is my daughter?” Lucio roars, pointing his gun right at the woman.

      “She… she…”

      “Papa?”

      Evie’s skittish little voice breaks through the tense silence, and I feel it echo all the way inside me.

      “Evie!” I speak before Lucio does. “Where are you, princess?”

      “Charlotte?” she replies, her head poking out of the bathroom.

      The sight of that little face fills me with so much joy that I forget all about the tense standoff that blocks my path to Evie.

      I push right past Lucio, I ignore the couple who are standing on either side of Evie, and I stretch my arms out to her.

      The smile on her face falters slightly. Then she looks up at the woman standing next to her.

      “Evie,” Lucio whispers. “Tesoro.”

      I notice his hand twitch down. It’s as though he’s suddenly conscious of the fact that he’s holding a gun.

      “It’s me. Your Papa,” he says cautiously.

      It’s not that she’s confused. She knows exactly who we are.

      She’s just not sure what to do.

      She doesn’t look scared of the couple flanking her. Just nervous. Overwhelmed.

      “Evie!” I try again. “Sweetheart, we’ve missed you so much.”

      Her bottom lip trembles. Tears jump to my eyes instantly. What has she been through in the last two months?

      “Mommy says not to trust you,” Evie accuses.

      Lucio’s jaw twitches noticeably. I can tell he’s doing his best to suppress his anger for Evie’s sake.

      “I would never hurt you, Evie,” Lucio says, putting his gun away and lowering himself down on one knee. “Never.”

      She flinches away. “Mommy says you’re a bad man.”

      “That’s not true, Evie,” I say, hoping that I’m not overstepping here. “You know in your heart that’s not true, right?”

      She nods slowly, but she still looks uncertain.

      The couple are deadly quiet. They’re trying to read the situation, probably wondering if they’re going to get out of this alive.

      “Evie,” Lucio says, “where’s your mother?”

      “I don’t know,” Evie replies. “She comes to see me sometimes.”

      “Sometimes?” Lucio balks.

      Evie nods. “Mostly, I’m with Nathan and Mara.”

      Her hand reaches up subconsciously and clings to the edge of Mara’s blouse.

      “Nathan and Mara,” Lucio repeats, looking each of them in the eye.

      Clearly, they’re intimidated, because neither one has said a word since Lucio and his men stormed in here.

      “Where’s Sonya?” Lucio demands of them.

      Nathan speaks up in a hoarse crackle. “We can’t say.”

      Lucio growls, but his reactions are tempered for Evie’s benefit.

      “Tesoro,” he says, turning his attention back to his daughter, “how have you been?”

      “Okay,” she says timidly, as though she’s not sure. “I don’t like staying in this room. It’s too small.”

      “I can see that,” Lucio says. He’s trying to smile but it looks more like an angry grimace.

      “But Mommy says that I’m important so I have to keep moving,” Evie adds.

      The woman—Mara—flinches. Apparently, Evie’s saying much more than she’s comfortable with.

      “You are important,” Lucio tells her. “But are you happy?”

      Evie’s face drops a little. “I miss you and Charlotte,” she says, looking at us each. “But Mommy said that you don’t want me around anymore. She said you wanted me gone.”

      Anger flushes through me. The hottest fury I’ve ever felt.

      But all I can do to express it is ball my hands into fists.

      “That’s not true at all, Evie,” I say fiercely. “I love you. Your papa does, too. Neither one of us wanted you to go.”

      Evie’s eyes go wide. “Really?”

      “Really, really,” I say. “I pinkie swear.”

      Evie looks at me with renewed belief. She comes forward and offers me her pinkie finger. We clasp hands and when we pull away, Evie’s smiling again.

      Then she jumps into my arms and I hug her tight.

      The duo pinned against the wall aren’t expecting her to soften towards us so easily, but they have no way of stopping it.

      I notice that Lucio’s men haven’t changed their positions at all. They still have their guns pointed right at Ladipo and Nathan.

      The way Evie seems blind to that makes me realize how used to this violence she’s become.

      What the fuck has Sonya been up to?

      What has she done to this poor little girl?

      “Time to go, sweetness,” I whisper in her ear.

      She pulls back from me. “Is Mommy gonna come with us?”

      I freeze.

      My eyes drift away and meet Lucio’s over the top of Evie’s head. I can see the conflict in his expression.

      A shadow passes across his face. “I don’t think so, baby,” he replies honestly. “If you leave with me now, you might not see her for a while.”

      Evie weighs that for a long moment. While she thinks, she looks just like her father. Pensive and deep. Brooding.

      I wonder what kind of unseen damage has been done to her already in her short life. What kind of invisible scars there are on her heart.

      Then she twists around in my arms and looks towards the couple still wedged into the corner of the room.

      “Bye, Mara,” Evie tells them. “Bye, Nathan.”

      It’s as decisive as she could possibly be.

      Neither Nathan nor Ladipo says a word as we turn to the door, with Evie still in my arms.

      At the threshold, he stops and turns.

      “Tell Sonya I send my regards,” he says.

      He doesn’t need to say anymore to let them know it’s a threat.

      I follow him out the door, and then his men back out of the room with their guns still raised. They walk us to our car first, but neither one stows away their guns.

      Not even as we drive off in the direction of the compound.

      I sit in the back with Evie. She slumps against me, her head resting on my chest as we drive through the quiet streets.

      I stroke her hair back and within minutes, she’s sleeping.

      “She’s out,” I let Lucio know. “Poor thing’s exhausted.”

      Lucio is quiet. Dangerously quiet.

      “Lucio?”

      “She kept her in a fucking motel,” Lucio growls. He’s conscious about keeping his voice down so he doesn’t wake Evie, but the level of venom is still shocking. “Moved her around like a stowaway. Put her in the care of fucking strangers. Polish fucking scum.”

      I want to be able to reach out and touch him, calm him down. But with Evie resting against me, my hands are tied.

      In any case, I happen to believe that he has every reason to be pissed.

      “I know,” I agree. “What was she thinking?”

      “It’s clear that she wasn’t fucking thinking,” Lucio growls. “Did you hear what Evie said?”

      “Which part?”

      “The part about seeing Sonya sometimes.”

      “It sounded like she’s barely been with Evie this whole time.”

      “Probably because she’s fucking that bastard Kazimierz. Having her kid around probably crimps the femme fatale vibe.”

      “I don’t understand her,” I admit.

      “She’s a psychopath,” he snaps. “There’s nothing more to understand.”
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      When we get to the compound, Lucio carries Evie into the house and I follow behind them. She stirs as we’re climbing the stairs up to her room.

      Her eyes blink open and she peers at me over Lucio’s shoulder.

      “Charlotte?”

      “Hey, cutie,” I soothe.

      “Are we home yet?” she asks sleepily.

      “We are,” I reply. “Are you happy to be back?”

      “Mhmm,” she replies. “I missed my bed. And Paulie.”

      I open the door for Lucio and turn on one of the lights. Only when I’m confronted with the pristine tidiness of Evie’s room do I remember that the last time I was in here, Lucio was destroying everything.

      Someone must’ve come in and fixed things up. New objects replace the ones Lucio wrecked.

      I don’t see Paulie anywhere, though. The last time I saw him, he was torn in two pieces in the middle of Evie’s ruined bedroom.

      I shoot him a look as he puts Evie down on her bed. “You fixed it up?”

      “Of course,” he replies. “I wasn’t about to just leave it in shambles. I had to prepare for the possibility I’d get her back.”

      I smile softly. “Always one step ahead, huh?”

      “Always.”

      “What are you guys talking about?” Evie asks, rubbing her eyes with both her little fists.

      I sit down on the edge of her bed, right opposite Lucio.

      “We’re just glad you’re back,” I tell her.

      She smiles. “Can we go for a swim in the pool?” she asks. “And then eat peanut butter pancakes?”

      I laugh. “That sounds like a great plan. But it’s late now, princess. How about we do it tomorrow?”

      “All three of us?”

      I glance at Lucio, who gives Evie a reassuring smile.

      “All three of us,” he promises her.

      She smiles brightly. “Can we call Mommy, too?”

      The smile slides off Lucio’s face instantly. I put my arm around her and jump in quickly to distract her from Lucio’s reaction.

      “Your mother might be busy, sweetheart,” I tell her. “So she might not be able to come see you tomorrow.”

      Evie sighs. It’s the kind of sigh you’d expect from someone decades older. The sound of it cracks my heart just a little bit more.

      “Mommy’s always busy,” she says with obvious disappointment. “She never spends any time with me anymore.”

      Lucio and I exchange a glance over Evie’s head.

      “When was the last time you saw your mother?” Lucio asks cautiously.

      “I can’t remember,” Evie replies uncertainly. “A few days ago, maybe.”

      “What do you guys do when you’re together?” I ask.

      Evie’s face drops again. She shrugs her little shoulders. “Mommy never wants to play any games,” she admits. “She just wants to talk all the time. Sometimes, she’s really boring. But she takes me swimming sometimes. Even though the last place we stayed didn’t have a pool. So we couldn’t do that, either.”

      “How many different places have you stayed at, kiddo?” I probe.

      “I can’t remember,” she says again. “The place without the pool, the place with the ugly green wallpaper, the place with the loud man down the hall…”

      She trails off and I feel anger twist in my gut.

      Any admiration I might’ve once had for Sonya disappears instantly.

      She may be confident, strong and powerful. But she’s a shitty mother, and that’s not something I can forgive.

      I had assumed she’d taken Evie back because she wanted to give her a better life, a more secure environment. But from everything Evie has told us, that doesn’t seem to be the case.

      I glance at Lucio, whose knuckles are white and strained from all the anger I know he’s suppressing.

      He’s too furious for words.

      I drop a kiss on Evie’s head. “How about you sleep now and we’ll play tons of fun games tomorrow?”

      “Promise?”

      “Promise,” I assure her.

      Lucio gets off the bed and walks to her closet nestled in the corner of the room. I realize that the usual white cupboard has been replaced with a blue one.

      There are other changes in the room, but I’m too tired and too emotionally exhausted to pay much attention to them.

      “I have something for you, Evie,” he says, opening the blue cupboard and pulling something out.

      I watch as Evie’s expression turns from curious to joyous.

      “Paulie!”

      Lucio chuckles as he hands over her stuffed platypus.

      I notice a thin thread, expertly weaving along the rim of the creature’s neck and securing it where it belongs.

      He fixed her toy.

      My heart melts.

      “I think he’s missed you,” Lucio rumbles.

      Evie grabs her old friend and squeezes him to her chest. Her face lights up and I can’t help but laugh at her expression. She genuinely looks as though Christmas has come early.

      “Thank you, Papa,” she beams.

      “Goodnight, tesoro,” he says, bending down low to kiss her on the forehead.

      I give her a kiss, too, and then Lucio and I use the connecting door to enter what used to be my bedroom.

      The moment it clicks shut, I turn to him.

      “Are you okay?”

      He looks like a man on the edge. His muscles are tight with tension, his brow scrunched with concern and anger.

      But mostly, he looks relieved.

      “She’s back,” he breathes.

      I smile and nod. “You did it.”

      “Fuck,” he says, closing his eyes for a moment.

      I take his hand and give it a comforting squeeze. “I knew you’d get her back.”

      “Yeah?” he asks. “Because some days, I wasn’t sure myself.”

      I shake my head. “I never had any doubts.”

      He looks down at me, his eyes boring into mine.

      It feels like a lifetime has passed since we left the house. Had I really been in the Polish ring only a few hours ago? Had I really had an audience with Kazimierz himself?

      I realize I haven’t told Lucio about all that yet.

      But before I can, Lucio’s hand settles on the nape of my neck. His touch shocks my body into the present.

      Suddenly, the only thing I’m aware of is him.

      The heat coming off him makes me realize that I’m cold. Shivering. I take a step forward and his grip against my neck tightens as he tilts my head up towards him.

      Then he leans in and presses his lips to mine.

      It’s a soft, fluttering kiss. A reminder that we’re alive. That we made it through this day.

      I feel strong. Almost invincible.

      Within seconds, we’re naked, clothes puddled at our feet, and pawing at each other, hungry and desperate.

      We fall back onto the bed together and I climb onto Lucio’s muscular body.

      I’m so wet that the moment I grab his cock, he slips inside me easily. I want to take it slow. I want to make this last.

      But my body has other ideas.

      I ride him hard, bucking my hips against his, taking his cock as deep as I can.

      He stares up at me, his eyes flooded with lust, his teeth gritted with exertion as he shoves his hips up to meet mine.

      This is what I need.

      I’m pretty sure it’s what he needs, too.

      The tension and stress of the day burns out between us and I ride the high of our huge victory as one thought circles through my head again and again.

      It’s a naïve thought, but I can’t help losing myself to it in the moment.

      Everything’s going to be okay.
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      Waves of pleasure force my eyes open.

      I’m hard, but there’s something soft and wet wrapped around my cock.

      I look down to find a dark head of hair crouching over me.

      Charlotte.

      And God help me, this is the way I want to be woken up every morning.

      Her hands are on my balls, playing with them gently as she sucks me off. She’s being gentle, easing me back into consciousness.

      But the moment she realizes I’m awake, she takes me in a little deeper, her tongue lapping over my shaft with increasing enthusiasm.

      “Fuck,” I groan as my cock hits the back of her throat.

      My hand lands on her head, but she doesn’t need any coaxing. She’s practically choking on my cock at this point.

      And still she keeps going.

      She sucks me hard, her head bobbing up and down my shaft until I feel my release on the horizon.

      My thoughts are dissolving into single syllables.

      Please.

      More.

      Don’t.

      Stop.

      I can’t even speak. Can’t breathe.

      Not until I erupt violently into her sweet mouth.

      The spasms rip through me, one after the next.

      And then they fade away, little by little, and Charlotte releases me from her lips with a pop.

      I watch as she licks her lower lip and brushes a hair back behind her ear. She gives me a slow, lazy smile.

      “Good morning.”

      “For fuck’s sake,” I breathe, collapsing back into my pillow.

      She laughs lightly as she crawls up my body and settles down next to me, under my arm.

      “Slept well?” I murmur.

      She hesitates for a moment. “Yes,” she says. “It’s good to have Evie back.”

      “I know. She’ll be up soon.”

      “I’m thinking French toast for breakfast,” Charlotte says.

      “Sounds heavenly.”

      She pushes herself up on her elbow and looks down at me. “Lucio… what are you gonna do?”

      “About?”

      She waves her hand toward the ceiling. “Everything.”

      I sigh. That’s the big question, isn’t it?

      “I have no clue,” I say. “But I’ll figure it out.”

      She nods and leaves it at that.

      Then we both hear the pitter patter of little feet, alerting us to the fact that Evie is up.

      “Shit!” Charlotte curses, grabbing the sheets and winding them around her naked body.

      I’m a little irked, too. I was hoping for another round before we had to get up.

      Looks like that’ll have to wait.

      “Lucio!” Charlotte hisses at me. “Get up.”

      “What?” I ask, confused by her sudden panic.

      “She’s gonna run in here and see the two of us like this,” she points out.

      Oh. Right.

      I haul my ass out of bed and manage to slip into the bathroom just as the main door opens. I keep the door slightly ajar so I see Evie run towards Charlotte.

      “Good morning!” she greets happily.

      “Good morning, kiddo,” Charlotte says enthusiastically. But I can tell she’s a little flustered.

      To be honest, it’s fucking adorable.

      “What are you wearing?” Evie asks, giving her a quizzical expression.

      “Uh, I, just… the bedsheet.”

      “Why?”

      “I, um… spilled something on my pajamas,” Charlotte says, tripping over her words.

      I have to suppress a laugh. It’s a pretty good fib.

      “Oh. Okay,” Evie says, accepting that easily.

      “Why don’t you go to your room and pick out an outfit for the day, little one?” Charlotte asks, capitalizing on the opportunity. “I’m just gonna go into the bathroom and change. I’ll be right there.”

      “Okay.” She scampers off, Paulie’s head bobbing in her arms.

      Keeping the bedsheet wrapped around her like a robe, Charlotte grabs a pair of jeans and a plain t-shirt and heads for the bathroom. I move aside so she can slip in.

      The moment the door snaps shut, she turns to me with a sigh.

      “That was a close one.”

      “What did you spill on your pajamas?” I ask innocently.

      She swats at me with her hand and drops the sheet. “Ha, ha. Very funny.”

      I watch her get dressed, admiring her tight little body as she bends to wriggle into her jeans.

      “Will you stop staring?” she snaps. But the shy blush on her cheeks is too cute to ignore.

      “Nah, I’d rather not.”

      She smiles and runs a comb through her hair before turning back to me.

      “I’ll get Evie ready. You can meet us in the kitchen.” She starts to slink out, but just as she brushes by me, she pauses. “You should take a shower, too. You are filthy.”

      She winks, bounds up on her tiptoes to kiss me on the cheek, and then she’s gone.

      And just like that, I’m hard again.

      For fuck’s sake, she’s incredible.

      I take a cold shower, dress, and then I head downstairs to the kitchen.

      The women have beaten me down there.

      “…really?” Charlotte is saying.

      “Mhmm,” Evie chirps, throwing her arms in the air.

      “Good morning, ladies,” I say as I sweep into the kitchen.

      “Papa!” Evie coos. She leaps off her barstool and runs headlong into my arms.

      I snatch her up in one smooth motion and twirl her around as she lets out a little shriek of excitement.

      “Can we go for a swim after breakfast?” she pleads.

      I laugh. “How about in the evening?” I say. “After you get back from school.”

      “School?” Charlotte repeats with surprise.

      I look past Evie to where Charlotte’s standing by the kitchen island. She’s already soaking her bread for the French toast.

      “She’s missed enough,” I explain. “She needs to pick it back up again today.”

      “Will you take me, Papa?” Evie inquires.

      I pretend to think about it. “Well…”

      Evie’s eyes bulge. “Papa, please!”

      I break into a smile. “Oh, alright then, I suppose. Twist my arm about it, why don’t you?”

      My daughter cackles in my arm right as the first piece of French toast hits the pan and the sweetness begins to fill the kitchen.

      Life seems so good in this instant.

      One pure, beautiful moment, captured in time like a fly in amber.

      “Can Charlotte come, too?” Evie asks, squirming in my arms.

      “You’ll have to ask her that,” I say solemnly.

      I pivot, still holding Evie, to face my nanny who’s so much more than that.

      She glances back at us over her shoulder from her position in front of the range. A shy smile spreads across her face.

      “If you want me to,” she murmurs.

      Evie claps and squeals, “Yes!”

      “Okay, then,” Charlotte replies. “It’s settled. But first—breakfast.”

      Evie looks between us and nods, satisfied with how her morning is going so far. “What about Mommy?”

      I tense instantly. It’s my immediate reaction any time she brings up Sonya.

      The hopeful tone is not lost on me, and I have to keep reminding myself that as mature as she may seem sometimes, Evie’s still only six years old.

      And six-year-olds want their mothers.

      “Mommy is… busy, tesoro,” I tell her.

      “Oh.” She thinks about that for a second. Then she asks, “Papa?”

      “Yes?”

      “Why did you tell me that Mommy was dead?”

      I freeze.

      Charlotte does, too.

      Fuck.

      I remember the chaotic moment in the library when I’d finally told Evie that Sonya was gone.

      Of course it sounds like a lie now.

      But at the time, I’d believed I was telling Evie the truth.

      I set my daughter down, kneel to her level, and take her hand between both of mine.

      “I’m sorry, angel,” I tell her straight. “At the time, I thought she was.”

      She stands stock still, head tilted to the side.

      I fumble around for what else to say. “But as it turns out, later on, I learned your mother was very much alive.”

      I let out a long, weary breath. Over at the stove top, Charlotte is still working on the French toast, but I notice the nervous set of her shoulders. She’s paying attention to everything.

      “Things with your mother are… complicated,” I conclude. “Very complicated.”

      “Complicated?” she repeats, stumbling on the word.

      “Yes. Maybe one day when you’re older, I’ll explain it to you,” I say.

      “And then I’ll understand?”

      “I hope so.”

      She cocks her head to the side and mulls over that for a moment. “Okay.”

      Her little hand reaches out and grabs Paulie, who’s lying on the counter about a foot away from her. She holds him close to her chest, pressing the fabric to her nose.

      “You missed him, huh?” I say, eager for a change of subject.

      “Mhmm,” Evie nods. “I used to cry at night without him.”

      “Was there anyone with you at night?”

      “Nathan or Mara,” Evie replies. “Mommy said she couldn’t stay with me, but she wanted to, real bad. I told Mommy about Paulie, and she said she’d bring him back for me. And she did. Well, she tried. But it wasn’t Paulie. Even though he looked like Paulie.”

      I wince. A fake toy?

      There goes another thread of trust between mother and daughter. Sliced in two.

      I’ll never forgive Sonya for what she’s done to my little girl.

      I put my hand on Evie’s shoulder. She’s got all the kindness and consideration that her mother lacks. I don’t know where it came from—God knows those things don’t come naturally to me—but I’m glad she has it nonetheless.

      She is special in more ways than she could ever know.

      “Well, you’ve got the real Paulie back now,” I comfort her. “That’s all that matters.”

      Evie nods and then turns her attention to the stove, where the smell of cinnamon and caramelizing toast wafts over to us.

      “Mm, that smells super delicious!” Evie says, closing her eyes for a moment.

      “It does, doesn’t it?” I agree.

      Charlotte throws us both a smile. “Good, because I’m making this extra special for your first morning back, little one.”

      I can hear the affection in Charlotte’s tone. It makes me want to pull her to me. To live off the warmth she radiates.

      Maybe that’s where some of Evie’s sweetness comes from. Her light.

      Charlotte is the one who brought that here.

      As she flips over a piece of toast, I hear footsteps coming down the hall. Enzo’s tall silhouette appears through the glass partition and then rounds the corner into the kitchen.

      “Good morning, boss. I—”

      “Enzo!” Evie screeches before he can finish his thought.

      Lorenzo stops short in alarm. Before he can even process what’s happening, Evie’s on him, hurling herself recklessly right into his embrace.

      He laughs in shock as he catches her and scoops her up. “Evie girl,” he says. “I heard you were back.”

      “I’m back! I’m back! I’m back!” she yells into his ear.

      He laughs again before setting her back down on her feet. “It sure seems so. Go on then, let me look at you.”

      She twirls around for his benefit, then does the curtsy that Charlotte taught her the night we went to the restaurant.

      “You’ve gotten taller,” he comments. Then he frowns. “And skinnier.”

      He’s not wrong. I’ve noticed that, too.

      Not skinny in a no-big-deal way. More like skinny in a not-enough-food way.

      One more strike against Sonya.

      “I didn’t like the food Mommy brought me sometimes,” Evie admits. “And Mara and Nathan can’t cook like Charlotte can.”

      “No one can cook like Charlotte can,” Enzo agrees.

      “I haven’t been back to the garden yet, Enzo,” Evie says, grabbing his hand. “Will you come with me? I want to visit the magic fountain.”

      “Good idea,” Enzo says. He allows himself to be pulled towards the sliding doors that lead to the patio.

      As they pass by me, he shrugs apologetically. I laugh and wave him on.

      I can’t help smiling as I watch the man get dragged through the garden with Evie and Paulie. Completely at their beck and call.

      I’m extremely familiar with the feeling.

      “That’s an unlikely friendship if ever I saw one,” I comment, turning back to Charlotte.

      She’s plating up the French toast, but she doesn’t respond to my comment.

      In fact, it’s clear she’s not listening at all.

      Her brow is pinched and her lips are pressed tight together.

      “Charlotte?”

      She looks at me with a start, her eyebrows rising quickly. “Sorry,” she says distractedly. “Did you say something?”

      “Not important,” I reply. “Something the matter?”

      “I was just thinking…”

      “Yeah?”

      “School, huh?” Charlotte asks, her brow creasing with worry.

      It’s strange that I feel the need to explain to her. As though she should have had an equal say in the decision.

      “You don’t have to worry, Charlotte,” I assure her. “The school’s secure. I had my men check it out and it’s fucking bulletproof.”

      “Wouldn’t you have said that about the compound before Sonya broke into it?”

      I raise my eyebrows. She’s got somewhat of a point.

      But it’s her fear talking.

      I get that. I can fix that.

      “Charlotte, I understand why you’re nervous, but you don’t have to be. When she’s at that school, there’s nothing that’s getting to her.”

      “How sure are you of that?”

      “A hundred and ten percent,” I reply confidently. “Otherwise, I wouldn’t be sending her in at all.”

      “Okay,” Charlotte breathes, as though she’s trying to convince herself. “Okay then.”

      She finishes garnishing the decadent plates of French toast in front of her with a dusting of sugar and slices of strawberry as thin as paper.

      But I can see it in her eyes—she’s still worried.

      If only Sonya cared about Evie even half as much as Charlotte does.

      Charlotte plucks a loaded plate from the array in front of her and slides it over to me. The smell hits my nostrils, rich and buttery and creamy and so damn sweet I want to laugh out loud.

      “Where did you come from?” I ask her in awe.

      She gives me a shy smile. “Shut up and eat, you clown,” she says playfully. “Or I’m gonna eat your portion, too.”
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      I watch as Lucio says goodbye to Evie on the steps that lead up to her school.

      My skin tingles furiously because he looks damn good in that black t-shirt he’s wearing. It hugs his arms and his abs like a second skin and every hard ridge of muscle is visible.

      All the moms dropping their kids off better keep their eyes to their damn selves.

      Evie waves to me and then runs up the steps towards her teachers.

      She looks happy.

      She looks relaxed.

      And for the first time since we found her again, my heart unclenches the tiniest little bit.

      As Lucio walks back towards the Wrangler, I try my hardest not to gawk. The aviators he’s wearing don’t exactly make that easy, though.

      “Mind if we run a quick errand?” he asks when he settles back into the car.

      “Sure,” I say in a weirdly husky voice, still running through fantasies in my head of lifting up Lucio’s shirt to reveal the six-pack I know is lurking underneath. “Whatever you want.”

      It’s embarrassing how hard it is to tear my eyes away from him.

      “She seems excited to get back to school,” Lucio comments as he fires up the engine and edges us away from the curb.

      “Yeah, well, being trapped inside hotel rooms for two months straight can’t have been easy on her.”

      Lucio mutters something under his breath, but I can’t catch what he says.

      I can guess that it’s nothing flattering about Sonya’s parenting, though.

      We drive out of the school’s tall gates and turn onto a main road. I glance at Lucio, wondering whether I should bring up a concern that’s been rolling around in my head for the last several hours.

      “What?” he asks.

      “What?”

      He smirks. “You’re the one with something on your mind,” he says.

      I frown. “How do you know?”

      “That pinched look on your face,” he says smugly. “Telltale giveaway. A Charlotte Dunn trademark.”

      My frown deepens. Apparently, I’m more transparent than I realize.

      “Well…”

      “Go on,” Lucio urges. “Tell me.”

      “You can trust all your men, right?” I ask tentatively.

      He glances at me, his smile fading. “What do you mean?”

      “I’m just nervous,” I admit. “Now that we’ve got Evie back, I worry that Sonya has someone on the inside.”

      “Inside the Family?” Lucio asks, as though the possibility hasn’t even crossed his mind.

      “Surely you’ve considered it?”

      “Not seriously,” he admits.

      “Why not?”

      “Because my men are loyal,” Lucio says firmly.

      He’s not defensive, but I have a feeling that if I persist, that’s what I’ll get.

      I decide to push forward anyway. For Evie’s safety, I’m willing to risk his anger.

      “And Adriano? He’s—”

      “Adriano is my best friend and my righthand man,” Lucio says, cutting me off before I can finish. “I’ve known him for as long as I can remember. He is closer than blood. He’d sooner die than betray me. Got it?”

      He’s suddenly tense. Thrumming with hot energy. I can see the whites of his knuckles as he clutches the steering wheel a little tighter.

      “Right. Yeah. Of course.”

      “He would never turn his back on me or the Family,” Lucio says, his eyes look at the rearview mirror with intense concentration.

      I take a deep breath. “Okay.”

      Lucio’s stance doesn’t relax. In fact, he’s starting to look like a don again. Cold, alert… pissed.

      “Lucio,” I say sheepishly, “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to offend—”

      “Someone’s following us,” he interrupts.

      “What?” I whip around in my seat to look back over my shoulder.

      The black car following behind us definitely looks suspicious. But it could be anyone.

      “Are you sure?”

      Instead of answering, Lucio whips a sudden left across traffic.

      Angry horns blare and oncoming cars swerve furiously out of the way…

      And the black car follows suit.

      Fuck.

      “The Polish?” I ask, glancing at Lucio with alarm.

      “Has to be,” he growls. “But there’s only one car.”

      “Steering us to an ambush?” I suggest. Then I see the car behind us flash its headlights. “Wait, what does that mean?”

      I’m starting to panic a little bit.

      Lucio checks the mirror. “They want us to stop.”

      I gawk at him. “We’re not going to, are we?”

      Suddenly, his phone starts ringing. We both glance at the screen at the same time.

      Unknown Number.

      Lucio picks up and puts it on speaker.

      Sonya’s smooth voice drips through the phone.

      “Hello, darling,” she says. “Is this a good time?”

      “What the hell are you doing?” he growls.

      “I just wanna talk,” she says. “You owe me that much. You took my kid.”

      “She’s my fucking kid,” Lucio snarls.

      Sonya sighs. “Must we do this every time?”

      “What do you want, Sonya?”

      “Like I said, I want to talk.”

      “Then talk.”

      “I’d rather have this conversation face-to-face,” Sonya replies.

      She sounds remarkably calm, remarkably composed for a woman who’s just lost her child… again.

      The woman makes me fucking nervous.

      “I’m not interested in seeing your face,” Lucio tells her.

      “Well, you’re in luck then,” Sonya croons without hesitation. “You’re not the one I want to talk to.”

      I freeze, glancing at Lucio with confusion.

      Surely she’s not talking about me…

      Right?

      “It’s that pretty little brunette in the passenger seat I’d like to chat with. Charlotte, am I right?”

      What.

      The.

      Fuck?

      Lucio grits his teeth. “She’s not involved in any of this.”

      “Considering my daughter couldn’t stop talking about her the whole time she was with me, I’d say she’s very much involved.”

      Lucio glances at me. I put my hand on his arm. “Let me talk to her,” I mouth to him.

      He frowns.

      Clearly, he doesn’t like the idea, but I can see that he’s curious enough to consider it.

      “How many men do you have with you?” Lucio asks first.

      “Just one. The driver,” Sonya replies. “You can check the car if you don’t believe me, darling.”

      “Fine. Pull over.”

      Looking murderous, Lucio pulls the jeep over to the side of the road and parks. The black vehicle follows suit and grinds to a halt a few feet behind us.

      “You have your gun on you?” Lucio asks me.

      “Uh, no.”

      He doesn’t hesitate. He opens his storage cabinet and pulls out a spare Glock that he passes to me.

      “Hide it under your dress,” he instructs me.

      “Lucio…”

      “Do it,” he says firmly. “You can bet that bitch is packing.”

      Sighing, I take the gun and hide it under my leg, making sure the hem of my dress keeps it completely hidden from view.

      A second later, Sonya appears at Lucio’s door. He rolls down the window.

      Again, I’m struck by how amazing she looks.

      She’s wearing a navy-blue blazer over a black turtleneck. Her blonde hair hangs in effortlessly flawless waves around her shoulders and her makeup is expertly applied.

      “Lucio, darling,” she murmurs, “you won’t mind giving up your seat for me, would you?”

      “Excuse me?” he rumbles.

      “I’d like to speak to Charlotte privately,” she says with a gentle smile, like he’s too thick to understand.

      “Are you fucking serious?” Lucio scowls. “You want me to give you the car?”

      “Oh, calm down,” she tuts, waving a hand in his face. “You can hold onto the keys. I’m not gonna drive away with your little plaything.”

      I narrow my eyes at her. “I’m not his plaything,” I snap. “You’re projecting.”

      She cocks her head to the side and looks at me for the first time.

      “Well, well! She’s feisty,” Sonya says admiringly to Lucio.

      “If you want to talk to me, why are you looking at him all the time?” I demand.

      She looks at me, her eyes shrewd and scrutinous.

      “Okay, little lamb,” she says. “Let’s talk. Woman-to-woman.”

      I glare at her. She pauses and purses her lips.

      I think she’s starting to realize that she’s already got off on the wrong foot.

      Lucio looks over at me with raised eyebrows.

      I can tell he’s giving me a choice. If I chose not to be alone in the Wrangler with Sonya, he’s not going to leave me with her.

      But it’s not in me to shrink from uncomfortable situations. Particularly not when they stand a chance of being useful.

      After all, Sonya is Evie’s mom.

      And if I’m being honest, I’m curious as fuck about this insane woman.

      So beautiful and yet so broken.

      “It’s okay,” I say, nodding to Lucio. “I can handle this.”

      He doesn’t look surprised in the slightest.

      “I’ll be right outside,” he says. Sure enough, he grabs the car keys for good measure.

      And just before he gets out of the Wrangler, he glances down at my thigh pointedly—a subtle reminder that the gun is there for a reason.

      Then he’s gone, leaving the seat free for Sonya to take.

      She gives him a saucy wave and then slips into the driver’s seat, tugging the door closed behind her.

      Lucio walks only a few feet away, but his body is tense and alert, his eyes darting between the Wrangler and the black vehicle parked behind us.

      “Tightly wound, isn’t he?” Sonya asks conversationally. We’re both watching him through the windshield as he takes up a spot a few yards away with his back against the brick wall.

      He doesn’t look away from us for even a second.

      Eventually, I divert my attention to the woman next to me.

      She looks right back, unblinking and calm.

      Her eyes are beautiful. They’re brown, but nothing about them is boring. They’ve got that soft warm caramel brown that holds hints of gold around the iris.

      My opinion of her couldn’t be lower. Especially not after what I’ve learned over the last few days.

      But that doesn’t mean I’m still not intimidated as hell.

      Doesn’t mean I’m not comparing myself to her poise, her confidence, her surety.

      “How’s my daughter?” Sonya asks.

      “Evie’s doing well,” I reply, trying to mimic her calm tone. “She’s thriving back at the compound. She never should have been removed from it.”

      Sonya arches one perfect eyebrow. “You think it was better for her to be away from her mother?” she counters.

      I frown. “Are you kidding?” I demand. “You abandoned her. You—”

      “I did not abandon my daughter,” Sonya says in a clipped tone.

      “Fine,” I snap. “You left her to some dirty fucking strangers who then dropped her off at Lucio’s doorstep. We can argue about the word choice, but it’s the same thing in my opinion.”

      Sonya is quiet for a moment. I can tell she doesn’t like being put in a position where she’s forced to defend herself.

      Yeah… well, too fucking bad.

      “First of all,” she says after a long silence, “they weren’t strangers. They’re people I trust greatly. Which is why I left Evie in their care. I had to make certain decisions, and yes, they were tough decisions. But it had to be done to ensure Evie’s long-term safety.”

      “Long-term safety?” I repeat. “What does that mean?”

      “I’m trying to explain, if you’d let me,” Sonya clucks in irritation.

      Her gaze darts to Lucio, who has started pacing between two large trees.

      “Well, you’re not doing a great job,” I snap again. “What makes you think leaving Evie with Polish gang members would have ever contributed to her long-term safety?”

      Sonya turns her attention to me.

      “They’re not Polish gang members,” she says. “None of the people I work with are. The couple Evie was with the night Lucio broke into the motel and took Evie back… they’re not Polish mafia.”

      “Then who the fuck are they?” I demand impatiently.

      “FBI,” Sonya says calmly.

      I stare at her in shock.

      I know my jaw is hanging open, but I can’t help it.

      I turn to the windscreen and notice that Lucio is staring at me, aware that I’ve just been told something unbelievable.

      He’ll have to wait for an explanation though.

      “You’re working with the FBI?” I ask.

      “Funny, isn’t it?” Sonya says with a warm chuckle. “Surprise!”

      I shake my head. Nothing is adding up. “What the fuck?”

      She smiles. “I know, darling—it’s a lot to process. But feel free to ask me anything.”

      “Start from the beginning,” I order her. “This clearly happened after you left Lucio?”

      “Oh yes,” Sonya confirms. “I got pregnant with Evie, and it made me realize how trapped I was.”

      “Trapped?”

      “I was already unsure about my position in Lucio’s life. He was first and foremost the don of the Mazzeo Family. I always came second. I would always be his second priority. And that just wasn’t good enough for me.”

      “So you ran? Disappeared?”

      “I couldn’t trust that he’d let me go,” she explains. “Especially if he found out I was pregnant. I couldn’t take that chance. So yes, I disappeared. And he let me go.”

      I hesitate, reading the expression on her face. “You expected him to look for you?”

      “I guess I assumed if I was important to him, he’d fight harder for me,” she confesses. “But he didn’t. He proved what I’d always suspected: I was his second priority. Maybe not even that.”

      “Where did you go?”

      “To my mother’s.”

      “Your mother? Evie never mentioned a grandma.”

      “She died when Evie was four,” Sonya explains.

      To my surprise, there’s a trace of emotion working its way into her voice. Maybe she’s not as much of an ice queen as I thought.

      “It was hard for both of us. I did what I always do—retreat inwards. I guess Evie’s way of coping was to cling to that damned stuffed toy.”

      I stop short. “Paulie?”

      “Right,” Sonya says distractedly. “Paulie or whatever. My mother brought it for her just before she passed. Thought it was cute, I guess. So when Paula—that was my mother’s name—lost her fight with cancer, that little creature became Evie’s world.”

      Paula.

      Paulie.

      One loss after another.

      I feel a lump rise in my throat, but I squash it down. Sonya is the last person I want to fall apart in front of.

      Emotion will have to wait.

      “Anyway… a few months after she died, I was approached by the FBI. They told me they wanted to recruit me for a special mission. Tensions were brewing between two huge mafia gangs, and they happened to know I used to be connected to one. Of course I accepted their offer. I trained. I strategized.”

      “You infiltrated the Polish,” I infer.

      “There were files upon files on both of the Kowalczyk brothers,” she tells me. “I poured over all of them. And we made a plan.’”

      I make sure my face gives nothing away. Even though my hands are starting to shake and sweat at the onslaught of memories.

      “We knew that tensions were rising fast. And now, it’s only a matter of time before it explodes.”

      I hold up a hand. “Hold up,” I say. “Something’s not making sense to me.”

      “Then ask.”

      “If you’re actively working to bring down both groups, why put your daughter right in the middle of it?” I ask. “Why set her in harm’s way?”

      Sonya sighs, her body tensing slightly. “Lucio is… Just because I left him doesn’t mean I stopped caring about him.”

      I can tell she’s resisting the urge to look his way right now.

      “I wondered if maybe he was capable of putting someone above himself or his precious mafia,” she explains. “It was a chance for him to save his own soul. I wanted to see if he would take it. So I struck a deal with the FBI in return for my help.”

      Lies upon lies.

      Games upon games.

      My head is spinning.

      “The FBI only cares about the money and the murders,” she tells me. “Everything else is negotiable. So, essentially, I told them that I could try disbanding the Mazzeo Family by taking Lucio out of the equation.”

      “Taking Lucio out of the equation?” I repeat. “That sounds like—”

      “What I mean is, I could see if Lucio would walk away from the Mazzeo,” Sonya tells me.

      “But—”

      I stop short, my eyes going wide as I remember the ultimatum that she had given Lucio the last time they’d spoken.

      “You told Lucio to leave the country with Evie,” I say. “And hand over control of the Family to the Polish.”

      She nods.

      “And the Polish?”

      “Would be crushed. I have no loyalty to them. They’re nothing but a means to an end.”

      “I see,” I breathe. My head is still a chaotic whirl of thoughts, but it’s starting to take shape.

      “Do you see, Charlotte?” Sonya presses. “Do you really?” She seizes my hand between hers and squeezes.

      “Why me?” I ask. “Why not have this conversation with Lucio?”

      She groans tiredly. “Because Lucio and I… We could never just talk to each other. A simple conversation would always turn into a fight. Our whole relationship was one big stalemate. I thought you’d be able to get through to him seeing as how the two of you are so… close.”

      I purse my lips and ignore that last little comment.

      “You and I both know Lucio’s never going to walk away from this. It’s his birthright. His kingdom.”

      I don’t feel guilty speaking for Lucio in this case. I know for a fact that he’d never abandon his men to anyone, Polish or FBI.

      Sonya’s expression turns cold. “Convince him.”

      “You really want him to leave the country with Evie?”

      “Yes,” she replies. “If he stays here, things won’t end well for him. There are charges brewing. And if those don’t stick… well, let’s just say the government has a way of making its thorniest problems simply disappear.”

      She says it brashly. Confidently.

      But buried somewhere in there is the seed of a doubt.

      She’s telling me that the FBI recruited the jilted ex-wife of a don in order to stir up and then crush a mob war between two of New York’s most powerful criminal organizations.

      Why go to those lengths if it was going to be so easy to stick Lucio in jail or assassinate him?

      She’s bluffing.

      They all are.

      They don’t have shit on Lucio.

      And they’re going to keep grasping at straws until they get what they want—or until Lucio makes them regret ever even glancing in his direction.

      “Bullshit.”

      She lets go of my hand and recoils in alarm. “Come again?”

      “You don’t have proof of shit,” I challenge. “Not a damn thing.”

      “Oh, we’ll find proof when we need it,” she hisses. “There are bodies buried all over this city. We’ll dig them up one by one if we have to.”

      I shrug. “You do that then.”

      She raises her eyebrows and studies me for a moment.

      Then her whole demeanor shifts.

      She’s realizing that bullying me won’t get her far.

      The world has spent twenty-one years trying to break me.

      One ice queen bitch isn’t going to succeed where all the others have failed.

      “Charlotte,” she says, changing her tone, “help me. If you do, we could bring down two powerful mafias in the same breath. The world will be a safer place for it.”

      And there it is. The offer she tracked me down to present.

      It’s a way out, if I take it. I can already imagine the rest of it she has all cued up.

      Witness protection could spirit you away from all this mess. Give you a fresh start somewhere far from here.

      Part of me wants that. To just cut ties and run.

      Float away.

      Be free.

      Freedom is all that matters, right? Isn’t that what I’ve always said?

      But no.

      Not like this.

      Not through her.

      I take a deep breath, steel myself, and look Sonya right in her beautiful brown eyes.

      Then I say what I’ve been dying to say since I first learned all the shit she did to Evie.

      “You make me fucking sick.”

      The last of the inviting smile on her face drops instantly.

      “What the fuck did you just say to me, you bitch?” she rasps in a husky, angry voice.

      “You heard me,” I snarl right back. “You’re willing to sacrifice your daughter and get a lot of people hurt in order to get petty revenge on a man who tried to love you. Don’t try to sell me on this ‘save the world’ shit. You don’t give a rat’s ass about the world. All you care about is you, you, you. Do you even know where your daughter is right now? Do you care? She’s been through more shit in her six years on this planet than anyone should have to go through in a thousand. And it’s your fault. You took her from her father. You used her like a pawn. You let her have a moment of happiness in Lucio’s household and then you snatched her right out of there at gunpoint. So fuck you and the horse you rode in on. I’m not going to help you do a damn thing. Not today, not tomorrow, not ever. I want you to leave right now and never come back. But if you do return, I swear—I will do everything in my power to hurt you. That’s a fucking promise.”

      I’m out of breath by the time I’m done.

      But holy fucking shit, I feel good.

      “Is that your final answer?” she seethes.

      I roll my eyes. “Do you need me to say it again?” I drawl.

      She turns to the empty road ahead of us. I can see the stormy thoughts flickering across her eyes.

      She’s already trying to figure out her next move.

      “Then I’ll take down the Italians and the Polish alike,” she says. “And when I do, there’ll be no amnesty for Lucio. Nor anyone connected to him.” She turns to me slowly. “Do you understand what I’m saying?”

      I understand perfectly. She’s trying to threaten me.

      And I don’t take kindly to being threatened.

      “Yes,” I reply calmly. “And I’m not worried.”

      Sonya sighs bitterly, her brown eyes catching the light.

      And for just a moment, her beauty seems false. Shallow. Empty.

      Just like the rest of her.
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Later That Afternoon

        

      

    

    
      We’re parked outside Evie’s school.

      It’s an hour too early for pickup, but after the run-in with Sonya, I feel better being here, right outside the school’s mammoth gates.

      I may have my daughter back where she belongs.

      But things are far from over.

      “Are you okay?” Charlotte asks, putting her hand on my arm.

      She’s looking at me with a worried expression that makes me want to pull her onto my lap and keep her there. Indefinitely.

      “I don’t even know,” I mutter, throwing my hands up in frustration. “That fucking bitch.”

      Charlotte nods. “I’m still processing it, too,” she confesses. “Everything she did, everything she wants to do… it’s crazy.”

      “The FBI,” I repeat numbly. “The fucking FBI.”

      “They recruited her specifically because they knew she was your ex-fiancé,” Charlotte says.

      “She would have spilled everything she knew from our time together.”

      Charlotte’s eyebrows knot together. “How bad is it?”

      “It’s not bad,” I assure her. “We know how to cover our tracks. If there’s a trail, I make sure it’s covered up. She’s given them a bunch of entertaining stories, but you can’t take stories to court. They need hard evidence, and that they don’t have.”

      Charlotte breathes out with relief, and I realize just how invested in the Family’s future she seems to be.

      Or maybe it’s my future she’s concerned with.

      “Okay,” she says. “Well, then what else can they do?”

      “I’m not putting anything past them,” I say. “Recruiting Sonya was a stroke of fucking genius. All this time… she’s been working with the FBI. And I didn’t see it.”

      “You thought she was working with the Polish,” Charlotte points out. “It’s a pretty damn good smokescreen.”

      I shake my head. “I should have seen through that shit. I knew—I fucking knew—that something was not right. The woman left me because she didn’t want to play second fiddle. She wasn’t going to get herself into the same situation again with Bartek or Kazimierz. Especially with a man who’s far worse than I ever was.”

      “You were preoccupied with getting Evie back,” Charlotte says, giving me an out.

      “That doesn’t make it better.”

      My ex-wife is actively plotting my downfall.

      She’s trying to manipulate me into doing what she’d always wanted me to do.

      And worst of all, she’d used Evie to force my hand.

      I don’t like this shit one bit.

      “I know,” Charlotte replies sympathetically. “She’s psychotic.”

      “What did you tell her again?” I ask.

      “I told her that you’d never walk away from the Family,” Charlotte replies immediately. “Especially now that you have Evie again.”

      I nod. “And her response?”

      Charlotte glances at me nervously, and I realize she’s avoided telling me this part of the conversation.

      “She… um…”

      “She’s going to take me down in revenge,” I guess.

      Charlotte sighs. “But she’s not going to succeed.”

      “That’s fucking right, she won’t,” I agree. “That bitch has taken enough from me.”

      Charlotte reaches out and threads her fingers through mine. “Hey,” she says gently. “Lucio.”

      “What?”

      “Fuck what Sonya thinks. Fuck what she wants. You’re an amazing father. She may not be convinced, but I am.”

      I frown, weighing the truth of her words against her feelings for me.

      “You might be biased,” I say.

      “Don’t get me wrong—you’re not perfect.”

      She grins sheepishly and I can’t help but laugh.

      I wink. “That’s news to me.”

      “Not to me. I’ve got a running list of Lucio Mazzeo flaws.”

      I start to tick off on my fingers as I list, “Too handsome. Too strong. Way, way too good in bed—”

      Charlotte giggles, a musical sound I can never get enough of. “Shut up, nutcase. Your ego is big enough as it is. That’s flaw number one.”

      “Beginning and end of list?” I say optimistically.

      “You wish!”

      She holds up her own hand and starts to tap each finger and rattle them off.

      “You’re stubborn. You never accept help when it’s offered. You’re freaking temperamental. You don’t take perfectly good advice. You—”

      “That’s plenty,” I growl playfully, cutting her off with a palm over her mouth.

      She chuckles and swats me away. “And you can’t take constructive criticism.”

      “Yeah, yeah, you’ve made your point.”

      She laughs again and her face brightens up instantly.

      I realize that I’m not as angry as I was a few moments ago.

      The atmosphere in the car has shifted. It’s lighter. Bubblier.

      The sun even seems brighter, for fuck’s sake.

      But something is still weighing on me.

      “Okay, so you see me as I am.”

      “Crystal clear,” Charlotte confirms. “I’ve got you pegged, Lucio Mazzeo.”

      “So then why not accept Sonya’s offer?” I ask quietly.

      She looks at me in confusion. “What do you mean?”

      “I’m serious,” I continue. “If it turns out the FBI has enough evidence to do what they’re threatening, you’d be going down with me. For shit you had nothing to do with. You say you see me as I am? I’m a bad man, Charlotte. I’ve done bad things. Even if they can’t prove anything, I know it. You know it. We’ve both seen the blood.”

      She looks out in front of the beautiful road we’re sitting in front of.

      Flowering bushes line the sides—lush greens with bright pops of color like fireworks.

      An azure sky. Laughing, smiling pedestrians strolling hand-in-hand.

      Then she looks back to me.

      “Because it’s the right thing to do.”

      Her voice is tiny but fierce.

      I look at her with a choked feeling in my chest. She keeps staring into my eyes.

      “I know it doesn’t make sense. It’s like you said—I see who you are. It’s just… I dunno, it felt like the right thing to do in the moment. It still does now.”

      “Maybe I’ve got you fooled after all,” I say with a subtle smile.

      She shakes her head solemnly. “No. For the first time in a long time, I’m seeing things clearly. You didn’t make the decision for me. I made it for myself. For Evie. For you.”

      That last part makes my chest throb unexpectedly. There’s so much packed into that statement. So much to parse.

      For Evie.

      For you.

      “Despite my long list of flaws?” I ask, trying to make a joke out of it.

      Charlotte doesn’t smile, though. I have a feeling she can see right through me, just like she’s saying.

      “Lucio, Sonya’s wrong about you. I know you’re capable of loving another person completely.”

      I look at her doubtfully.

      A lifetime of my father’s cruelty taught me otherwise. He railed it into me—with his words, with his fists, with his savagery—that I was a tool for the Family to use. That I would never be anything more than that.

      “I don’t know…”

      “Why?” she demands. “Because you’ve spent a lifetime cultivating this tough guy image that you’ve started to believe yourself?”

      I give her a tight smile. “You’re too fucking smart for your own good.”

      “Not in this case, no,” she replies. “I’ve just had experience.”

      I frown. “What do you mean?”

      “What I mean is, I spent my entire childhood surrounded by people who didn’t give a shit about me,” she explains. “I know what it means to be an afterthought. An inconvenience. A nuisance. And I definitely know enough about that feeling to know what the opposite looks like.”

      She looks at me anxiously. I don’t say anything, which she immediately interprets as a negative.

      “Okay, that was not the most eloquent explanation—”

      “No,” I interrupt, shaking my head. “You said it perfectly.”

      Charlotte smiles. “I just see the way you look at that little girl,” she says. “And after everything that Sonya has done—well, it’s no contest who should have custody of Evie.”

      I take in a slow breath and wait. She still has more left to say.

      “So you want to know why I said no to Sonya’s offer? It’s because I believe in you, and I trust that you’re a good man who’ll protect Evie with your life. As impressive as Sonya is, I wouldn’t trust her with a fucking pet rock, much less a child.”

      I breathe, slowly and softly.

      Afraid to puncture this moment.

      Afraid to say the wrong thing.

      Charlotte’s eyes don’t contain a single shred of doubt, though. They’re as clear and bright as they’ve ever been.

      Perfectly certain. Perfectly strong.

      And that thought rises up again in my head. You can name this thing you’re feeling when you look at her.

      It’s called—

      “We should drive in now,” she blurts suddenly. There’s a blush reddening her cheeks. She points through the windshield. “The kids are starting to come out.”

      I clear my throat and busy myself starting the car up again to pull into the pickup line.

      “Sonya’s impressive, huh?” I press.

      “She got Kazimierz on her side, didn’t she? I mean, that guy is a crazy son of a bitch. Not to mention terrifying. It would have taken real skill to fool him.”

      “Skill?” I scoff. “More like a willingness to suck his dick.”

      Charlotte wrinkles her nose up in distaste. “I’m being serious. A man like Kazimierz can get any woman he wants simply because of who he is. But Sonya managed to catch his interest and hold it. That’s impressive.”

      I shrug, unwilling to give her even the slightest bit of credit if I can help it.

      “That’s because she’s a lot like that psychotic fuck,” I growl.

      “Still… he’s terrifying,” Charlotte says. “That one conversation with him was enough to scare the—”

      I snap my neck around to look at her. “What the fuck did you just say?”

      She freezes, clearly taken aback by my abrupt reaction. “What do you mean?”

      “What fucking conversation with him?” I ask slowly.

      Her eyes go wide. “Oh my God, that’s right—I didn’t get around to telling you…”

      “Telling me what, Charlotte?”

      “When I went in that day to the ring—the day we got Evie back—I was looking for Henryk, but I was taken into one of the private VIP rooms…”

      “You what?” I exclaim.

      I slam the brakes and grind to a halt. The cars behind me start to honk, but I don’t give a fuck. They can wait.

      This is far more important.

      She sighs. “I’m sorry. With everything that happened that day, it slipped my mind.”

      “You came face-to-face with the Polish don and it slipped your fucking mind?”

      I can’t help it. The anger pours into my veins like hot lava. All my self-restraint goes out the window as I stare her down.

      “Lucio…”

      “How the fuck could you forget to mention that?”

      “I was going to tell you!” she insists.

      “‘Going to’?” I repeat. “It should have been the first fucking thing out of your mouth when you got into my car!”

      “Excuse me!” Charlotte snaps back, her eyes sparking with fire as she tries to defend herself. “I was terrified! I had no idea if I was gonna get out of there alive. I was trying to process everything that had just happened.”

      “And afterwards?” I demand. “What’s the excuse then?”

      She closes her eyes for a moment. “Afterwards, we went on a hunt for Evie, in case you forgot.”

      “In case I forgot?” I repeat furiously.

      Her eyes burn hot. “You know, Kazimierz did that a lot, too—repeat everything I said,” she snarls at me. “Is that a tough guy alpha don thing, or just a run-of-the-mill asshole thing? Either way, it’s annoying.”

      “Where the hell do you get off being pissed at me?” I glower at her.

      “Because I didn’t do anything wrong,” she says through gritted teeth. “You’re the one who’s overreacting.”

      I laugh derisively at her and her cheeks flush red with annoyance. I might have found it cute if I weren’t so goddamn livid.

      “You conveniently ‘forgot’ to tell me that you had a one-on-one meeting with my enemy. No, Charlotte, I don’t think this counts as ‘overreacting.’”

      “Meeting?” she gasps. “It wasn’t a fucking meeting, Lucio! He had me dragged in there. He was planning on trapping me, torturing me, and most likely killing me at the end of the ‘meeting.’ The only thing that saved my ass was the fact that I let him believe I was with the FBI. And that was before I even knew the feds actually were involved in all this shit after all!”

      “Fuck me,” I growl, running my fingers through my hair.

      Charlotte turns her face away from me in disgust. “They’re opening the gates,” she points out brusquely.

      “I can see that.”

      “I’m just pointing it out, in case you give me shit later about not telling you.”

      I glare at her. “Don’t be childish.”

      “I’m not the one being childish here,” she retorts.

      My hands fall against the steering wheel. The atmosphere in the car has changed in a matter of minutes. The warmth between us has all but disappeared.

      Now the air is prickly with tension.

      Unease.

      Mistrust.

      “What is this really about?” Charlotte asks as we drive in past the school’s massive black gates.

      “This is about you keeping shit from me, obviously. Did I not make that clear?”

      She groans exaggeratedly. “For fuck’s sake, I wasn’t keeping anything from you. Why would I do that? It genuinely slipped my mind.”

      “You keep saying that.”

      “Because it’s true.”

      “‘True’,” I scoff. “I don’t think you know the meaning of the fucking word.”

      “If you just trusted me—”

      I wince.

      And that tells her everything she needs to know.

      “That’s it then, isn’t it?” she asks. This time, her voice is soft and low. Melancholy. “You still don’t trust me.”

      I hesitate. “It would be a lot easier to trust you if you were just transparent with me.”

      She shakes her head and her jaw flexes tight. The tension is rolling off her in waves, but I can sense that she’s done talking.

      “Evie will come out soon,” I tell her. “I don’t want her knowing something is wrong. She’s been through enough. So just… not now. Save this shit for later.”

      She doesn’t say a word. Just turns her head towards her window so that I can’t see her expression at all.

      “What?” I demand. “You’re not talking to me? Is that it?”

      “What’s the point?” she asks. “You’re not listening to me.”

      I catch sight of Evie coming down the steps with one of her teachers. Other kids mill about and start to splinter off one by one. Lots of nannies and au pairs wait by the steps. A few parents as well.

      I get out of the car, glad to be away even if it’s only for a moment.

      I notice quite a few heads swivel in my direction as I walk over to meet Evie. Her face opens up when she sees me and she sprints up, backpack flapping.

      “Papa!” she coos.

      “Hey, tesoro,” I say, swallowing my anger and trying to put on a smile for her sake. “How was school?”

      “So cool,” she tells me. “We learned about volcanos today.”

      “That does sound cool. Can you tell me about it in the car?”

      “Mhmm,” Evie says enthusiastically. “Did Charlotte come, too?”

      Half an hour ago, that question wouldn’t have worried me in the slightest.

      Now, it does.

      Evie’s gotten too used to having Charlotte around all the time.

      Matter of fact, so have I.

      It might be high time to make some changes to my household staff.

      “She’s in the car,” I say grudgingly.

      “Yayyy,” Evie hoots, practically skipping to the vehicle.

      She scrambles into the back seat. I make sure she’s buckled in before I get behind the wheel. Evie’s already yapping away to Charlotte about her day.

      Charlotte’s nodding along, replying when necessary, smiling hard.

      But I can tell the difference. The light behind her eyes is gone.

      She’s hurting behind that smile.

      I wish that didn’t affect me as much as it does.
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        * * *

      

      “Charlotte?” Evie asks when we’re almost at the compound.

      “Yeah, kiddo?”

      “Why do you look so sad?”

      Jesus. The kid’s too fucking observant for her own good.

      “I’m not sad, honey,” Charlotte replies. “I’m just tired.”

      “Why are you tired?”

      “It’s been a long day,” she says. “That’s all.”

      “Oh,” Evie says. She seems to mull over that for a moment. “Mommy was always tired, too. She said that’s why she couldn’t always spend time with me. ‘Cause she was busy and that made her tired.”

      Charlotte tenses at the mention of Sonya. “Well, that’s probably true.”

      “Thanks for coming to pick me up from school, even when you’re tired,” Evie says politely.

      Charlotte very pointedly avoids my eyes as I watch this exchange take place. “You’re welcome, cutie,” she replies tenderly.

      Her words are sincere.

      But I can see it: how her smile is just another lie.
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The Next Morning—The Mazzeo Mansion

        

      

    

    
      I wake up feeling like shit.

      I forgot to close the blinds last night so light is streaming into the room. I roll over and hide my face under a pillow, but it doesn’t do a damn thing to help.

      So with a groan, I throw the covers aside and force myself to endure an icy-cold shower.

      By the time I get to my office, Adriano’s already there, nursing a cup of coffee.

      “Since when are you a coffee drinker?” I ask, sitting down opposite him.

      “Don’t worry, it’s got a little brandy in there,” he assures me. “Want some?”

      “No.”

      Adriano raises his eyebrows. “You look like shit.”

      “Much appreciated.”

      He smirks. “You know what I mean. What happened?”

      “What do you think?”

      “Charlotte’s running away to join the circus?”

      I narrow my eyes at him. “She neglected to tell me something,” I explain carefully. “Something she should have told me the moment she fucking saw me.”

      Adriano frowns. “Which was?”

      “That she got pulled in to a private conversation with Kazimierz fucking Kowalczyk.”

      “Whoa,” Adriano breathes, his eyebrows hitting the top of his forehead. “When did this happen?”

      “The day she was going in to scope things out with that fucker Henryk,” I tell him. “Apparently, she was taken straight to a private VIP room.”

      “And she got outta there alive?” Adriano says, whistling low. “Girl’s resourceful, you gotta give her that.

      “She played it smart,” I say, leaning back into my seat. “Claimed she was FBI and that killing her would bring law enforcement down on him so hard he wouldn’t have the resources to fight off both us and the feds.”

      “Very smart.”

      “I’m not arguing that point,” I acknowledge. “Maybe too smart for her own good.”

      Adriano strokes his chin. “You think she kept it from you on purpose?”

      I pause, thinking that through for a moment.

      “No,” I say at last. “No, I don’t think she did it on purpose. She was pretty shaken when she got back into the car with me. And right after that—”

      “You found Evie,” Adriano realizes. “So it just slipped her mind.”

      “That’s what she claims.”

      “It sounds like you’re not sure whether to believe her or not.”

      “I… no, fuck, I do believe her,” I growl. “I’m just not sure if I should. If it makes me a fool.”

      “Ah.”

      “Sometimes I worry that when it comes to Charlotte, I’m a little—”

      “Whipped?” Adriano offers, trying to suppress a smile.

      I narrow my eyes. “‘Blinded’ is what I was gonna say, asshole.”

      “Sure, we can go with that,” Adriano says. His tone is friendly enough but the grin splitting across his face is definitely laughing at me, not with me.

      “Fuck you very much,” I grumble.

      He laughs. “How did you found out about this meeting with Kazimierz?” he asks. “Did she tell you herself?”

      “Yeah. Eventually.”

      “So she told you. What’s the big deal? Maybe you should give her the benefit of the doubt. She’s not used to this shit, y’know. This world. The people in it. It can be a lot, to say the least.”

      I grind my teeth together. “I have to think of Evie,” I point out. “She loves Charlotte. Too much. That worries me.”

      “Seems like the feeling is mutual, though.”

      I nod slowly, realizing that Adriano’s right. I know that Charlotte loves Evie. She’s risked way too much for that not to be true.

      “You think I overreacted?” I ask.

      Adriano smiles. “You? Never,” he says sarcastically.

      “I regret asking the question. It’s way too early for your shit, Adriano.”

      He chuckles and leans back in his chair. “Well, you have been known to overreact from time to time.”

      I roll my eyes. “Where have you been, by the way?” I ask, trying to zone in on the reason he seems a little different this morning.

      “What do you mean?” he asks innocently.

      But his expression puckers a little. Like a man caught in the act.

      “You’ve been a little M.I.A. lately.”

      “Aw, missed me?” Adriano asks, batting his eyelashes. “Well, don’t get jealous, but I’ve been hanging out with Kazimierz on the side. I woulda told you; it just slipped my mind.”

      I snort with laughter. “Only you get away with saying shit like that to me, you know.”

      “A privilege for which I am eternally grateful, Don Mazzeo,” he says in an arch tone with a solemn hand on his chest.

      “Don’t use your goofy-ass accents to throw me off the scent.” I squint at him, trying to suss out an explanation. “Is this about a woman?”

      His expression doesn’t change, but his body tenses for just a moment before he relaxes again.

      Looks like I’ve stumbled across the truth.

      “Nah, you know me,” he demurs. “I like variety. Flavor of the week, then onto the next.”

      “Mm,” I grunt. “Variety comes with fewer complications, I’ll give you that.”

      Adriano smiles. “You care about her, don’t you?”

      I don’t have to ask who he’s talking about.

      Still doesn’t mean he’s getting an answer out of me.

      “Got any new reports for me?” I ask, pointedly changing the subject.

      Adriano laughs, shaking his head in dismay.

      “As a matter of fact, I do.” He sighs and sets his coffee down. “And so the work day begins with the crack of the don’s whip.”
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        * * *

      

      We spend the next hour in my office, pouring over the news that our informants have gathered over the last few weeks.

      The Polish are definitely preparing for a war. And by the sounds of it, they’re preparing for a big one.

      I take note of a few glaring points in the reports, however. A few Polish stooges have gone missing. And it looks like an inside job.

      It seems there’s dissension in the ranks. That’ll definitely work in our favor.

      “We done here?” Adriano says when I close the file.

      My eyebrows come together. “You need to be somewhere?”

      “No,” he replies, a little too quickly. “I just assumed you did.”

      “I’m already home,” I point out.

      Adriano shrugs. “Yeah, but you’ve got Evie. And Charlotte. Attention-demanding little suckers, both of them.”

      He’s keeping something from me. That much is clear. I’m just not sure if I should push for information or let him come to me when he’s ready to share it with me.

      “Where are you headed?” I ask instead, relenting.

      “Home,” he answers. He hesitates for a moment. “…Unless you need me for something?”

      “You’re my second-in-command,” I drawl. “I always need you for something.”

      “Right-o. I’m at your service, comandante.”

      Is that disappointment I see on his face?

      “I need you to go to the docks,” I tell him. “Check our supply chains. Make sure everything is running smoothly. If a war is in our future, we’re going to need money as well as allies.”

      “Gotcha,” he says as he gets to his feet.

      “I gotta say, man, you seem pretty damn eager to get out of here,” I say. “Have I gotten that boring?”

      Adriano smirks. “That’s exactly what I’m trying not to say.”

      I flip him the bird. He walks to the door chuckling under his breath.

      “Don’t feel bad, though,” he calls over his shoulder. “You’re a family man now. That wild life is not for you anymore.”

      I frown. “I’ve got a kid,” I point out. “Doesn’t mean I’m fucking dead.”

      Adriano turns around and leans against the threshold of the door. “Oh, yeah?” he asks. “So you’d leave Charlotte here tonight and hit the clubs with me?”

      I pause.

      Adriano laughs. “Yeah, I thought so.”

      Smug bastard thinks he’s got me pegged.

      So I decide to call his bluff.

      “You know what?” I say, speaking over his laughter. “I’m game.”

      Adriano’s laughter cuts off abruptly. “What?”

      “Yeah,” I reply with a nod. “You’re right. It’s been a while since we went out together and fucked around. Let’s do that tonight.”

      “Tonight?” Adriano gapes at me.

      I smile. “Why do I get the feeling that you’re not excited about this?”

      Adriano tries to cover up his expression. “I just… I… uh…”

      Yup. There’s definitely a woman involved here.

      I decide to let him off the hook.

      “I’m just fucking with you. Get the hell out of here, Adriano,” I chuckle. “I’ll see you tomorrow. We need to go over security on all the safehouses in the city.”

      He relaxes just a little. “Got it, boss.”

      The moment he leaves, I rest my head against the back of my chair and take a deep breath.

      Charlotte had asked me recently if I was sure about Adriano’s loyalty. And I’d replied with confidence.

      I’m still confident.

      But maybe one degree less.

      Believing you are never going to be betrayed is a good way to guarantee it happens.
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        * * *

      

      I leave my office and head downstairs.

      I haven’t seen Evie or Charlotte this morning. I realize with a sudden lurch how off-kilter I feel because of it.

      I find them in the garden, playing hide-and-seek by the water fountain. Evie squeals when she sees me and runs right into my arms.

      Charlotte is forced to abandon her hiding spot. But instead of coming towards us, she moves to the bench in the far corner of the gardens and sits down there.

      “Papa?”

      My eyes are still on Charlotte, but I force them away for a moment.

      “Yes, tesoro?”

      “Bridget wants me to come play with her today,” she says with the guarded air of a confession. “But Charlotte seems sad.”

      I frown. “She told you that?”

      “No. But I can tell.”

      Of course she can. Kid’s perceptive as hell.

      “I want to go to Bridget’s,” she continues. “But I don’t want Charlotte to be sad. If I go, will you spend time with Charlotte and make her smile?”

      I set her down with a sigh.

      “Come on, little one,” I say, taking her hand and leading her over to where Charlotte is sitting.

      She smiles as we approach. It looks genuine enough when she’s directing it at Evie.

      But fake as hell when she turns her attention to me.

      “Busy morning?” I ask.

      “Not really,” Charlotte replies without actually meeting my eyes. “We just had breakfast and we’ve been in the garden ever since. Actually, I’m glad you came out here. Mrs. Van Stanton called to invite Evie over today.”

      “She just told me,” I reply. “Van Stanton, huh?”

      “The cereal millionaires.”

      “Right,” I say, though the name barely rings a bell. “Okay, Evie. Go get changed.”

      “I can go?” Evie exclaims, her eyes going wide as saucers.

      “You can go.”

      She jumps up and down joyously and runs into the house without so much as a backward glance at either one of us. Which is exactly what I was hoping for.

      I sit down next to Charlotte. One deep breath, and then I say the three little words that’ve been worming a whole in my chest for God knows how long now.

      “Charlotte, I’m sorry.”

      She swivels in my direction abruptly. “What did you just say?”

      “Don’t act so surprised.”

      “Why shouldn’t I?” she asks. “You’ve never actually apologized to me before.”

      I bite back a grin. “Don’t get used to it.”

      The corner of her mouth twitches, but she manages to resist the urge to smile. “So you finally realized you were being a douche bag?”

      I roll my eyes. “I wouldn’t go that far.”

      She glares at me.

      “You should have told me immediately,” I add.

      She sighs. “Is this your idea of an apology? It was such a promising start…”

      “Cut me some slack, okay?” I argue. “I’m not exactly used to this.”

      She glances at me, and I see the softness come back into her features.

      “I’m sorry, too,” she murmurs. “You’re right: I should have told you about Kazimierz immediately. But it genuinely did slip my mind. Which I know sounds ridiculous, considering who he is, but…”

      “It happened.”

      “It happened,” she agrees. “And I was so caught up in finding Evie—”

      “You’ve already given me the explanation, Charlotte,” I say gently. “It’s okay. You don’t have to do it again.”

      “So you forgive me?” she asks, looking up at me through her thick eyelashes.

      She looks like she fucking belongs here. Surrounded by greenery and flowers. A summer beauty with eyes like the sky hanging over us.

      I shrug. “There’s nothing to forgive.”

      Her eyes go wide for a moment and a smile splits across her face. I’m still admiring it when she lunges at me and wraps her arms around my neck.

      I pull her onto my lap and she straddles me easily, keeping her hands securely around my shoulders.

      “I missed you in my bed last night,” she whispers.

      She says it sweetly, but it still manages to sound seductive as fuck. My cock swells beneath her and her smile gets wider.

      “Do you have your gun on you?” she inquires.

      I smirk. “Nope. Just happy to see you.”

      She laughs and leans in to kiss me. I cup her ass and pull into in towards me. The heat between her legs collides with my cock and I start pushing her back and forth against me.

      The friction ratchets up in seconds.

      “Lucio,” she moans. “We can’t be doing this here.”

      “What?” I ask innocently. “What are we doing?”

      “Evie could come back at any moment.”

      I’m aware of that, but somehow it doesn’t seem like pertinent information. I glance over her shoulder.

      “Come on.”

      She squeals as I hoist her up and start to stride towards the edge of the garden. “Where are we going?”

      “Those rose bushes look pretty big to me. Big enough to hide behind, I’d say…”

      She laughs, but she doesn’t make any attempt to shift away from me. In fact, she’s actively grinding herself against me now.

      I’m pretty sure she’s wearing flimsy little panties. The kind that are virtually non-existent. Picturing myself removing them with my teeth only gets me more riled up.

      “Okay,” Charlotte says breathlessly. “Stop. Enough.”

      “You don’t sound convincing at all,” I tell her, letting my lips trail down her neck.

      She arches back for me, her hands landing on my chest and pressing into my pecs.

      “Lucio,” she whimpers.

      “You want me to stop?” I ask. “Say it like you mean it, micetta…”

      “N—no—”

      “Charlotte!”

      She gasps when she hears Evie call her name. Within seconds, she rips herself out of my grasp and races to stand a few feet away, just as my daughter appears around the water fountain.

      “I’m ready!” Evie announces with a huge smile.

      It’s clear she hasn’t seen anything.

      I suppress my smile as I adjust myself in my pants and get up slowly. Charlotte’s cheeks are scarlet, but she’s doing her best to seem casual.

      “You look great, sweetness,” Charlotte says.

      Evie gives us both a little twirl in her strappy denim dress. She’s paired the dress with clogs, a light white sweater. and a pink backpack stuffed full of all sorts of toys.

      I can see Paulie peering out from the top of the unzipped pocket, bright-eyed and—well, not bushy-tailed, but whatever term you’d use for a raggedy stuffed platypus.

      “Got everything you need?” Charlotte asks.

      “Mhmm,” Evie replies. “Can we go now?”

      “Sure,” I reply. “Let’s head out.”

      The three of us make our way outside to my garage. I pick one of my more understated vehicles. I have an idea about what Charlotte and I can do after we drop Evie off, and it requires us to avoid unnecessary attention.

      Evie keeps us entertained the entire drive over to her friend’s house with her constant chatter. She and Bridget apparently have a very full day of activity ahead of them.

      When we stop outside the modern-style two-story mansion, Charlotte undoes her seatbelt to take Evie inside.

      “Hold on,” I say, stopping her.

      She raises her eyebrows. “What’s wrong?”

      “Nothing,” I say. “I just thought I’d take Evie up myself.”

      “Oh,” Charlotte says, her eyebrows rising in surprise. She glances back at Evie and gives her a smile. “Okay. I’ll wait here for you then. Have fun, kiddo.”

      I’ve kept a low profile with the other parents. Mostly because I didn’t want to invite in a lot of unnecessary questions.

      I figured they could just assumed whatever they wanted.

      But something’s changed in the past few days.

      I feel less willing to lie about who I am in relation to Evie. I want people to know I’m her father.

      We walk to the entrance of the house and ring the doorbell. Less than a minute later, the artfully corrugated iron door swings open to reveal a short woman in an impeccable white linen dress.

      “Evie, dearest!” she beams. “I’m so glad you could come. We missed you these last few weeks. Go on upstairs—Bridget’s waiting for you in her room.”

      “Bye, Papa!” Evie calls over her shoulder, disappearing into the house.

      “Call me if you need anything,” I yell after her, but she’s already gone.

      The woman who answered the door laughs. “My Bridget has been looking forward to this all morning. She and Evie are thick as thieves in school. It was most upsetting when we learned that Evie’s mother had swept in to take her on a surprise trip! And in the middle of the school year, no less!”

      “Oh,” I say, shuffling awkwardly, “right. Well… travel is good for a child, I think.”

      The woman surveys me critically for a long moment before her face melts into a warm smile. “I couldn’t agree more.” She offers me her hand. “I’m Alana, by the way. So nice to finally meet Evie’s famous papa.”

      “Famous?” I repeat, suddenly wary.

      “Famous around here, at least. Evie talks about you quite a lot.”

      I stiffen, but I manage to keep my smile in place. “Oh no. What does she say?”

      “All good things, don’t worry,” Alana assures me. “Mostly about how you swim with her and read her stories at night.”

      I relax a little. “My secrets are safe, then.”

      Alana chuckles for a moment before her smile fades. “My husband, Robert, he’s always working,” she sighs. “He barely sees Bridget. It’s so important for fathers to make time for their kids.”

      “I agree.”

      “Would you like to come in for a bit?” she asks. “I have brunch set up outside today.”

      “That’s kind of you, but I have somewhere to be,” I tell her. “I appreciate the invitation.”

      “Next time,” she remarks. She seems like a nice enough woman. Not nosy or prying. Just warm and kind.

      I don’t meet many of those.

      “Next time,” I agree.

      I head back to the car where Charlotte is waiting for me, craning her neck so she can see a little clearer.

      “You met Bridget’s mother?” she asks the moment the door closes on me.

      “I did. She seems nice.”

      “I’m surprised you went,” she says after hesitating.

      “I don’t want to hide it anymore,” I say softly. “I don’t want to pretend like I’m anything but her father. I don’t want her to think I’m not owning that.”

      Charlotte stares at me for a moment—and then she smiles. It’s a soft, tender smile filled with all kinds of promises.

      Fuck.

      “Lucio,” she breathes. “I’m so glad.”

      “Yeah?”

      “Yeah,” she says firmly. “In fact, it kinda makes me want to jump your bones right now.”

      I laugh. “Tempting. I’m always game for a quickie in the back seat. But maybe after we finish with our next stop.”

      Charlotte raises her eyebrows with curiosity. “Our next stop?” she asks. “I thought we were going home now?”

      Home.

      I like how she’s slipped into the habit of referring to the compound as home.

      “No, not right now.”

      “Okay,” she says. “Are you gonna tell me where we’re going?”

      “Let’s just say it’s a food lovers’ paradise.”

      She frowns, trying to figure out where I’m taking her. “You’re taking me to a restaurant?”

      “Not quite.”

      “A café?”

      I roll my eyes. “A café and restaurant are basically the same thing.”

      She smiles. “Only to an ignoramus like you.”

      “I don’t know what that means, so I’m going to give you the benefit of the doubt and assume it’s French for ‘handsome devil.’”

      She laughs and swats my arm. “Shut up and give me a clue.”

      “It’s an exclusive outdoor event that takes place a few times a year,” I tell her. “And every chef out there, professional and otherwise, flocks to it.”

      She looks a little confused for a moment.

      And then the lightbulb goes off.

      “No,” she gasps, grabbing my steering arm. “No way!”

      I laugh.

      “You’re taking me to the Grandin Farmer’s Market?”

      “That’s the one,” I confirm.

      “Oh my God!” she squeals. “Lucio! Have you ever been before?”

      “This’ll be my first time,” I tell her. “I figured you’d be the perfect guide.”

      We start to drive away as she erupts into a never-ending stream of chatter. I smile and listen to every damn word.

      “I’ve read about this thing since I moved here,” she says. “It’s got the most amazing stalls. There’s one devoted to Spanish chorizo, to caviar… They make these artisanal ice creams with… There’s this one stall that has…”

      She’s so fucking excited. She reminds me of my daughter.

      Charlotte and Evie.

      The two lights in my life.

      I’ve spent so long in darkness.

      In shadow and pain.

      It’s what my father swaddled me with as a baby. It’s what he drowned me with as a boy. It runs in my veins, thick as blood.

      And my whole life, I’ve always thought that that darkness was all there was.

      But now, Evie and Charlotte are showing me there’s another way.

      They aren’t just lights at the end of a tunnel.

      They’re a pair of stars at the center of a whole new universe.
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      “That was the most amazing four hours of my life,” I breathe, twirling around the room like a drunken ballerina.

      I giggle giddily and wrap my hands around his neck, forcing him down to my lips for a kiss.

      “Thank you,” I add.

      “You’re welcome,” he says with a mysterious smile. “Now, go take a shower. You’re sweating through that dress.”

      “Just what every lady dreams of hearing,” I drawl.

      He laughs and slaps my ass as I head into my bathroom.

      I linger at the doorway. “You coming?” I ask, cocking my finger at him.

      Without a moment’s hesitation, he pulls his shirt off and throws it on the floor, then charges right toward me.

      We tumble into the shower together, both of us laughing, Lucio’s hands sliding over my body with greedy possessiveness. He strips the dress over my head in a single motion, then flips me around and jams his cock against my ass.

      I moan as warm water soothes our sun-kissed skin.

      His fingertips skim up my hips and land on my breasts. He squeezes hard, making me groan with pleasure. I arch my neck back as he kisses me softly.

      Then he pushes me forward and I grip the shower’s walls as he enters me from behind.

      His cock is so big that the first moment of entry is always a building crescendo of pressure and pleasure.

      “Luc…” I gasp as he sinks into me.

      He fucks me slow, massaging my breasts as his hips push against my ass.

      As my knees get weaker, he starts fucking me deeper. With every thrust, I feel the vibrations run through my legs and down to my toes.

      I’m vaguely aware of my phone ringing on the bathroom counter, but right now, I can’t find it in me to care.

      “Yes, Lucio… oh God… like that…”

      The clashing of our flesh melds with the sound of falling water. It almost drowns out my moans as I come hard on his length.

      He pulls out and spins me around to face him.

      I fall to my knees instinctively, and look up at him as he grabs his cock and continues pumping.

      He’s close—I can see it in his eyes, his lips, the slack in his jaw.

      So I take over and start pumping for him.

      He groans louder. I put my lips to his tip and his head falls back as he explodes hot and thick onto my tongue.

      Once he’s done, he grabs me and pulls me back to my feet. Eyes swimming with more things than I could ever decipher.

      We wash each other tenderly, delicately, without exchanging so much as a word.

      Only when Lucio turns the shower off do I realize my phone is ringing again.

      I frown.

      “Someone’s calling you,” he comments.

      “Vanessa?” I wonder.

      I wrap a towel around my body and step out of the shower to glance at my screen.

      I stop short, nerves pinging through my body as I see who’s calling.

      “Who is it?” Lucio calls over from where he’s toweling off.

      I glance back at him as my phone goes silent.

      “Xander.”

      Lucio’s expression turns dark instantly. “What does that bastard want?”

      “I don’t know,” I admit. “I haven’t heard from him since the meeting with Kazimierz.”

      Lucio looks curious, but not particularly troubled.

      “He’s probably just trying to use you for something,” he says dismissively. “Ignore the fucker.”

      I glance at my phone again.

      Three missed calls from Xander.

      All in the space of the last half hour.

      “What if Kazimierz is trying to get a message to me?” I ask, turning to Lucio.

      He’s still naked and slightly wet from the shower. His broad shoulders scream of power. Even when he’s not flexing, it looks like he is.

      The gunshot wound that Sonya had given him is now almost completely healed. There’s only a small, mottled scar where the bullet entered.

      “Fuck Kazimierz,” Lucio growls.

      “You don’t think I should call him back?” I ask hesitantly.

      “Hell no.”

      My fingers twitch towards the phone, but I leave it on the counter and turn my back on it.

      “We have to pick Evie up in a few hours,” I tell him. “Wanna hang out in the kitchen? I can make you something delicious.”

      I follow him into the room, admiring the way his sculpted ass catches the light.

      “We’ve been eating for the last four hours,” he points out.

      “We’ve been sampling for the last four hours,” I correct. “Very different thing. Two different stomachs.”

      He smirks. “If you say so. Might wanna double check your biology on that one, though. Or rather—come here. I’ll check your biology for you.”

      I laugh as he grabs my hand and tugs me towards him. I’m not expecting the force of his pull, and I slam into the solid wall of him.

      Instantly, my center starts tingling. When I look down, I realize Lucio’s hard again.

      “Whoa, short recovery time, huh?” I remark.

      He grins wider. “What can I say? I’m a man of many talents.”

      I put my hands on his chest and push him down against the bed. Then I clamber on top of him, making sure to give him a full view of my breasts.

      His hands run up and down my body as I position myself right against his tip,.

      “Did you see those lobsters?” I ask in the sexiest voice I can muster, grinding up and down on him one slow, teasing inch.

      He stares at me for a moment. “Are you seriously still talking about the fucking farmer’s market?”

      I ignore him. “And the cocoa beans from Mexico… I’ve never smelled anything so good.”

      One corner of his mouth twitches up. “Jesus, you’re a strange one.”

      “What?” I ask. “This is the kind of talk that gets me all hot and bothered.”

      “Hot and bothered?” he laughs.

      “It means turned on, grandpa.”

      He rolls his eyes. “I know what it means,” he huffs. “I just haven’t heard it used in the context of lobster and cocoa beans before.”

      “That’s because you clearly don’t hang out with the cool kids.”

      His laughter comes out in a snort that cuts off as I grab his hands and push them down, putting all my weight on his wrists.

      “I don’t think you realize what a vulnerable position you’re in,” I threaten.

      Lucio looks completely unconcerned as he lifts one eyebrow challengingly. “I’m in a vulnerable position, huh?”

      “Yup,” I reply. “I have all the power.”

      He gives me a wicked smile and a shrug.

      Then, with a blur of motion so fast I don’t even process what’s happening, he throws me, twists, and suddenly I’m the one on my back.

      And Lucio is the one on top, leering down at me triumphantly.

      “You were saying?”

      I pout. “Shit.”

      Laughing dangerously, he leans in and starts nipping at my neck, sending peals of desire ringing through my body.

      I feel like I’m still recovering from the last go-around.

      But I still want more.

      I want as much of him as I can have.

      Today. Tomorrow. Always.

      His lips trail down my neck and onto my chest. He stops only when he’s reached my breasts. His tongue circles each nipple with perfect precision, making me shudder beneath him.

      But my movements are limited, because he’s got my wrists pinned to the bed.

      Payback for my little comment, I suppose.

      I writhe around against the sheets as he rolls my nipples around in his mouth, his tongue lapping over them gently. I’m sopping wet when his length rubs up and down my slit, taking advantage of how wet I am.

      “You’re so fucking sexy,” he groans as he sucks my tits.

      I bite my lip and try to hang on. I want him so badly now that my body’s taking over, trying to push itself up, trying to close any bit of space separating us.

      And then I hear it—my phone again.

      My ringtone cuts through the relative quiet and punctures the haze we’re lost in.

      “Fuck,” Lucio growls. “Isn’t that thing on silent?”

      “Sorry,” I murmur. “But maybe I should check it?”

      “Why?”

      “What if Evie needs us?” I ask.

      “Her mother would have called me,” Lucio says, nuzzling my neck.

      “Does she have your number?” I ask. “Because I know she has mine.”

      “Fuck,” he says, releasing my wrists. “Fine. Go check.”

      I haul myself out of bed and run into the bathroom. The call cuts off just before I reach it, but I see the name on my screen.

      Xander.

      Again.

      This is the fourth call.

      And it’s starting to really bother me.

      Why would he call me so frequently in such a short space of time? Unless something was really fucking wrong?

      “Charlotte?”

      I jump at the sudden noise. The phone almost slips from my hand. I manage to catch it just in time and then I walk back into the bedroom.

      Lucio’s sitting up at the edge of the bed, waiting for me.

      “Well?” he asks. “Who was it?”

      “It was Xander,” I say. “Again.”

      “Jesus Christ. What does he want?” he demands.

      “I don’t know. I missed the call again.” I put in my passcode and open up my phone.

      “What are you doing?”

      I look up. “I’m calling him back,” I say.

      Lucio frowns. “Seriously, Charlotte?”

      “What?”

      “Ignore the son of a bitch,” Lucio says firmly. “He isn’t worth your time.”

      “What if it’s important?”

      “Has he ever contacted you with anything remotely important before?” Lucio asks.

      I sigh and shake my head.

      “Then ignore the call.”

      His tone is harsh and impatient. It rubs me the wrong way.

      He’s talking to me like I’m one of his men. Not his…

      I stall over my own thoughts as I realize I have no idea what we are. I’ve fallen back into my role as Evie’s nanny. I’m fallen back into bed with Lucio.

      But it hasn’t exactly cleared anything up about where we stand.

      Am I just the nanny?

      Am I just a useful pawn?

      Am I just a temporary bed warmer?

      I’m already exhausted just thinking about it. I don’t have the energy to start a fight. To ask the question. To push back on him right now.

      So I quiet the fire inside me and take a deep breath.

      “Fine,” I say at last. “Fine. I’ll ignore the call.”

      “Thank you,” Lucio says gruffly as he reaches for his pants.

      I’m partly disappointed and partly relieved.

      “Where are you going?”

      “Downstairs,” he replies. “I need a drink. Coming?”

      I hesitate for only a second. “Sure. Let me get some clothes on and I’ll meet you down there.”

      He nods as he pulls on his t-shirt and heads out of the room.

      Sighing, I collapse onto the bed and stare up at the ceiling for a few moments. I’m still thinking about what Xander could possibly have to say to me.

      I have this strange but distinct feeling of impending doom.

      I know that’s insane. Paranoid, really.

      And I know if I admit as much to Lucio, he’ll think I’m just making an excuse to justify calling Xander back.

      I pull on some jeans and a simple V-neck t-shirt, but just as I’m heading for the door, my phone pings with a message alert.

      I’m not surprised to see Xander’s name at the top of the message.

      I open it before I can second-guess myself.

      Char, please answer your fucking phone. I’m fucking desperate, babe. Shit’s going down with the Polish and I think they’re trying to get rid of me. I’m being sent to the Mazzeo compound now.

      As I’m still reading and trying to parse out what that means, the three typing dots appear.

      My body thrums with nervous energy.

      Why the hell is Xander being sent to the Mazzeo compound?

      Before I can ask, he answers my question.

      I’m supposed to deliver something. A letter. I don’t know what’s in it. I haven’t opened it or anything. But I’m supposed to hand it to

      He stops typing, message still incomplete.

      “Hand it to who?” I hiss. “Hand it to who?”

      I keep staring at my phone, but the dots don’t reappear.

      When my phone buzzes with an incoming call three seconds later, I almost scream and drop it again.

      I throw caution to the wind and answer.

      “Xander!”

      “Thank fuck,” he breathes, sounding extremely relieved. “Char, where are you right now?”

      “I’m… home,” I reply.

      All I can hear for a moment is heavy breathing.

      “Are you really?”

      “Yes. What do you want, Xander?”

      “I’m scared, Char. I’m really fucking scared.”

      His voice sounds gravelly and panicked. I have a feeling he doesn’t look much better.

      But I can’t let him suck me back into his black whirlpool.

      Not this time.

      “Xander, whatever is going on, I can’t be a part of it.”

      “Shit, Char,” he whimpers. “You don’t understand. I think they’re trying to kill me.”

      I sigh. “Why would they do that?” I ask impatiently. “You’re the one who’s constantly telling me that you’re too valuable to kill.”

      “Seriously?” he croaks. “Right now is when you decide to say you told me so?”

      “I’m not a part of this shit anymore, Xander,” I remind him. “In case you forgot, Kazimierz discovered my secret.”

      “Yeah, I heard,” he replies. “You’re FBI. Which we both know is fucking bullshit.”

      “Excuse me?”

      “Come on, Char. You’re not working with the feds. There’s no fucking way.”

      I don’t know whether to take that as a compliment or an insult. I decide it doesn’t matter either way.

      “Xan—”

      “Listen to me,” Xander interrupts desperately. “I’m driving to the compound now. The letter I’m supposed to deliver? It’s not for Lucio. It’s for you.”

      I freeze, cold awareness hitting my body from all sides.

      “Kazimierz knows,” I murmur.

      “Knows that you’re not really FBI?” Xander asks. “Obviously. I told him you weren’t.”

      “You realize that telling him that is a surefire way to get me killed, right?” I throw back at him.

      He hesitates. “I… I didn’t think that far.”

      “You don’t think at all!” I snap.

      “I know, okay?” he says.

      But his voice has absolutely no strength in it. Nothing but hopelessness and desperation.

      “I know. I’ve made so many fucking mistakes, Char. I’ve fucked it all up. And now… and now…”

      “Xander,” I cut in, raising my voice. “You’re blubbering.”

      “They’re going to kill me, Char. I know it.”

      He sounds like a helpless child. This is what made me step in front of him the night that the Polish broke into our shithole of an apartment.

      He was on the floor, sniveling and weeping and looking at me as though I was all he had left in the world.

      So I’d stepped in front of him and offered myself up to the wolves.

      I’d done it without thinking about myself or my future.

      I’d done it because that’s what you do for the people you care about.

      “Char, I don’t want to die. I don’t want to fucking die.”

      I sigh. “I don’t know what you expect me to do, Xander,” I say helplessly.

      “If I show up at the Mazzeo gates, Lucio’s gonna kill me on the spot,” he says. “You know that.”

      Ah. Of course. That makes more sense.

      Xander’s only calling because he expects me to jump in front of him again. This time, it’s Lucio I’m saving him from.

      As always, I’m the human shield he needs against the world.

      “I don’t know that,” I tell him. “You don’t either.”

      “Fuck it, Char. He’ll kill me,” Xander says, a sob escaping between his words. “You know it, you fucking do.”

      “And you really think Lucio will listen to me?” I ask.

      “Yeah, I think he will. You have some sort of hold over men, Char. You’re a fucking siren.”

      “Shut up, Xander,” I hiss. “If this is your way of trying to convince me to help you, then you’re delusional. Do you really think I can be so easily manipulated? Fuck you.”

      “I’ve made mistakes, Char. I know I have, with you especially. But I never had your strength.”

      My hand tightens around my phone.

      I don’t want to hear these words.

      I don’t want to let myself get sucked in.

      I don’t want to play the hero to his victim anymore.

      “Please help me.”

      I shake my head, trying to drown out his sobbing so that I can hear myself think.

      I have no idea what to do.

      “I’m almost at the compound. Five minutes away tops. Char?”

      My heart is thundering hard in my chest.

      Kazimierz knows for sure now that I’m with the Italians. Not the FBI.

      Which means he’ll be furious.

      Whatever is in that letter isn’t good.

      “Char? You there?”

      “I’m here,” I say softly.

      “You were the best girl a guy could ever ask for,” he says. “I didn’t deserve you.”

      They’re words I’d never thought I’d hear from Xander. And now that I have…

      They fall flat.

      They sound hollow.

      They feel meaningless.

      But that does that mean he deserves to die?

      I don’t reply. I just hang up and rush downstairs as fast as I can. I’m running towards the kitchen, when Lucio’s voice brings me crashing to a stop.

      “Charlotte?”

      I backtrack and follow his voice to one of the common rooms down the hall from the kitchen.

      He’s standing by the glass sliding doors with a few of his men around him.

      “What’s happening?” I ask, glancing at each of them.

      “I guess we know why Xander was calling you,” he says.

      “What do you mean?”

      “He’s here,” Lucio tells me. “Just parked outside the compound. Apparently, he wants an audience with me.”

      I frown. “How do you know that?”

      “Why else would he be here?” Lucio asks.

      I’m very aware of the fact that we’re not alone right now. I’m also growing increasingly conscious of the fact that my palms are really fucking sweaty.

      “Are you gonna let him in here?”

      Lucio smiles slowly. It makes my blood go cold.

      “Of course,” he replies viciously. “I wouldn’t want to turn a guest away at the gates.”

      “Are you going to kill him?”

      “What would you do in my position, Charlotte?” he rasps. “He almost got you killed, didn’t he?”

      The look in his eyes is detached. Removed. Steely.

      He’s not Lucio right now.

      He’s Don Mazzeo.

      And it’s fucking terrifying.

      “I wouldn’t kill him,” I reply despite my fear.

      His eyes go dark.

      “It’s a good thing you’re not in charge then.”

      He turns and leaves the house.

      His men filter out behind him. They’re all armed. And I’m willing to bet anything that Lucio is, too. They’re all heading towards the gates.

      I haven’t been given an invitation, but fuck that.

      I’m coming.

      “Lucio!” I call out. “Wait!”

      “I wouldn’t walk out here, Charlotte,” Lucio warns me without looking as he strides through the house. “You’re not going to like what you see.”

      I pick up the pace and push past his men so that I can reach him. I manage to grab his arm, but he shakes me off coldly.

      “Lucio, please,” I say. “He’s a coward and a bastard. But he doesn’t deserve to die.”

      “Every coward deserves to die,” Lucio snarls venomously.

      I’m glad he’s not looking me in the eye. I have a feeling that, if he did, I’d turn into stone.

      “Lucio, I have something to tell you!”

      “Save it,” he snaps. “I’m done talking now. I want to see what this fucker is up to.”

      “Will you just listen to me?” I practically yell.

      He whirls on me. “Right now, you’re preventing me from doing my job,” he says in the iciest voice I’ve ever heard. “And when people prevent me from doing my job, they get hurt. Back away, Charlotte.”

      It’s enough to shut me up.

      It’s enough to make me regret ever opening my mouth in the first place.

      He nods, satisfied, and then spins away to face the entrance.

      “Open the fucking gates,” Lucio orders loudly.

      The gates slide open with a metallic groan.

      As they part, they reveal the beat-up sedan that Xander has driven for the last eight years. Squat. Brown. Rusted.

      The driver’s door squeals open.

      Xander steps out.

      He’s a few dozen yards away from me, but even from this distance, I can tell he’s shaking.

      His lips move, but he’s not talking loud enough. None of us can hear him.

      “Speak up, coward!” Lucio yells.

      Xander looks towards me helplessly. I shake my head back and forth.

      He swallows hard and calls out, “I have a letter to deliver.”

      “Deliver it then,” Lucio says.

      Xander shakes his head. “Not for you. It’s to… Charlotte.”

      Lucio’s back is to me, but he tenses noticeably. “You’re not getting near her,” he growls.

      “I… I have to hand it over,” Xander croaks. “Or he’ll kill me.”

      “Then let him kill you,” Lucio says with a shrug. He steps back. “Close the gates. I don’t want to see his damn face anymore.”

      “No!” Xander cries out.

      But he doesn’t move a muscle.

      He stays rooted to the ground like his feet are locked in place. As though if he walks away from it, he’s forfeiting some imagined protection he thinks he has.

      “Please… Char. I—”

      The rest of his words are swallowed whole.

      Along with the rest of him.

      His car explodes, throwing shrapnel in every direction.

      I feel an unbearable heat on my face a second before I’m thrown clear of the gates by the shockwaves.

      I hit the ground hard.

      But I can’t feel pain.

      Only terror.

      Before I can process anything, I feel my body being pulled upright. My legs are lifted off the ground into a pair of strong, sturdy arms.

      Familiar arms.

      I glance up and see Lucio’s face, but he’s not looking at me.

      He’s barking orders to his men.

      His face is stained with ash. His expression marred with fury.

      He turns, and over his shoulder, I see the burning ruins of Xander’s car.

      Then I see a hand.

      A single, severed hand.

      It just lies there on the road side, partly on fire, filling my nostrils with the smell of gasoline and burning flesh.

      That hand belongs to someone.

      Someone I know.

      Someone I knew.

      “No,” I say, dropping my head against Lucio’s chest. “No. Not Xander.”

      And when I start to lose myself to darkness…

      I embrace it gratefully.
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      “Well?”

      Adriano sighs and sits down in front of me.

      “Remote detonated car bomb. No way for us to know who blew it up or why. But I think it’s pretty easy to connect the dots here.”

      “Kazimierz,” I fill in.

      He nods. “Who else?”

      “What about the letter?”

      Adriano shakes his head and lets out a frustrated exhale. “The letter is completely destroyed. But I’m betting it was blank, anyway. They just wanted to send a message. They knew Xander wasn’t getting anywhere near the compound. Or Charlotte.”

      I grit my teeth.

      “What kind of message?”

      “If I had to guess, something along the lines of, Don’t fuck with the Polish. Because we’re not above killing our own men.”

      “Fear doesn’t inspire loyalty,” I argue.

      “Apparently, Kazimierz doesn’t agree.” Adriano sighs and leans in. “We’ve got to go on the offensive.”

      I nod. “I’ve been thinking the same thing.”

      “And the FBI?” he prods.

      “What about them?”

      “They’re watching us. Monitoring everything we’re doing,” he says. “Charlotte told Kazimierz that he didn’t have the strength to stand against the combined power of the FBI and the Family. That’s true of us, too. We can take on one or the other. Not both.”

      “Maybe it won’t come to that.”

      “If you think the feds are just gonna sit back and watch how this plays out, you’ve got another thing coming.”

      “They’re not going to involve themselves directly in a mafia war. They told me that themselves.”

      “No,” he agrees, “they’re not. They’ll just wait ‘til one of us defeats the other and then swoop in on the survivor.”

      I sigh. He’s got a point.

      “I’m just saying,” Adriano continues, “this is the third attack the Polish have made on the compound. We need to answer it.”

      “I agree,” I reply. “And I will. But I need to be fucking smart about this. I have a family to consider now.”

      A family.

      Only after the word has left my mouth, do I stop to consider what it means.

      Evie is my child. My blood.

      But Charlotte?

      We’ve never once talked about what we are or where we’re headed.

      It’s always been a gray area we’ve never touched on.

      “How is Charlotte?” Adriano asks, saving me from my thoughts.

      “She’s…”

      I trail off, unsure how to even answer the question.

      “She’s been in my room since it happened,” I finish vaguely.

      “And Evie?”

      “I sent Enzo to pick Evie up. She spent the evening with him in the garden before I put her to bed. I told her Charlotte was sick.”

      “She’s not doing so good, huh?” Adriano surmises.

      “She saw her ex explode right in front of her,” I say. “So no, I’d say she’s not doing too well.”

      “Maybe…”

      Adriano stops short, but I zone in on him.

      “What?”

      “I was just thinking… maybe she could use a friend?”

      “Charlotte doesn’t have friends,” I say dismissively.

      “What about Vanessa?”

      “Meh.”

      Adriano raises an eyebrow at me.

      “I don’t trust Vanessa,” I explain.

      “You don’t trust anybody.”

      “It’s called self-preservation.”

      “Well, I’m glad that works for you. But she is not a don, Lucio. She might need a friend.”

      “She has me,” I reply brusquely as I get to my feet. “Keep checking our security comms. I want an hourly update.”

      Adriano sighs wearily. “Sure thing, boss.”

      I head out of my office and move straight to my bedroom. On the way there, I hear the shuffling of feet and slow down.

      I turn my head to the side just in time to see a curl of blonde hair disappear around the corner.

      “Evie?”

      There’s about five second of silence and then she shuffles back around the corner in her little white nightdress.

      “Tesoro,” I sigh, gesturing her forward. “What are you doing out of bed?’

      She bites her lip. “I was looking for Charlotte. She’s not in her room.”

      “I told you she was sick.”

      “But why isn’t she in her room?” Evie asks. “Shouldn’t she be resting?”

      I hesitate for a moment, realizing how worried she is. I take her hand and lead her to the staircase. We sit down against the steps and I turn to her.

      “Charlotte doesn’t want you to catch what she has,” I try to explain. “So she’s using another room in the house until she feels better. She just needs time. And rest.”

      “Okay,” Evie sighs. “But she’s really here, isn’t she?”

      I frown. “What do you mean?”

      “She didn’t leave me?”

      Fuck.

      I suppose I can thank Sonya for the abandonment issues she’s gifted our daughter.

      “No,” I tell Evie with all the seriousness I can muster. “I promise. She’s here. She just needs a little time to herself.”

      “Okay,” Evie says.

      “Where’s Paulie?” I ask, trying to change the subject.

      “He’s asleep,” she tells me. “So I didn’t want to wake him.”

      I smile. “Good thinking. How’d you like your day with Brenda?”

      Evie frowns at me. “Bridget, Papa.”

      “Isn’t that what I said?”

      She giggles. “Nooo!”

      “Well? Did you have fun?”

      “So much fun,” she says enthusiastically. “Bridget’s mommy made us fruit pops and for dinner, we had pasta. But it wasn’t as good as Charlotte’s.”

      “I’m not surprised.”

      “It was still good, though,” she adds, as though she feels bad for outing her friend’s mother.

      I smile inwardly. This precious little girl may have come from two severely fucked-up people.

      But she’s a miracle regardless.

      “Papa, don’t worry.”

      I cock my head at her. “What makes you think I’m worried?”

      “I can see the lines on your forehead,” she tells me in a matter-of-fact tone.

      “Hm,” I smile. “That gives me away?”

      “Yeah,” she says with a decisive nod. “But don’t worry.”

      I’m not lost on the irony of the moment. Of my own six-year-old daughter comforting me. She stands up and moves in front of me so she can wrap her hands around my neck.

      “Everything will be okay, Papa.”

      I pull her to me and hug her tight.

      “Yeah?” I whisper in her ear.

      “Yeah,” she says confidently.

      “Thanks, tesoro,” I tell her. “I needed that. Now come on, I’ll walk you to your room.”

      I carry Evie back to her bed and tuck her in. It takes her a few minutes to fall asleep. Only when her hand relaxes around Paulie’s body do I get up and leave.

      My room is quiet when I approach the door.

      I take a deep breath and walk in.

      Charlotte is in the same fetal position she was in when I left her hours ago. I can’t see her face, but I know she’s awake, because her body’s trembling ever so slightly.

      “Charlotte?”

      She flinches, but she doesn’t even attempt to raise her head or move to face me.

      As I get closer, I realize she’s exchanged her clothes for mine. She’s wearing one of my white t-shirts and nothing else.

      I’m not sure what to make of that.

      I slip into bed beside her, but I don’t make any attempt to touch her.

      For a long time, we just stay like that.

      Then slowly, Charlotte shifts around and turns to face me.

      Her eyes are red and swollen and there are dry tear tracks on her face.

      “I know what you’re thinking,” she says.

      Her voice is hoarse. Rusty. Strained.

      “What am I thinking?” I ask.

      “You’re wondering why I’m crying for Xander,” she says. “Especially since he was an asshole and a coward. And my ex-boyfriend. Right?”

      I don’t say anything.

      She’s not completely wrong.

      But she’s not completely right, either.

      “And you’d be right,” she says before I can say anything. “He was an asshole. He was a coward. But I was with him for a long time.”

      I watch her, silent and observant.

      “That’s the thing you don’t understand sometimes. You can’t help how you feel about people. Just because they don’t deserve it doesn’t mean you can stop feeling a certain way about them.”

      Her words come out kind of confused.

      It’s like she’s trying to make sense of her own fragmented thoughts.

      “I don’t love him. I never really did,” she continues. “But I did care about him.”

      She looks up at the ceiling, her eyes glazing over for a moment.

      “You know what’s funny?” she asks. “I think I stayed with him for as long as I did because of his parents.”

      I frown. “His parents?”

      “Yeah,” Charlotte says. “They’re the sweetest people. I only met them a handful of times but they were always so lovely to me. The first time I met them, I kept thinking: how did a couple like them produce a man like him? It didn’t make sense to me.”

      “I’m guessing they didn’t know about his ties to the Polish.”

      She shakes her head. “In their minds, he’s the perfect son. A hardworking cop who puts his life on the line every day for the people,” she tells me. “I guess I felt like there was hope for him. I mean if he had parents like them, surely he couldn’t be all bad?”

      She wipes her tears on the pillowcase and breathes gently.

      “And they loved him so much. His mother knit him sweaters every Christmas. His dad used to send him handmade cards on his birthday. They were the kind of parents I wish I’d had. Oh, God,” she breathes, her eyes filling with tears all over again. “They’re going to be so devastated. He was their only child.”

      “Charlotte…”

      She shakes her head and sits up in bed.

      “He was standing right there, Lucio,” she whispers as though she can’t understand the logic of it all. “He was standing right there. Walking, talking, breathing. And the next second, he’s gone. Blown to bits like a ragdoll.”

      “Stop re-living it, Charlotte,” I say. “That won’t make this easier.”

      “He didn’t deserve to die that way,” she says.

      I stay silent. I can’t offer her any comfort that will sound sincere.

      So I just sit next to her and try to do what I can. Even though, in this moment, that’s not a whole hell of a lot.

      “Lucio,” she sobs, looking up at me as a fresh tear rolls down her cheek, “there won’t be a body. His parents won’t even have a body to bury.”

      I place my hand on her leg. “I’m sorry, Charlotte.”

      The honest truth is that I’m not sorry Xander’s dead. His death means nothing to me. I’m not about to pretend it does.

      But I am sorry for the pain she’s in now.

      “I’ve seen men die before,” Charlotte says, breaking through my thoughts. “But this is different.”

      “How?”

      “He wasn’t being threatening anyone, Lucio,” she says. “He was just standing there, terrified that he was going to die. He knew. He knew they were going to kill him. And it’s all because of me.”

      I frown. “What do you mean?”

      She nods. “Kazimierz killed Xander because of me. Even that day in the private VIP room… Kazimierz made this comment after Xander left. Something about how he never liked him.”

      “What does that have to do with you?” I ask.

      “Xander was the one who brought me into contact with the Polish. He was my recruiter. Once Kazimierz realized that I was really working for you, Xander would have been marked.”

      “That’s not your fault, Charlotte,” I say patiently. “That’s just how it is.”

      She frowns and shakes her head. “It’s not how it should be.”

      “‘How it should be’ doesn’t work in this world,” I tell her. “You can’t be that naïve.”

      She raises her gaze to mine. The blue of her eyes are cloudy, filled with regret and guilt.

      It only makes me hate Xander more.

      Even in death, the fucker won’t leave her alone.

      “I know you don’t understand this,” she says softly, “but we had history together. He was a big part of my life for a very long time.”

      “He was a big part of your life,” I say, with a nod. “Sonya was a big part of mine, too. I had to let her go. Can you let him go?”

      The question leaves her stumped for a moment.

      She’s quiet for a long time.

      Then she lets out a long, low breath. A frustrated breath. A tired breath.

      “My heart hurts, Lucio,” she says. “Can you just hold me?”

      I nod and she turns around so that I can spoon her. We lie like that for a long time.

      So long, in fact, that I start to question if I’m making any difference to her at all.
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      The tears fall as if in slow motion.

      I don’t understand my own fascination with it.

      I’ve seen people cry, of course, but it’s never been so in my face. So unvarnished. So shameless.

      Then again, this is a funeral.

      It’s hardly my first rodeo.

      But the kind of funerals I go to are a different ballgame entirely.

      Death is expected in the underworld. It’s a fact of doing business. One day, your number will get called, and it will be over for you.

      I’ve always accepted that. Always known that.

      These people? They cry and sob and wail as if the world has ended.

      For Officer Xander Murphy, I suppose it has.

      “Papa?”

      I glance towards Evie. She’s sitting beside me on one of the foldout chairs in a little black dress.

      “Yes?”

      “Did you ever meet Charlotte’s friend?” she asks.

      I probably should have kept her at home for this one. But given everything that’s happened, I’m loath to let her leave my sight.

      Also, I think having her around has helped Charlotte get through the events of the day thus far.

      “No,” I reply. It’s not quite a lie.

      “Oh,” Evie says. “Charlotte’s really sad, huh?”

      I take Evie’s hand. “She is.”

      Silently, I add, Although I don’t fucking understand why.

      “She’s a nice person,” Evie says, answering my question without even knowing it. “So she gets really sad when bad things happen to people.”

      I’ve said it before and I’ll say it again: my little girl is smart.

      But I have to wonder: is she smart because she’s special?

      Or is it because she’s already seen far too much of the world? Far too much death and anger and separation?

      I know what seeing that shit did to me.

      I pray that it doesn’t wreak the same trauma on her.

      I give her a soft smile. “That’s right,” I say. “That’s exactly right.”

      “I like Charlotte’s friend. The one with the blonde hair like mine,” Evie says. She’s looking to the left where Charlotte is standing with Vanessa’s arm around her shoulders.

      I hate to admit it, but Adriano was right on that front. Vanessa has been more of a comfort to Charlotte than I have.

      She’d swept into the compound this morning and helped her get dressed for the funeral. From the moment we left the house, she’s clung tight to Charlotte’s hand.

      And Charlotte has clung right back.

      I’m annoyed at how much that burns me.

      “And her name is pretty,” Evie continues.

      “Is it?” I say distractedly. My focus is on Charlotte.

      She’s wearing a simple black dress that she looks absolutely beautiful in.

      “Mhmm,” Evie replies. She sounds out all three syllables carefully. “Va-ness-a.”

      “That’s great, tesoro…”

      Her dress is modest. It’s got short sleeves, a square neckline, and a hemline that ends at her knees. She’s wearing her hair pinned up in a carefully-wound bun.

      The kind of bun that makes me want to reach out and grab for it.

      “Papa?”

      “Hmm?”

      “You’re not listening to me.”

      I tear my eyes away from Charlotte. “Sorry, what was that again?”

      “Why couldn’t I bring Paulie?” she demands, not for the first time.

      “Evie,” I sigh, “we’ve been over this before.”

      “He’s always quiet.”

      “It’s a funeral,” I try again. “We can’t bring your stuffed toy here.”

      She frowns. “He’s not a toy,” she insists. “He’s my friend.”

      I try and stave off the impatience, but she’s wearing me down. I notice that I’m getting a lot of looks.

      It doesn’t take a genius to figure out why.

      I stand out here.

      Perhaps some of Xander’s colleagues, the men and women arranged in pressed blue uniforms, know who I am. By name and reputation if not by appearance, at least.

      But that’s not why people stare.

      They stare because of the aura I radiate. Because of who I am. Because I wear the things I’ve done—the sins I’ve committed—like a heart on my sleeve.

      And that’s why they keep their distance.

      I see Charlotte turn and stop short as she notices someone in the crowd.

      Her mouth pops open in shock. She whispers something to Vanessa, who moves a little closer.

      Charlotte moves forward, near to where Evie and I are sitting. But her eyes are still trained on the person that’s caught her attention.

      An elderly woman moves forward. Her hair is snow white and curling at the edges. She has a slight hunch, further emphasized by the bulky black coat she wears over her mourning dress.

      “Charlotte, dear,” the older lady mumbles, reaching her hands out.

      Charlotte rushes forward and hugs her. The two collapse in on each other and both start crying on cue. Charlotte’s sobs are subdued, while the older woman’s are unrestrained and desperate.

      Evie slips her fingers through mine and leans into my shoulder.

      “Papa…”

      “It’s okay, Evie,” I tell her. “Crying is expected at funerals.”

      I honestly don’t know what the fuck I’m doing here. I was a fool to insist I come at all. But I wanted to be there for Charlotte.

      And I’m worried about the threat to her life.

      Kazimierz has it out for her now. He knows she’s with us and he’s not going to want to let go.

      Men like him hold grudges for life.

      Finally, after what seems like ages, Charlotte and the woman break apart.

      “Silvia,” Charlotte says, clasping the older woman’s hands in hers, “I’m so sorry for your loss.”

      “I just can’t believe he’s gone,” Silvia cries. “He was so young. He hadn’t even had a chance to live.”

      “I know.”

      “He spent his whole life in service to others, Charlotte,” Silvia continues. “You know that. He was always such a brave boy. Such a caring boy.”

      I have to resist the urge to roll my eyes.

      So this is clearly the mother. Who else would have such a biased and blind perspective of the scumbag that was her son?

      “I know this must be hard for you,” consoles Charlotte. “It’s hard for me, too.”

      “I still can’t believe it,” Silvia says, shaking her head. “It feels so surreal. Like I’m in a nightmare that I can’t wake up from.”

      Charlotte just keeps saying the same thing. “I know. I know.”

      “I know you and Xander went your separate ways, but he always spoke so fondly of you,” she says. “I kind of hoped that one day the two of you would give it another try.”

      I notice Charlotte stiffen a little.

      “I think Xander and I worked better as friends,” she offers awkwardly.

      “No, no. Nonsense. You were the love of his life,” Silvia asserts. “He just didn’t know how to show you how much he loved you.”

      I grit my teeth, but I manage to stay in my seat.

      I’m glad Evie’s with me. If it weren’t for her, I might do something stupid. Like walk over to the fucker’s closed casket and kick it off the stupid pedestal it’s resting on right now.

      “You were so good for him, Charlotte,” Silvia continues. “So good for him. He was happy when he was with you.”

      I wonder what’s running through Charlotte’s mind right now. Her expressions only betray sadness. There’s not much else there.

      Not that I can see, at least.

      “Can I ask: when was the last time the two of you spoke?”

      Charlotte sucks in her breath, but she manages to pass it off as a sob. She wipes away the tears from her eyes.

      “I can’t remember, Silvia,” she stammers. “It might have been a few weeks ago.”

      “I spoke to him that morning,” Silvia says. “The morning he died…”

      She crumbles into fresh sobs. Another woman appears at her shoulder and leads her away.

      Charlotte just stands there, staring after her, looking completely helpless.

      In the corner of my eye, I see Vanessa drifting back towards Charlotte. I stand up and intercept her.

      “Vanessa, would you mind sitting with Evie for a moment?” I ask politely.

      “Oh. Uh, sure,” she says.

      “Grazie.”

      I leave her behind and move to where Charlotte’s standing.

      “Charlotte.”

      She glances up at me, her eyelashes stained with new tears. “Hi.”

      “How’re you doing?”

      “I just want to get through this funeral and go home,” she tells me.

      “You really want to stay for the whole thing?” I ask.

      Her eyebrows come together immediately. “Of course. That’s the whole point of us being here.”

      I try and remember to be patient with her at this time. But it’s fucking hard.

      What doesn’t she understand? He was a selfish, miserable bastard. The world is better without him. Charlotte’s world is better without him.

      “I just assumed you wanted to pay your respects to his mother,” I say, keeping my voice down.

      “I wanted to do that, too,” she says, with a nod. “But it’s more than that. I need to say goodbye.”

      I frown. “You need to say goodbye?” I repeat. “To whom—Xander?”

      Her expression hardens. “I know what you think of him, Lucio,” she says. “But we did have history—”

      “So you’ve said.”

      She glares at me. “Really?” she asks. “You’re doing this now?”

      “I’m not doing anything.”

      “You know damn well what you’re doing.”

      I have to bite down on my tongue to keep from scoffing.

      Perhaps I am pissed.

      Pissed that she’s mourning Xander as though he was worth a single one of the tears she’s shed.

      I can’t for the life of me understand why his death is affecting her so badly.

      “I’m here, aren’t I?” I say at last. “I’m here, at your ex-boyfriend’s funeral. Despite the fact that he was trying to kill you. And probably me.”

      “He wasn’t—”

      “He would have done anything if it meant saving his own skin,” I snap at her in a low voice. “And you know that, too. Death doesn’t change who a person was when they lived.”

      Charlotte whimpers and covers her face with her hands.

      Like she’s trying to make me disappear and this is the only way she knows how to do it.

      “Let’s not fight, okay?” she says finally. “I do appreciate you being here.”

      It feels like there’s a ‘but’ coming, but she doesn’t continue. She just pulls her hands down from her face and looks around with a lost expression.

      “I’m gonna give my condolences to the rest of his family,” she mumbles.

      I nod. “Fine. I’ll be with Evie.”

      I turn and head back to where Evie’s sitting with Vanessa. Vanessa gets to her feet the moment I approach.

      “Excuse me, kiddo,” she tells Evie. “I’m gonna go check on Charlotte, okay?”

      “Okay,” Evie says, looking keenly disappointed.

      I step forward, but I don’t feel like sitting down anymore.

      Everywhere I look, there’s grief. There’s sadness. There’s pain.

      And here I stand. Unmoved by all of it.

      I glance back to where Charlotte’s standing with Vanessa. She’s speaking softly, the muscles of her face more relaxed now. Even her body language seems more at ease.

      It all underscores one obvious point: I don’t belong here.

      Feeling pissed off, I turn back to Evie.

      “Hey, tesoro, Charlotte’s gonna take a while. How about we get out of here?”

      She tilts her head to the side. “Will Charlotte be okay, though?”

      I force a smile onto my face. “She’ll be fine.”

      I take her hand and walk her out of the church. On our way out, I notice Xander’s mother by the church door, thanking mourners for coming for the funeral.

      “Deepest sympathies,” I tell her, hoping that I come off as sincere.

      As put-off as I am by all the doom and gloom on display here, I have no desire to make an old woman feel worse on the day she’s going to bury her son.

      Even if that son had been a waste of life.

      “Thank you,” she says with a half-smile that doesn’t quite work. Her eyes linger on Evie. “Your daughter?”

      “Yes, this is Evie.”

      “Evie,” she repeats. “She has your eyes. You came with Charlotte, didn’t you?”

      I pause. “Yes, we did.”

      “That was kind of you. And you’re her…?”

      I hesitate, unsure how to answer.

      Thankfully, Evie saves me by speaking up for me.

      “Charlotte’s my nanny,” she says. “She’s the best nanny.”

      “Oh,” Silvia says, her eyes going wide. “I wasn’t aware she was a professional nanny. Good for her.”

      “I’m sorry, you’ll have to excuse us,” I say, cutting off her next question. “But again, deepest condolences.”

      Then I pull Evie out of the church and down the steps.

      “Who was she, Papa?” Evie asks.

      “Just… someone who knows Charlotte,” I reply distractedly as I try to remember where I parked the car.

      Once I find it, I make sure Evie’s strapped in and I get into the driver’s seat. I’m pulling out of the church grounds when I dial in Enzo’s number.

      “Hi, boss,” he says, his voice filling up the car.

      “Hi, Enzo!” Evie says enthusiastically.

      “Hiya, kid,” Enzo chuckles.

      “Enzo, I need you to come to Saint Joseph’s Church,” I instruct him. “Charlotte’s here. After the funeral, bring her back to the compound.”

      “Got it, boss.”

      I hang up, already feeling relieved to be out of that oppressive atmosphere.

      “Are we going back home, Papa?” Evie asks.

      I hesitate. “Actually, no,” I tell her. “I’ve got a surprise for you.”

      “Really?” she says, clapping her hands together. “What’s the surprise?”

      “You’re going to spent the night with your nonni.”

      The clapping cuts off abruptly.

      “My nonni?” Evie repeats, sounding wary all of a sudden.

      I don’t fucking blame her.

      “Yes. Your nonni. Your grandmother,” I clarify. “I’m sure she’ll really love spending time with you. It’ll be nice for the two of you to get to know each other.”

      I glance at Evie through the rearview mirror.

      She looks suspicious.

      I feel bad.

      But there’s a good reason for it.

      A fight is brewing between Charlotte and me. A vicious one. I don’t want Evie around to witness that.

      God knows she’s been through enough.

      “Don’t worry, she doesn’t bite. And there’s always great food at her place.”

      Evie considers it for a minute. “Okay, but I want to take Paulie with me. And I want one of the brownies that Charlotte made last week.”

      The kid’s got some serious negotiation skills.

      But given the fact that I’m about to palm her off on my mother for a night, I’m willing to cave easily to her demands.

      I turn the car in the direction of the compound.

      “Deal.”
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      “Have you seen Lucio and Evie anywhere?” I ask Vanessa, craning my neck to see above the crowd.

      It shouldn’t be so hard to spot them.

      Lucio sticks out like a sore thumb.

      Vanessa looks around with me. “I don’t think they’re in the church. Maybe they went outside for a walk?”

      I bite my lip and take another scan around the room.

      There’s definitely no sign of them anywhere, and it’s starting to worry me.

      I’m aware that Lucio has been on edge all day. Moodier than usual.

      But I haven’t given it much thought. Until right now.

      “I’m just gonna head out to check,” I tell Vanessa.

      “Sure, babe. I’ll wait for you here.”

      I give her a half-hearted smile and head towards the massive arched church doors.

      There’s a small gathering of people blocking the entrance. I’m so focused on maneuvering past them that I almost miss Silvia waving me over.

      “Sorry, Silvia,” I say. “I just needed some air.”

      “You and me both, darling,” she says with a sad smile. “If you’re looking for that handsome gentleman you came with, he went outside with his daughter.”

      “Oh. Thank you.”

      “He told me you were his nanny,” Silvia says. “I’m glad you landed on your feet. I always knew you would.”

      I frown. “Landed on my feet?” I repeat, slightly confused by the choice of words.

      She looks instantly uncomfortable. “I’m sorry, dear. Xander did tell me about your troubles,” she admits, looking guilty.

      “My troubles?”

      She clears her throat and pats my shoulder. “Forget it. I’m just an old woman talking nonsense. It’s not important.”

      “What did Xander tell you?” I press.

      “He told me about your substance abuse struggles,” she says at last.

      I go rigid instantly, my limbs tingling. Anger flushes out the sadness.

      I’m left standing there, completely blindsided and unbelievably furious.

      “He told you what?” I ask.

      “Well, he said you were in rehab trying to sort through it,” she says. “And I couldn’t be more proud of you for seeing it through. I can’t imagine you would have gotten a job as a nanny for such a nice family if you hadn’t beaten those demons back where they belong. Good for you, love.”

      I swallow back the bitter anger.

      But it’s taking every ounce of willpower in my possession to stay calm and composed.

      “So he told you that was why we broke up? Because I was a junkie?”

      “Well, yes,” Silvia says with a baffled nod. “Isn’t it…?”

      I could set her straight right now. Tell her the truth. Rip away the veil of bullshit. Make sure she understands just what kind of sniveling coward she gave birth to before they put his ass in the ground forever.

      But as quickly as my anger comes, it dissipates.

      I forget about my own personal feelings.

      And I just look at the broken old woman standing hunched in front of me.

      Her only crime was believing what Xander told. Trusting her son.

      I don’t despise her for it.

      I pity her. I empathize with her.

      Because I did the exact same thing.

      “Right,” I tell her. “It was the reason we broke up. I wanted to focus on my sobriety.”

      To my own ears, my words sound forced and robotic.

      But Silvia doesn’t seem to notice.

      “And it was the right choice, dear,” she says. “Look at you now. You’re glowing.”

      I paste a tough smile on my face.

      “Excuse me, Silvia. I’m just gonna step out for a moment.”

      “Of course.”

      I head down the church steps and look around the massive lawn. There are cops in dress uniform and civilians milling around in their mourning outfits.

      But where are Lucio and Evie?

      I circle the church, wondering where they’ve gone. No sign. No trace.

      Giving up, I decide to go back inside and wait—when my phone starts ringing.

      “Hi,” I say, picking up without checking my screen first. “Lucio?”

      “It’s Enzo.”

      “Oh. Hi, Enzo. What’s up?”

      He hesitates for a second. “I just wanted to let you know that I’m parked right outside the church. In the black sedan. When you’re finished in there, I’ll drive you home.”

      I frown. “Lucio’s here.”

      Another hesitation. “Oh, uh, I don’t think so.”

      “Excuse me?”

      “Lucio left,” Enzo tells me. “He told me to bring you home when the funeral’s over.”

      He’d left.

      He’d left me here alone.

      I shouldn’t be surprised, but I am.

      But I’m feeling more than just surprised. I’m feeling abandoned.

      He left me when I need him most.

      I bite back the angry tears and head back into the church for the service. I find Vanessa sitting in one of the middle pews and slide in next to her.

      “You okay?” she asks, taking stock of my expression.

      “Not really.”

      “You’re taking this pretty hard,” she observes with mild surprise.

      “It’s not that,” I say. “Well, sort of. But Lucio left.”

      Vanessa’s head swivels in my direction. “He left?”

      “Took Evie and bolted,” I say, aware of how bitter I sound.

      Why do I keep doing this?

      I pride myself on being independent. I pride myself on being able to say I don’t rely on anybody, least of all a man.

      And yet here I am.

      Crushed that Lucio has left me to suffer alone.

      “Maybe he just went to get some air,” Vanessa suggests.

      “No, Enzo just called me. He’s my ride back to the compound.”

      “Oh, well… I wouldn’t read too much into it,” she offers.

      “Really?” I snap, glaring at her. “You’re telling me not to read too much into it? You’re the queen of reading too much into things.”

      She raises her eyebrows, and immediately, I feel bad.

      I sigh. “I’m sorry, Vanessa. I’m just…”

      “It’s okay,” she says, patting my hand. “I get it. It’s been a rough few days.”

      The service starts, but I’m not really paying attention. And I know Vanessa isn’t, either.

      “You wanna scoot to the back?” she asks.

      “Good idea.”

      We excuse ourselves and move to the rear of the church. We sit far enough away from the rest of the mourners that our conversation won’t be over heard.

      Vanessa reaches out and squeezes my hand.

      “You can’t expect him to understand, you know,” she says gently.

      “I know. I just…”

      “Want him to anyway?”

      “Is that completely unreasonable of me?”

      Vanessa mulls over that for a moment. “Kinda.”

      I almost smile. I’ve always been able to count on Vanessa for honesty.

      “He’s a different kind of man than you’re used to, Charlotte,” she says. “He’s harder. Tougher. Rougher around the edges.”

      “Wow,” I say. “You said that without salivating.”

      She smiles sadly. “Well, it is a funeral.”

      I turn to the pulpit where the priest is wrapping up his sermon. I watch as Silvia is helped up on the raised dais. She starts talking into the podium microphone about Xander.

      What a good son he was.

      What a selfless man he was.

      What an honest and upstanding citizen he was.

      It makes me sick to my stomach.

      I glance at Vanessa and gesture for her to follow me. Then we slip out of the church completely.

      I suddenly feel like I can breathe again.

      “Jesus,” I breathe.

      “You praying now?”

      Loud, anxious laughter bubbles to my lips. Vanessa looks at me in alarm and then glances back nervously at the church door.

      “I just couldn’t hear the rest of that,” I admit once I settle back down. “It’s all bullshit.”

      “You can’t blame his mother for lying about him,” Vanessa says with a shrug.

      “That’s the thing. She wasn’t lying. She just bought into Xander’s act. She believes he was a good man.”

      “Ah, the naïve purity of a mother’s love,” Vanessa sighs. “Don’t you wish we had parents like that?”

      I smile bitterly.

      This is the whole reason Vanessa and I bonded in the first place. She gets me. I get her.

      We came from similar situations. The unloved daughters of fathers who didn’t know we existed and mothers who never wanted to have us in the first place.

      Vanessa understands what it means to crave love and affection.

      She understands why sometimes the stupid decisions seem worth it if it means you can steal a little security.

      I’d done exactly that with Xander.

      And she hadn’t judged me for it.

      And now…?

      Am I doing it again with Lucio?

      “What’s on your mind?” Vanessa asks.

      “All the bad decisions I’ve ever made,” I admit honestly.

      She chuckles. “Long list, huh?”

      “You have no idea.”

      “Been there, done that,” she replies. “So no judgement from me.”

      I lean into her a little, head resting on her shoulder.

      “I always told myself I wouldn’t be like my mother,” I say, looking up to the stained glass glowing in the sunlight. “But without even noticing, I feel like I’m repeating her patterns.”

      “In what way?” Vanessa asks curiously.

      “She never stood on her own two feet,” I explain. “She always relied on men to save her. Like some damsel in distress. And now here I am. Doing the same thing.”

      “It’s hard not to be a damsel where Lucio is concerned,” Vanessa points out. “That man was made to be the knight in shining armor. Well, he’s more of an asshole than the fairy tales usually suggest. But you get what I’m saying.”

      “Not the point,” I say impatiently. “The point is that I shouldn’t be relying on him so much. If I just stuck to my rules, then I wouldn’t be so upset right now that he left.”

      Vanessa looks at me with a pointed expression that I don’t understand.

      “What?” I prod.

      “Have you considered the fact that maybe this has less to do with relying on Lucio and more to do with being in love with him?” she asks.

      I stare at her for several seconds as my brain processes what she’s just said.

      “Don’t deny it. It’s plain as day.”

      I blink in confusion. Vanessa keeps pushing, though.

      “How do you feel about Lucio, Charlotte?” she asks me directly. “Tell me. No bullshit. Straight up.”

      “H—he’s been good to me,” I stutter.

      Vanessa sighs. “C’mon, babe, I’m not interviewing you,” she says. “I’m your best friend. You don’t have to give me the politically correct answers. Just tell me what you feel.”

      “I don’t know how I feel.”

      “Bullshit.”

      “Excuse me?”

      “We’ve known each other a long time. I know you. And I know when you’re lying.”

      “I’m not lying.”

      “Lying to yourself counts, too.”

      Damn. That one hits home.

      I frown. “Why are we even talking about this?”

      “Because it’s relevant. And also because you’re the one who brought it up. So spit it out, babe. Come on. How do you feel about Lucio?”

      I cast my eyes around in frustration like something in here will help me. “I know he’s a bad guy. Sometimes, at least. But he’s an amazing father. And he’s protected me more than once. And—”

      “Get real. You sound like you’re auditioning for Ms. Universe.”

      I glare at her. “I’m being honest here.”

      “I didn’t ask you what kind of guy he is,” she says. “I asked you how you felt about him.”

      I take a deep breath and close my eyes for a moment. “I care about him.”

      “Better,” Vanessa says with approval and a mocking little golf clap. “Anything else you want to add?”

      “Not particularly.”

      “Charlotte.”

      “I don’t want to get hurt,” I whisper.

      Vanessa looks at me with genuine sympathy in her eyes. “Oh, hon, I’m sorry to say this, but I think the ship’s already sailed on that one.”

      My heart sinks instantly as I register the truth of her words.

      She’s right.

      The fact that I care about him at all means that hurt is inevitable.

      “I do care about him,” I sigh. “And if I’m being honest, I want a future with him. And Evie. But I don’t think that’s possible.”

      “Why not?”

      “Because he’s not that type of guy,” I say.

      “What does that mean?”

      I don’t answer, because in this instance, I don’t think Vanessa can or will understand.

      But I’ve spent a lot of time with Lucio. Enough time to know that he doesn’t have room in his life for me.

      He’s the don of the Mazzeo Mafia.

      He’s Evie’s father.

      And me?

      I’m his daughter’s nanny. I’m his prisoner. I’m a pawn on his chessboard.

      “I have to think about my future, Vanessa,” I tell her. “I need to make a plan.”

      “Does this plan include Lucio?”

      I bite my lip.

      I wish it did.

      God, how I wish it did.

      But I can’t see how that would work.

      “It can’t,” I reply. “We’re on separate paths, Vanessa. I don’t think I’ll fit into his life. And he definitely won’t fit into mine.”

      “How do you know if you don’t try?” she asks.

      “Trying requires both of us to want the same thing.”

      “And how do you know that he doesn’t want the same thing?”

      “He left today, Vanessa,” I point out. “He knew I needed him and he left anyway. What other proof do I need?”

      “The fact that he came at all means something,” she says.

      I nod slowly. “Maybe you’re right,” I concede.

      But I don’t actually believe it.

      I’m not gonna let myself hope.

      Hope is painful.

      It takes too much energy and all it does is set you up for disappointment in the future.

      I’ve had my fill of disappointment.

      It’s time to face reality and accept certain hard truths.

      And the truth is, I’m on my own.
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      I stare down at the burnt golden liquid swishing around at the bottom of my glass.

      I know I need to stop drinking.

      But the first glass of whiskey didn’t do shit to alter my mood.

      The second made a marginal difference.

      Which is how I ended up with a third.

      The lights are on in the garden. The faint spotlights illuminate dark reaches of grass, and also the moths drawn to the light.

      I take another sip to drain my whiskey and put the glass down with finality.

      I’m in the main living room, which means I have a perfect view of the pool and a large portion of the garden. If I move to the far corner of the room where the piano is placed, I can see the gate.

      I’ve stopped watching it the last hour, which is probably why it opens at last.

      Charlotte steps through first, still wearing her demure black mourning dress.

      Enzo follows her in.

      There’s no sign of Vanessa.

      Usually, Charlotte would be talking everyone’s ear off. But today, her face is downcast and her demeanor is somber.

      She’s taken down her bun, and now her dark hair hangs loose around her shoulders.

      She’s carrying her heels in her right hand as she walks barefoot along the cobbled pathway that leads to the pool deck.

      I wonder if she feels my gaze on her, because she looks up just then and sees me standing behind the glass sliding doors.

      She stills for a moment. A deer caught in the headlights.

      Then, even from this far, I notice her jaw clench tight.

      She puts her head down and keeps walking.

      A minute later, she appears at the door on the other side of the room.

      Her eye aren’t red anymore. She looks beautiful. Haunted, but in control—for now, at least.

      “How was the service?” I ask without turning to face her.

      She steps into the room, but she doesn’t seem keen to close the distance to where I’m standing looking out.

      The chasm between us pulsates erratically.

      “Sad,” she replies shortly. “You left.”

      “I didn’t belong there.”

      “And you think I did?” she asks.

      “You wanted to be there. I didn’t.”

      Her gaze burns a hole in the back of my head. Still, I don’t turn around.

      “Why did you come with me at all?” she asks softly.

      “I thought you needed me.”

      “Then why leave?”

      “I was wrong.”

      “Is that what you think?”

      I sigh and pivot halfway. Shadows slice across half of her face. The other half is tight with pent-up anger.

      “You had Vanessa. She’s been more comfort to you than I have these past few days. You didn’t need me.”

      Her eyes go wide. Then she shakes her head and sighs deeply, like I’m too stupid to understand.

      “Where’s Evie?” she asks.

      “She’s spending the night with my mother.”

      “Oh,” Charlotte says, looking justifiably surprised. “Okay.”

      I look back towards the pool. I know that if I keep talking, I’ll end up saying something to upset her. And that will only devolve into a fight.

      I can feel the energy between us.

      It’s charged. Volatile.

      The smallest thing could ignite it, and then all the things we aren’t saying to one another will erupt.

      There’ll be no taking them back.

      Better if they stay swirling around inside of my head.

      “I wish you’d stayed today,” she blurts. “I know it’s unfair of me to have wanted you there at all, but—”

      “Why did you want me there?” I demand, cutting her off mid-sentence.

      She veers back like I’ve screamed at her, though I barely raised my voice above a whisper.

      Hurt flashes across her eyes.

      “I… I don’t know.”

      It’s a cop-out of an answer. She knows it, too.

      She has an answer. A real one.

      She’s just not willing to be honest with me.

      “Maybe you should go and rest,” I tell her dismissively. “You’re obviously emotional.”

      She clenches her teeth hard. “I’m fine,” she says defensively.

      “No, you’re not.”

      “Don’t tell me how I feel,” she retorts, her hackles rising instantly.

      I shake my head. “Maybe we should talk tomorrow.”

      But even my air of calm seems to piss her off.

      “What’s wrong with right now, huh?” she demands. “The night is young. I’m not tired.”

      “The word I used was ‘emotional,’” I remind her.

      She snaps, “I’m not that, either.”

      At last, I turn the rest of the way around to square up with her. “You’re looking for a fight tonight—is that it?”

      She squints angrily. “It seems to me that you’re the one looking for a fight. How many drinks have you had?”

      I laugh darkly. “I’m not drunk.”

      “That half-empty bottle says otherwise,” she accuses, pointing to the bar. “But fine, let’s say you’re not drunk. I do think that you’re drinking to deal with the fact that you’re pissed at me.”

      “Oh yeah?” I ask irritably. “And why would I be mad at you?”

      She shrugs. “Because you can’t conceive of a world in which a girl can mourn the death of an ex-boyfriend, particularly if that ex-boyfriend was an asshole. Your big alpha male brain just simply cannot wrap itself around the concept.”

      I crack my knuckles. “I don’t give two fucks about how you choose to deal with your feelings for Xander’s death.”

      She takes a sharp half-step into the light. “My feelings for Xander are not romantic,” she tells me. “If I loved him at all, it was fleeting and weak. I can have feelings about his death without being in love with him.”

      “That’s tidy.”

      “What exactly is ‘tidy,’ Lucio?” she hisses.

      “That explanation. Very neat. Very concise. Very well-thought-out.”

      She stares at me and I know my jab has landed.

      “I’m trying to tell you how I feel,” she rasps. “None of this is ‘well-thought-out.’ I’m figuring shit out as I go, same as you are.”

      “That really doesn’t mean much when you’re lying about how you feel.”

      “Jesus!” she says, whirling around and throwing her hands in the air with a groan. “What makes you think I’m lying at all?”

      I take an instinctive step forward. We’re still separated by the plush leather couch, and I’d like to keep it that way.

      If I get any closer, I’m going to be tempted to shake some sense into her.

      Or maybe I’ll fuck some sense into her instead.

      “When you were with him, he treated like you shit, didn’t he?” I demand.

      “What does that have to—”

      “Answer the question!” My voice cracks like a whip.

      “Yes!” she cries, squeezing the couch with her dark red nails. “Yes, he treated me like shit!”

      “And when it ended, did he treat you much better?”

      “No.”

      “He used you?”

      “Yes.”

      “He lied to you?”

      “Yes.”

      “You knew all this about him?”

      “I did.”

      “Then why did you answer the fucking phone?” I growl. “Why did you answer his fucking call when I told you in no uncertain terms to ignore him?”

      She freezes, her expression twisting with realization as my words land.

      “That’s why you’re mad?” she says softly. “Because I disobeyed you?” She sounds incredulous.

      “Answer the fucking question,” I insist again.

      She glares at me. A vein twitches in her forehead.

      Gone is the sadness from the church.

      Now, it’s replaced with anger. With fire.

      “I wasn’t planning on taking the call,” she tells me. “But he sent me a message…”

      “Excuses, excuses, excuses,” I cut in. “You’ve always got one, do you know that? Nothing’s ever your fault—”

      “I got a message and I read it. He saw that I was online and—”

      “You’ve already given me this spiel. I don’t need to hear it again.”

      “He was scared for his life—”

      “And that concerns you because…?”

      “Because I’m not a horrible human being!” she yells at me. “Because even if I’ve been treated badly, I can’t turn my back on someone who’s scared and asking for help.”

      She grabs a fistful of her hair and stifles a frustrated scream.

      “Was Xander a dirty cop? Was he a coward? Was he a selfish, underhanded, scheming con artist of a man? Yes, he was all those things. But he loved his parents, too.”

      She sobs slightly, but she swallows back the lump in her throat and keeps going.

      “He recycled his fucking junk mail,” she continues. “He rescued stray animals. He was abused by his uncle when he was eight years old and he’d been trying to shake off that trauma for last two decades of his life.”

      I stand frozen in place at the display of emotion. I’ve never seen anything like this from her before.

      It’s flooring me.

      “People are not black and white, Lucio,” she whispers as a tear slips down her cheek. “They’re complicated and broken and ugly. They’ve got a little darkness in them and a little light and sometimes one overwhelms the other. But that doesn’t mean they’re bad. It doesn’t mean they’re worthless. So when I saw his text, I knew he was scared. And I knew he was desperate.”

      She sobs once more, gathers herself, and continues.

      “So I picked up. Even though you told me not to, I had to pick up. Because I know what it feels like to be completely and utterly alone. I know what it’s like to be in trouble and not have a single person to turn to. That’s why I answered his call,” she says.

      She’s still trembling over her words, but she’s determined to finish them.

      “Not because I’m still in love with him. Not because I thought I could save him. But because I didn’t want him to feel alone at the end. No one deserves that. Not even him.”

      Well… fuck.

      I stare at her as the swirling silence between us courses with spent energy.

      I don’t know what to say anymore.

      She holds my gaze for a second before she finally turns away.

      She doesn’t leave the room, though.

      I realize after a moment that I’ve actively pushed her away today. Maybe I’ve been pushing her away from the beginning and I haven’t seen it until just now.

      Because that’s what I do.

      I push people away before they decide to leave.

      So that when they do leave, I’m expecting it. I’m prepared for it.

      It can’t hurt me—they can’t hurt me—because I never let them close enough to do it.

      Charlotte looks at me with tear-stained eyes, waiting for me to give her something in return.

      I want to give her that something she needs.

      The power is in my hands. The ball is in my court.

      But I’m not used to giving.

      I clear my throat.

      Say it, you bastard, I roar at myself inside my head. Say something honest. Something real. Something vulnerable. She won’t hurt you. She cares. She cares so fucking much that it tears her up inside, and it’s the most beautiful thing you’ve ever seen and if you don’t say something now, you’ll never get another chance like this ever again.

      So say it.

      Say it.

      Tell her you love her.

      I open my mouth to speak.

      “Kazimierz knows you’re with me now,” I say brusquely.

      Charlotte does a double take, her expression crestfallen.

      Inside, I feel the same.

      “Really?” she asks in a tiny, hurt voice. “That’s what you have to say to me right now?”

      “You’re in serious danger, Charlotte,” I continue. Hating myself for it but saying it anyway. “You may not realize that, but I do. I’ve got to make sure you’re protected.”

      She sighs. “And how are you gonna do that?” she asks tiredly.

      “I’m going to take down the fucking Polish,” I reply without missing a beat.

      She stares at me imploringly. “Lucio…”

      I walk around the sofa, leaving a wide berth between the two of us as I make my way to the door.

      “You’re leaving?” she asks, confused.

      “I have shit to do. You’ll be safe here tonight. I have a full security detail onsite.”

      “That’s not what I’m concerned about. I’m—”

      “I have to go.”

      I can see the disappointment on her face when I cut her off.

      But I can’t bring myself to stay.

      I’ve made a fuck ton of mistakes in the last few weeks.

      Hell, in the last few fucking months.

      I can correct them now, though. I can fix things—my way. The don’s way.

      First, I need to make sure my family is safe.

      And that includes Charlotte.

      I know I should say that to her face. I need to reassure her.

      But the words don’t come. They’re stuck at the back of my throat, trapped there by decades of scars and repression.

      “Lucio,” she says, her voice trembling slightly. “Please…”

      “What do you want, Charlotte?” I ask, more harshly than I intend.

      She stops short, her eyes drop, and I see the defeat in the hunch of her shoulders.

      “Nothing,” she says. “Never mind.”

      Leaving her like this is not a good idea. I know this. My instincts are screaming at me to stay. To deal with this.

      But I ignore those instincts and walk away from her.

      I’m not running away.

      I have a plan.

      And it starts with the woman who first spun this whole sordid web of lies and deception.

      First, I have to find her.
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      He left.

      He just walked away.

      Exactly like he did at Xander’s funeral.

      Maybe that was justified.

      But this?

      It’s a brutal slap in the face.

      I take a deep breath and look around the empty room. For the first time in my life, I eye the bottles of alcohol on Lucio’s bar and consider knocking some back.

      Anything to numb the pain that’s sitting on my chest like a weight.

      The funeral was intense. More draining than I ever could’ve expected.

      But there’s more that I’m feeling that needs to be unpacked. And I’ve barely begun to scratch the surface.

      I leave in a hurry, happy to put some distance between myself and Lucio’s scent still lingering in the room.

      I go up to my bedroom and swap the black mourning dress for jeans and a t-shirt. I brush out my hair and head back downstairs to the kitchen.

      I’m not hungry. In fact, I’ve had no appetite for the last few days.

      But cooking has always helped calm me. It’s always helped me focus my thoughts.

      I need that now more than ever.

      I root around in the fridge and the pantry and pull out a few ingredients. I decide on a nice, simple risotto. Something mindless. Something rote. There’s pumpkin and sage in the vegetable bucket at the bottom of the fridge, so I grab that, too.

      I’m chopping up the pumpkin when Enzo appears at the entrance of the kitchen.

      “Hey there,” he says.

      “Enzo,” I say, attempting a smile. “Hi.”

      “I came in to check on you.”

      I look up at him. “Why?”

      “I’m not entirely sure,” he says, looking slightly uncomfortable. “Instinct, I guess. You seem upset.”

      I take a deep breath. “Funerals are never fun.”

      “I may be wrong,” he says gently, “but I don’t think you’re upset about the funeral, are you?”

      I look at him and offer him a small smile.

      “When did you start paying attention?”

      He laughs under his breath. “I always pay attention,” he says. “It’s my job.”

      “Wanna join me?” I ask. “I’m making risotto.”

      “As long as I don’t have to help.”

      I laugh. “You don’t,” I assure him. “Sit right there and I’ll do the cooking. I just want some company.”

      “That I can do,” Enzo says, coming forward and sitting down adjacent to me. “Moral support is my best dish.”

      I continue chopping up the pumpkin. “Do you know where Lucio went?” I venture slowly.

      Enzo gives me a look. “Even if I knew, you really think I’d tell you?”

      I roll my eyes. “You guys take this whole loyalty thing seriously, huh?”

      “Without it, there’s nothing,” he replies solemnly.

      Loyalty. What a funny word.

      What does it even mean? Was Xander loyal to me? Was I loyal to him?

      When he lied to me about all his affairs, all his fucking-around-behind-my-back, I believed him. I took his word for it.

      That perfume on his shirt? Had to restrain a rowdy female suspect, Char.

      Some girl’s panties in his squad car? Crazy criminals, what can I say?

      Out all night with no call? Last minute stakeout. You know how things go.

      I ate up all his lies and never asked questions.

      But was that out of loyalty? Or convenience?

      Deep down, I knew the truth from the very beginning.

      Which only makes it worse.

      “You’re right about that,” I say with a nod. “Xander didn’t have a loyal bone in his body.”

      Enzo observes me out of the corner of his eye. “It was a long relationship?” he asks.

      “Longer than it should have been,” I admit. “I was only eighteen when I met him. And he just seemed larger than life, you know? He seemed to me like a real grown-up. He had an apartment, a car, a job. And not just a shitty job either. A serious one. A respectable one. He impressed me without even having to try.”

      “I bet he knew it, too.”

      “Guys like him always do,” I sigh. “You know the worst part about all of it?”

      “What?”

      “I think I knew from pretty early on that he was a sleaze bag who had nothing to offer me,” I admit reluctantly. “But I stayed with him anyway because it was easy and comfortable. Because when I was with him, I felt safe.”

      Enzo looks at me. He’s listening with his whole heart, but not interrupting. Just giving me space and comfort to search for truth in my memories.

      “It was a delusional sense of safety, I’ll admit. But I’d run from a white trash trailer park. After sixteen years in that dump, literally anything was an improvement. ‘Sleaze bag’ was actually a big step-up.”

      Enzo smiles sympathetically. “So you put up with him.”

      “I just turned a blind eye,” I confess. “I pretended. I lied to myself.”

      “Why pretend at all?” Enzo asks.

      There’s no trace of judgement in his tone, but I’m afraid he’s judging me anyway.

      Or maybe I’m just afraid of judging myself.

      “Because I was stupid,” I say bluntly. “Because at the time, I wanted security more than I wanted honesty. I was willing to look the other way if it meant I could relax for a little while.”

      “Was it worth it?” he asks.

      I stare at him, stumped by the question for a moment.

      “No,” I breathe finally. “No, I suppose in the long run, it wasn’t worth it.”

      Enzo smiles kindly. “You don’t sound all that convinced.”

      I sigh. “In some twisted way, I feel like Xander is the one that got me into all this mess. And without that entanglement, I might never have met Lucio or Evie.”

      Enzo raises his eyebrows. “So what you’re saying is that everything you’ve been through is worth it—because of them?”

      It sounds so stark and real when he puts it like that. I don’t think I’m ready to face such an unvarnished truth.

      I concentrate on my chopped pumpkin.

      “Don’t tell that to Lucio,” I laugh bitterly.

      Enzo keeps gazing softly at me. “I won’t,” he promises. “But maybe you should.”

      “He won’t want to hear it.”

      “Why do you say that?”

      “Because it’s true,” I say with a shrug. “He may care about me. For right now. But there’s no way he wants me around for the long haul. It’s naïve of me to believe that. Or hope for it.”

      “But you hope anyway, don’t you?”

      I look down. My cheeks are burning red.

      “Don’t tell Lucio that either,” I mumble.

      “There’s no shame in putting yourself out there, Charlotte,” Enzo tells me.

      “Maybe there isn’t,” I agree. “But there sure is heck will be a lot of hurt. I don’t think I can go through that.”

      “You’re a tough cookie,” he asserts. “You can go through anything.”

      “Doesn’t mean I want to.”

      “You have to ask yourself if it’s worth the risk,” he says. “Some things are, you know.”

      I sigh and lay out the pumpkin on a tray before I pop it in the oven. “You know,” I say, turning back to him as I wipe my hands off on a dish towel, “if you ever decide to leave this line of work, you have a career option as a professional therapist.”

      Enzo laughs. “No thanks. I can’t be fucked with other people’s problems.”

      “Gee, thanks,” I laugh.

      “This is different,” he says immediately. “This was advice between friends.”

      “Friends?” I repeat, with my eyebrows raised. “We’re friends?”

      “Oh, God. Don’t repeat that to anybody.”

      Laughing, I punch him in the arm.

      But I can’t deny that my heart feels a little less burdened.
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      Half an hour later, once my risotto has absorbed all the stock I’ve stirred in, we sit down to eat.

      I’m not hungry, so I only ladle in a small spoonful onto my plate.

      Having Enzo around has really helped distract me, but not by much. Every other breath brings my mind back to Lucio.

      “You’re not eating,” Enzo points out.

      “I’m not hungry.”

      “You’re too damn skinny, Charlotte,” he tells me. “Eat.”

      I smile. “You sound like the kind of mother I wish I’d had.”

      He rolls his eyes. “This is what I get for trying to be a nice guy. Insults!”

      I smile and spoon a small bite of risotto into my mouth just to make him happy.

      Objectively speaking, I’m aware it tastes amazing. But I can’t find it in me to enjoy the flavors I’ve concocted. Everything falls flat, weighed down by my mood.

      “I think he cares about you more than he’s letting on, Charlotte,” Enzo says, breaking the drawn-out silence. “Maybe you should try talking to him.”

      My spirits stay low. There’s no way Enzo can know that. He’s just trying to make me feel better.

      “I appreciate the advice, Enzo,” I tell him. “But there’s no way talking works with us. We’re both stubborn and hot-headed. Every time we try and have a conversation, it turns into an argument.”

      “So don’t let it.”

      I smirk. “Easier said than done.”

      “Fuck,” Enzo sighs. “This risotto is better than my nonni used to make. Don’t repeat that to anyone, either.”

      It feels good to share a laugh. And afterwards, when he insists on helping me do the dishes, it feels good to work silently side by side.

      He’s my friend. And all the judgement-free comfort that that word entails is like aloe on a brutal sunburn.

      I’m grateful for his company.

      But as we put the last of the dishes away, I can already feel the loneliness start to creep back in.

      It only reinforces the fears that have been compounding inside me since this morning.

      Everything that’s filled me with happiness in the last few months—Evie, Enzo, Chef Santiago, my culinary aspirations, even my room upstairs—they’re all connected to Lucio.

      Which means the moment he decides he’s done with me, those things and those people are gone, too.

      I’ve allowed myself to rely on external factors and other people.

      I’ve fallen into the hole my mother has lived in for most of her life.

      I need to get out of this house.

      I need to go for a walk and clear my head.

      But I need to be sneaky about it, because I know there’s no way that Enzo’s going to let me leave the compound on my own.

      “What are your plans for the night?” Enzo asks me.

      “No plans,” I reply. “I’m just going to go upstairs to my room and sleep.”

      He nods. “Let me know if you need anything.”

      “Thanks, Enzo.”

      I move forward and push myself up on my tiptoes so that I can kiss him on the cheek. He freezes instantly, shocked by the unfamiliar gesture.

      But he allows it.

      He clears his throat awkwardly when I pull away.

      “Well, um, okay then. Goodnight,” he stutters.

      I smile as he makes a hasty retreat out of the kitchen.

      “And thanks for dinner!” he throws over his shoulder.

      I wipe down the kitchen counters, turn off the lights, and slip into the garden. I’ve been around long enough to know the secret ways out of the compound.

      There’s a man stationed at the ivy-covered gate I’m trying to sneak out of.

      But I just wait until he walks off for a pee break. Then I slip out of the hidden gate and into the quiet of the streets.

      It takes me several minutes to realize what I need.

      I need to speak to someone who knows exactly what I’m going through. Someone who’ll understand the choice I’m grappling with.

      I need to speak to Vanessa.

      I pull out my phone and dial her number.

      It takes six or seven rings before she finally answers, and when she does, she sounds out of breathe.

      “Babe?”

      “Hey, Van. Are you okay? Where are you?”

      “I’m just, uh, hanging out in my apartment, that’s all.”

      “Oh. Can I come over?” I ask. “I kinda need a friend right now.”

      Vanessa laughs lightly.

      “What?”

      “Nothing,” she says. “Just thinking about all your options.”

      “Is that your way of saying I don’t have any other friends apart from you?”

      “Your words, not mine.”

      “Bitch.”

      She laughs again. This time, louder. But I notice that she hasn’t told me to come over to her apartment yet. And it’s not like I can just head over there anyway.

      Now that I think about it, I have no idea where she lives these days.

      “Vanessa?”

      “Hmm?”

      I frown, wondering what’s going on with her.

      I realize belatedly that I haven’t been doing a very good job keeping up with her life recently. I’ve been too preoccupied with my own.

      “I’m sorry, hon,” I say. “I know I haven’t been a very good friend lately.”

      “Hey, don’t say that. You’re a great friend. You’ve just been, oh, y’know, caught up between two rival mafia groups. I mean, no biggie.”

      I smile. “So can I come over or what?”

      “Um, sure.”

      My eyebrows knit together as I take in her lukewarm response.

      “Wow, had enough of me today, huh?”

      “No, no,” Vanessa says quickly. “I just… You know what? Come on over. I’d love to have you.”

      Something’s not quite right.

      “Vanessa, is something going on with you?”

      “I’ll explain when you get here.”

      I don’t like the sound of that at all.

      “To get there, I’ll need to know where your apartment is,” I point out.

      “Actually, you already do.”

      “I do?” I ask incredulously.

      I know I’ve been in my own head these last few months, but not enough to forget if I’ve been to Vanessa’s new place.

      Vanessa laughs guiltily.

      “You know where my new apartment is because you lived in it for, like, six weeks,” she admits. “Before you moved back to Lucio’s compound.”

      “You’re staying in the apartment?” I ask in astonishment.

      “Mhmm.”

      I freeze in my tracks. “What? Why? How? Vanessa, what the fuck?”

      She laughs breezily, but there’s a nervous lilt on the edge of it. “Like I said, I’ll explain when you get here.”

      I check where I am and do some quick math in my head.

      “I’ll be there in, like, fifteen minutes.”

      “See you soon,” Vanessa says.

      Just before she hangs up, I’m almost certain I hear a male voice speaking in the background.

      But before I can ask her if she’s with someone, the line goes dead.

      So apparently, I’m not the only one with a lot going on.

      I just hope that Vanessa hasn’t done something stupid. With someone stupid.

      I take a right and start charging downtown. Hoping my friend has more common sense than I’ve had the last several months.
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      I pull up outside the sleek, sophisticated building of the upscale motel.

      The location was sent to me half an hour ago. A blocked number, of course.

      Some things are best done in secret.

      I turn down the valet boy to park myself. Then I get out and keep moving—on a collision course with the devil herself.

      The lights are on inside the room when I walk up to the door.

      I knock twice and step back.

      When the door swings open, Sonya stops short and stares at me with shock that quickly swings over to suspicion.

      “What are you doing here?”

      Then she looks down and sees the gun in my hand and blanches.

      I smirk and push past her, forcing my way into the room.

      She looks flustered as she slams the door shut and turns to me in her blush pink robe.

      It’s coming apart at the waist, revealing the lace bra and panties that she’s wearing underneath.

      She’s definitely kept her figure over the years.

      But it does nothing for me anymore.

      Noticing my gaze on her, she pulls the robe tighter around her body and secures it properly with the front tie-up. Her blonde hair swings loose around her shoulders.

      “What the fuck are you doing here, Lucio?” she demands. “And how did you find me?”

      “You’re not the only one with friends in high places,” I tell her. I tuck the gun away. I won’t need it.

      It feels good to have the upper hand again.

      I look around the room. It’s not large, but it’s luxurious as fuck. Gilded sconces holding soft amber lights. A massive television flickering softly with scenes of underwater life. A king bed filled with pillows soft as clouds.

      Not exactly what I would’ve expected for an FBI informant trying to keep a low profile.

      Then again, Sonya’s always enjoyed the high life.

      I walk over to the desk and take a seat.

      “What is that supposed to mean?” she demands.

      “It means that even the FBI is not without their leaks in the ship.”

      She grits her teeth. “You have an informant in the FBI?”

      “I wouldn’t call them an informant,” I say calmly. “More like a friend high up the ladder.”

      “And he—”

      “Or she,” I suggest innocently. “You never know.”

      “—he or she gave you my location?”

      “Well, I did ask very nicely.”

      She takes a moment to collect herself.

      It’s amazing to watch, actually. Downright fucking spooky.

      Her transformation from flustered and confused to controlled and calculating.

      Even her body language changes. She stands a little taller, moves a little more sensuously. She seems much less concerned with how much skin she’s revealing in her thin robe.

      I see what I fell for all those years ago.

      What Kazimierz must’ve fallen for.

      But only now do I realize what lies beneath all that beauty and poise.

      Not a fucking thing.

      Just a nasty, desperate, clawing witch of a woman.

      A shell of a human.

      A blackened, shriveled heart that pumps hate instead of blood.

      “What do you want?” she crows.

      “I’m here because you owe me.”

      She narrows her eyes at me. “I owe you?” she repeats. “I think you’ve got a very twisted idea of how things are going to work, darling.”

      “You stole my child,” I point out. “Then you dumped her on me just so you could snatch her away again—and try to take my mafia in the same damn motion. You shot me, too. Seems like you owe me a lot, Sonya.”

      “Men like you need to be put away,” she snarls viciously.

      “And you’re going to be the one to put me away—is that it?”

      She shrugs as if it means nothing to her. Even when I know the opposite is true.

      “I gave you a choice.”

      “Some fucking choice,” I rumble. “Give up everything and flee the country?”

      “With Evie,” she adds fiercely. “I was willing to give you our daughter. But apparently, she’s not enough for you.”

      I laugh in derision. “So what? That’s your justification for doing all this?” I ask.

      I rise to my feet and look down on her coldly. She doesn’t look so poised and perfect from up here.

      She looks frightened, as a matter of fact.

      I continue, “You think that because I won’t give up the Family, that means I don’t love her?”

      “You don’t know the first thing about love,” Sonya spits at me.

      I shake my head. “Sonya, Sonya, Sonya. You never did understand the Family. You never understood the Life. Which is probably why you never fit into it.”

      Her eyes are angry slits. Her hands are crooked into claws, with those blood-red nails flashing in the chandelier light. “I never fit into it because you never made room for me.”

      “Bullshit,” I reply calmly. “You wanted my world to revolve around you. You weren’t interested in being my partner. You wanted to be queen. And if you didn’t get what you wanted, you threw tantrums. A spoiled rotten little girl—that’s what you are. That’s all you ever wanted to be.”

      “So you’re saying you loved me?” she asks challengingly. “You’re saying it was all in my head?”

      She asks the question carelessly. Like she’s done investing any of her heart into the crumbling ruins of our fucked-up marriage.

      But I can see the hope behind her carefully manicured expression.

      I can see how much she needs to hear my answer.

      “I tried to make you a priority, Sonya,” I say quietly. “But I had a duty to the Family that you never understood. I would have given you everything. I would have treated you like a queen. But you were too blind and selfish to see that even queens need to do their part.”

      She narrows her eyes at me.

      “So did I love you?” I muse. “No. I don’t think I ever loved you in the way that I was supposed to. And maybe in that sense, you were right in leaving.”

      She stares at me with shock.

      She’s still processing my words when I close the remaining distance between us.

      She’s still as beautiful as I remember. But her beauty has lost its appeal to me. She’s nothing but a memory from my past now.

      And the feelings connected with her are hollow, raw. Rotten with old regrets I can no longer fix.

      “I came because I need something from you.”

      Her expression turns suspicious again.

      “What?”

      “I need you to tell me where Kazimierz is.”

      “You want to kill him?”

      “He crossed a line. Threatened someone I love. That I cannot stand for.”

      “The girl. You love her,” Sonya guesses. It’s half-shock, half-accusation. “The nanny.”

      “Her name is Charlotte,” I offer quietly.

      The name hangs in the air between us. Sonya’s eyes don’t betray her emotion, but her body does.

      She’s tense, like a lioness just before jumping for the kill.

      “And yes. I do.”

      There it is.

      The words I couldn’t say to Charlotte’s face.

      “I can’t help you.”

      “Can’t?” I ask pointedly. “Or won’t?”

      Her jaw hardens. “FBI information is classified, despite what your ‘leaker’ seems to think. I can’t just hand it over. Particularly not to the don of a rival mafia gang.”

      “Just tell me where Kazimierz is. That’s all the information I need.”

      “What are you going to do?” she presses. “Barge in on him like you just did with me and blow his brains out?”

      “I was thinking of a slow and painful death instead. But you get the point. Just tell me where he’s going to be.”

      “He’ll know it was me. He’d kill me if he found out I talked.”

      “And I’ll kill you if you don’t.”

      With that, I’m on her too fast for her to react.

      One hand finds her throat.

      Picks her up.

      Pins her with a harsh slam against the wall.

      For the first time since I walked in, she is actually starting to look truly terrified.

      It makes me wonder—how did she think this would go?

      All these long years since she vanished, all those nights… She must’ve stayed up late, staring at the darkened ceiling and dreaming about making me suffer.

      Did she picture a moment like this? Of all her plans going wrong?

      Her eyes are wide and her fingernails scrabble at my wrists, but I don’t let her go.

      “You’d kill the mother of your child?” she chokes out.

      I tighten my grip around her neck. “Without a fucking doubt,” I hiss. “Care to call my bluff and find out? Fair warning—you’re not gonna be happy with the outcome.”

      She’s speechless.

      Looking at me as though she can’t even recognize me.

      “I’m Evie’s mother,” she rasps again. Her face is paling quickly.

      “No,” I correct with venom. “A mother loves. A mother cares. A mother protects. What you are is a threat. To Evie, to Charlotte, and to me. Killing you is a mercy to a little girl who deserves better than you.”

      “You wouldn’t,” she says softly.

      But she’s not sure.

      And that tiny seed of doubt is all I need.

      I lean in a little closer to drive home my point.

      “This is what you never understood about me,” I tell her. “It’s why I can’t walk away from the Family. It’s why I will never walk away from Evie or Charlotte. I take care of my own. I protect the people I care about. I killed my own father to protect my mother. And I will kill you if it means keeping Charlotte and Evie safe.”

      Sonya’s eyes go wide with realization as my words register.

      “You… you did what?”

      The memories are cropping up in my mind’s eye.

      “He was a monster,” I say hollowly. “I watched him torment my mother for decades. He broke her. She’ll never be the same again—because of what he did to her. My only regret is that I didn’t kill him sooner.”

      Sonya shakes her head as though she can’t quite believe it.

      Truthfully, neither can I. It all seems like a distant, barely-remembered nightmare.

      Hearing his raised voice in his office late one night.

      Creeping down the hallway.

      The harsh smack of him backhanding my mother as I watched through the crack in the door.

      For thirteen years, I’d watched him do this. Hit and hurt and scream and belittle both of us.

      But I was a man now. Or close enough to a man to finally do something about it.

      I crept behind them, my mother and father, as they argued.

      As she screamed.

      As he hit her again and again.

      I grabbed the ceremonial knife he kept on his desk.

      Unsheathed it. Walked up to him.

      Tapped him on the shoulder.

      “Papa…” I croaked, my voice breaking with fury.

      He turned. Saw me. Understood at once.

      But it was too late. All his sins had finally come home to roost.

      And when I buried that knife in his chest, I made sure he looked me in the eye…

      So he knew exactly who was sending him home to hell.

      Twenty years later, that same fury is still pumping in my veins.

      But it’s changed. Morphed. It’s no longer as hot and molten and vengeful.

      Now, it’s laced through with love.

      “Like I said, I will do anything—and I mean fucking anything—to make sure my family is safe.”

      My fingers tighten more around her throat and she starts clawing at my wrists harder as her air is cut off.

      “You have a choice to make, Sonya,” I tell her. “And you have ten seconds before you lose consciousness in which to make it.”

      She taps my wrist and nods, her eyes wide with fear.

      I suppose that’s a yes.

      I let go.

      She collapses to the floor instantly. She gasps and gags as she clutches her throat and draws in huge, heaving breaths.

      I stroll over to the desk and pull open a drawer to find a notepad and pen. I pull them out and slap them both on the table.

      “Write down everywhere you know where that bastard will be,” I command.

      She forces herself shakily to her feet and walks slowly to the table.

      “After you’re done, you might want to contact your handlers in the FBI,” I tell her. “Tell them to get you as far away from this city as possible.”

      She sits down, but she refuses to look at me as she takes the pen.

      “Oh, and Sonya?”

      She flinches, but I know she’s listening.

      “A word of advice,” I continue. “Don’t ever come back.”
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      It’s strange climbing up the familiar steps of the apartment.

      I take them two at a time, my heart hammering hard against my chest. I have so many questions burning in my head.

      But I also want Vanessa to volunteer the answers to me. I want her to want to tell me.

      I knock on the door. It flies open immediately.

      Vanessa is standing on the other side in tiny little shorts and an oversized t-shirt. Her hair is loose and her cheeks are flushed.

      She looks cute as hell.

      But different.

      Why does she look so different?

      It’s the t-shirt, I realize with a start.

      She’s never been a fan of oversized anything. I was more that girl.

      Vanessa believed in flaunting her goods at all times.

      “Nice outfit,” I comment with an all-knowing smirk.

      She shrugs. “Thought I’d try something different. Come on in.”

      I walk in and look around. It looks exactly the way I left it—that is, if I’d left it as a complete fucking disaster.

      There’s shit everywhere. Like a series of explosions has gone off at some point in the recent past.

      Magazines littering the coffee table. Clothes everywhere. Even the kitchen counters are a mound of all kinds of garbage, none of which actually belong on a kitchen counter.

      “Jesus, Vanessa,” I say, looking around. “Ever heard of cleaning up after yourself?”

      She shrugs. “I like the mess.”

      “I’d forgotten what a pig you are,” I say with a laugh and a grimace.

      She rolls her eyes. “And I’d forgotten what a neat freak you are.”

      “You say that like it’s a bad thing.”

      “It’s not bad,” she concedes. “It is annoying as hell, though. You’re lucky I put up with you.”

      My spirits lift instantly. This is what I’m looking for. The comfortable, familiar banter. A conversation with a friend who gets it. Who gets me.

      “I ordered pizza,” she adds with a wink. “A large pepperoni and an extra-large meat lovers’ special. Hope you’re hungry.”

      “You’re gonna have leftovers for days.”

      “Girl, if you think those pizzas are gonna live to see the morning, I’ve got a bridge in Brooklyn to sell you.”

      “You and I are not gonna be able to eat two whole pizzas in one sitting,” I tell her.

      I expect her to hit back with some quippy comment, but she doesn’t. She gives me a suspiciously guilt smile and starts clearing up the kitchen counters.

      “Uh, what are you doing?” I ask.

      “Cleaning up,” she replies sheepishly.

      I frown. “We just established that you like the mess, right? Am I hallucinating?”

      She looks up at me as I come around the other side of the narrow counter to face her.

      “Yeah, well, maybe I’m trying to be more of a grown up,” she offers.

      “Since when?”

      “Since—”

      I hear the sound of a flush. Vanessa hears it, too, because she breaks off mid-sentence.

      “Someone’s here.”

      “Yeah,” she confirms vaguely.

      “Am I interrupting something?”

      “No, not at all,” she says. “We were just gonna sit down for dinner together, that’s all. You can join us.”

      “Us?” I repeat. “Since when is there an ‘us?’”

      “You know what I mean,” she says, still being kind of vague and weird and defensive. “I was just having dinner with a friend.”

      “A male friend?” I ask suspiciously.

      “I can have male friends, can’t I?”

      I roll my eyes. “When have you ever?”

      “I’m trying something new, okay?”

      I narrow my eyes at her. “Oh my God. You really like this guy.”

      “I do not,” she retorts, which obviously confirms my suspicions immediately.

      A door opens and shuts. Footsteps thump.

      This as-yet unspecified male friend is about to walk out of the bedroom.

      Three, two, one…

      My jaw hits the floor.

      “Adriano?”

      He gives me a sheepish smile as he emerges.

      “Hi, Charlie girl,” he says.

      Then the smile slips off his face as though he’s just realized something.

      “Are you supposed to be off the compound?” he asks. “Does Lucio know you’re here?”

      “Slow your roll. You’re in no position to be asking me the questions,” I say firmly as I look between the two of them. “Someone better start explaining stuff in a hurry. How long has this been going on?”

      Vanessa gives a laugh that sounds a little too forced. “She thinks we’re dating or something.”

      Adriano’s smile is a little more natural, but definitely still guarded. “We’re just friends,” he says convincingly.

      Yeah, right, and I’m the Queen of England.

      “‘Friends,’” I repeat, turning to Vanessa. “If that’s the case, then why didn’t you tell me about this alleged ‘friendship’ earlier?”

      “Because you had a lot going on,” Vanessa offers with a shrug. “I just didn’t think it was very relevant. Or important.”

      The moment she finishes speaking, however, she looks right at Adriano as though she’s nervous he’ll misunderstand. I don’t catch his expression, but there’s no mistaking the body language.

      I wasn’t born yesterday.

      “And what about you, Adriano?” I inquire innocently, turning my attention to him.

      “Uh… same?”

      I roll my eyes and walk over to the couch. Both Vanessa and Adriano follow me there. Vanessa sits down on the couch next to me and Adriano picks the small one-seater adjacent to both of us.

      “Charlotte,” Adriano says, all business suddenly. “What are you doing here?”

      “Not a chance,” I say, shaking my head. “You first. What are you doing here?”

      He sighs. “Vanessa and I kept in touch,” he admits. “And when she came back into town, she needed help. So I helped her.”

      “We became friends,” Vanessa says with a mild shrug. “That’s all. End of story.”

      She’s being pretty casual about it.

      But I know Vanessa.

      She likes Adriano, probably more than she’s willing to admit—even to herself.

      “After you moved back to the compound, this apartment was just sitting around,” Adriano says. “And since Vanessa needed a place to stay, I figured, why not?”

      “Does Lucio know?”

      Adriano pauses. “I handle a lot of the Family’s real estate and safehouse management. I don’t really need to run things by Lucio first. He trusts my judgement.”

      I snort. “That’s a hard no.”

      He stifles a laugh. “Enough questions. Your turn.”

      Now, it’s my turn to sigh. “I needed to get out of the compound,” I tell them. “Lucio and I had another fight.”

      “Jesus!” Vanessa exclaims. “Another one?”

      “Apparently, that’s our default setting,” I admit. “Every time I think we’ve turned a corner, something happens and we end up at each other’s throats again. Maybe this is my fault.”

      “How do you figure that?” Vanessa asks.

      I shrug. “For assuming we have a future together,” I say, forcing the words out. They taste bitter, just like I expect them to. “It’s pretty clear now that we don’t.”

      I notice Adriano and Vanessa exchange a glance.

      “Why?” he asks.

      “I’m just a distraction for him,” I say, giving voice to my deepest, darkest fear. “I was convenient to have around for a time. But soon, he won’t need me anymore.”

      “Is that what you think?” Adriano asks.

      “Come on,” I say. “Do you really see Lucio and me together for the long haul?”

      Adriano thinks that through for a moment.

      “I’ll be honest,” he says. “In the beginning, I couldn’t. The way you entered each other’s lives was… Let’s go with ‘unconventional.’”

      I scoff. “That’s one way to put it.”

      Adriano smiles. “My point is, as time went by, I realized that you meant much more to him than even he understood.”

      “You’re just saying that.”

      “He never just says anything,” Vanessa insists.

      “I’m serious,” Adriano says confidently. “He’s willing to go to any lengths to protect you. And after he found out you were working with the Polish—well, he was a mess.”

      “He was?”

      “In the only way Lucio can be a mess—like a hormonal teenage boy. He became quieter, broodier, more withdrawn. He was certainly angry a lot of the time. But he kept you close. A betrayal like that should have come with serious consequences—the kind you don’t walk away from. But instead, you got this apartment.”

      “Which, in case you forgot, was more like a prison cell with twenty-four-hour security,” I remind him.

      “He claimed it was because he didn’t trust you. But I think it was because he just wanted to see you.”

      “See me?” I ask. “He didn’t see me once in all the weeks I lived here.”

      Adriano gives me a small smile. “There were cameras, Charlotte.”

      “I told you!” Vanessa crows triumphantly.

      “Cameras?” I exclaim. “That’s a complete violation of my privacy!”

      “Take it up with the don,” he says. “It wasn’t my call.”

      I narrow my eyes at him. “Like you would’ve done anything differently.”

      He laughs. “Fair point.”

      Vanessa turns to him with sudden suspicion. “Wait—are the cameras still up now?”

      Adriano’s innocent naivete is maybe a little too convincing. “I don’t think so.”

      “You don’t think so?” she repeats furiously.

      The doorbell rings at that exact moment. Adriano jumps up to answer it. “Well, would you look at that? Pizza’s here!”

      “Come back here, asshole! I want a straight answer!” Vanessa yells after him.

      He ignores her completely and answers the door. He pays the delivery boy and carries in the two large pizza boxes. The aroma of freshly-baked cheese wafts through the small apartment.

      My stomach rumbles like a grizzly bear.

      Apparently, my appetite is starting to come back.

      Adriano rejoins us around the coffee table, but Vanessa hasn’t forgotten the little comment he made a moment earlier.

      “Adriano,” she growls in a dangerous voice, “are the cameras still up?”

      He grins guiltily at her. “I may have kept one or two up,” he confesses. “For security’s sake.”

      “You bastard!” she cries, taking the cushion she’s resting against and flinging it at him.

      He catches it easily and laughs. “What?” he asks. “It’s for your own safety.”

      “Oh my God… I walk around naked when no one’s here!” she gasps suddenly. She buries her face in her hands and groans.

      This time, I burst out laughing, too.

      The tension in my chest seems to dissipate slightly. Adriano offers me the box and I snag a hefty piece of pizza. The crust is thin and crispy and the pepperoni has a delicious umami hit.

      Pizza can’t solve everything.

      But by God, it can try.

      “This pizza is sent from the heavens above,” I breathe as I chew. “Crafted by angels. Baked by the gods.”

      “Pretty sure that Hell is the place with all the wood-fired ovens,” Adriano jokes. “Not Heaven.”

      “Wherever it’s sent from, I’ll take it.”

      Vanessa is still on the topic of the cameras. “You’re lucky I’m hungry,” she threatens. “But after dinner, you can bet I’m kicking your ass.”

      Adriano doesn’t look too worried. Looks pretty excited, actually.

      I have a feeling that “kicking his ass” might morph into something else very quickly.

      “Do your worst,” he says.

      “And I want those cameras taken down.”

      He sighs. “Your wish is my command. Now, can we just have a nice dinner please?” he asks, taking a huge bite of pizza. “We have a guest, after all.”

      Vanessa gives him an extra-long glare before she turns her attention back to me.

      “Let’s just ignore the jerk,” she snaps. “You were saying?”

      “Oh, I can barely remember anymore.”

      That’s not entirely true. For one brief, beautiful moment, I forgot about everything else in the world except for the next bite of cheesy deliciousness.

      But like all things, sooner or later, it runs out of steam.

      And you’re left right back where you started.

      “Where’s Lucio now?” she asks.

      Through a mouth of cheese and marinara, I mumble, “Out, I think. He didn’t tell me where he was going. We just had the fight and of course he left. Like he always does.”

      “You two just need to talk things out,” Vanessa suggests.

      “There’s nothing to talk about, Van,” I sigh. “He’s the don, and I’m just—shit, I don’t know what I am. Maybe Sonya was right. Maybe I am just his plaything. A temporary bed-warmer.”

      “I don’t think that’s true,” Adriano mumbles through a full mouth, already wolfing down his second slice of pizza. “It’s just that Lucio has never been great with showing his true feelings. I don’t think he likes being that vulnerable. Around anybody.”

      “No shit,” I say. “He bosses me around like I’m one of his men.”

      “Control is how he shows affection.”

      I roll my eyes at Adriano. “What a charming personality quirk.”

      He chuckles. “I know it doesn’t make sense, but I’m being serious. In his mind, he thinks controlling you might keep you alive longer. Especially given the shit you got yourself in with Kazimierz. You gotta admit, you’re a little bit of a wild card, Chuck.”

      “He saw you cry for days over your ex-boyfriend,” Vanessa adds on sympathetically. “That can’t have been easy on him.”

      I take a moment to ponder that.

      They have a point.

      Sort of.

      But why can’t they see that the tears I shed for Xander weren’t like that? He has a place in my heart, of course. He always will.

      Just nowhere near as important as the place Lucio occupies.

      “I tried to explain to him that just because I was mourning Xander doesn’t mean I still love him.”

      “Tell me this: what did you feel when you saw Sonya?” Adriano asks me.

      My answer is obvious: “Insecure as fuck.”

      “Right. And if Sonya dies tomorrow and Lucio is devastated about it, what would you assume?”

      Damn. Truth really does hurt.

      The more they talk, the dumber I feel.

      I try to protest anyway. But with every passing second, I feel less and less angry. Less and less justified.

      Of course, I want Lucio to understand what I’m going through. To be there with me.

      His support is so important to me.

      I have to meet him halfway, though.

      He’s not a mind reader.

      And I’m not always an open book.

      “Xander and I were horrible together,” I say. “He stayed with me because he knew I would put up with anything and I stayed with him because it was better than being alone. We weren’t in love. I doubt we ever really were.”

      “And Lucio?” Vanessa asks. “How do you feel about Lucio?”

      I pause.

      I’m starting to realize exactly what I feel for Lucio… but it’s hard to get the words out.

      And I certainly don’t want Vanessa and Adriano to be the first ones who hear the unvarnished truth about my feelings for the man.

      “Is there wine?” I ask abruptly.

      “Since when do you drink?” Vanessa asks in amazement.

      “Since my life turned into such a mess,” I reply.

      “If the girl wants to drink, let her drink!” Adriano says as he gets up. “Besides, I’ve got a good bottle in the rack. You’ll love it. It’s French.”

      In the kitchen, he pops open a bottle of wine and pours out a glass for each of us, chuckling to himself the whole time like he’s just made the world’s funniest joke.

      When he comes back in and hands it to me, I take a sip, my nose wrinkling at the unfamiliar taste.

      “It grows on you,” Adriano assures me.

      “I guess I’ll take your word for it.”

      I shrug and take another sip—spoiler: not much better than the first—before I help myself to a second slice of pizza.

      The conversation meanders into a different topic. I’m not upset about the respite from thinking about all my problems.

      As I eat, I listen to Adriano and Vanessa bicker over some silly little thing regarding the apartment. The energy between them is laced with affection.

      I realize that Xander and I didn’t really argue when we were together.

      I used to think that was a good thing.

      But now, I’m starting to see that maybe we didn’t argue because we didn’t really care.

      Maybe hate and love and anger and passion are all knotted up together. Different sides of the same coin. Different lines of the same song.

      I thought I despised Lucio when I first met him.

      Now, it’s something else entirely. Something bigger. Something deeper.

      I miss him. Even when I’m pissed at him, I miss him.

      There’s no getting around it anymore.

      Maybe Vanessa is right.

      Maybe it’s time to set aside the games once and for all, sit down, and talk to him. Tell him how I really feel.

      Put a name on whatever we are.

      On whatever we feel.

      Just the thought fills me with dread and fear.

      But maybe this risk is one worth taking.
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      “Where the fuck is she?” I demand.

      Giovanni and Stefano exchange a nervous glance.

      “We caught some security footage of her sneaking into the garden,” Giovanni admits. “I think…”

      “You think what?” I spit.

      Giovanni gulps. His Adam’s apple rides up and down in his throat. “… I think she left the compound.”

      “You’re fucking kidding me.” I’m brimming with frustration.

      “She knows the ins and outs around here, boss,” Stefano adds, extremely unhelpfully. “She knew how to get out undetected.”

      “What happened to ‘keep a tight ship’?” I hiss. “What happened to ‘no leaks’? I thought there’s always a man stationed at the west fucking entrance.”

      “She snuck out during his bathroom break.”

      “Fuck,” I snarl. “This is just goddamn perfect.”

      “We can track her phone, boss.” Giovanni suggests.

      “Don’t bother. I can do that myself,” I say, waving them away. “Get out. Both of you.”

      They scurry out as fast as they can.

      I’m livid.

      I turn my back for two fucking minutes and she flees the house?

      Every time I tell myself we’re not going to fight, she does something infuriating and it pisses me off all over again.

      I grab my phone in order to track her. A few swipes later, I’m zoning in on her current location.

      It shows that she’s right here on the compound.

      Matter of fact, it shows that she’s in the same room I’m in.

      That doesn’t make any fucking sense.

      This thing is accurate to within six feet. So either she was pissed enough to leave her phone in my office as a taunt, or…

      “Let me guess,” Charlotte says from where she’s standing in the doorway. “You were about to come find me so that you could kick my ass?”

      I turn around to face her. “I’d be justified in doing that.”

      She shrugs. “I just needed a breather.”

      “It’s not safe for you out there.”

      “I took a chance.”

      I close the distance between us so that I’m right in her face. “You don’t get to take those chances without my fucking permission.”

      She stares back at me, her chin jutting out rebelliously. “I’m not a trained dog, Lucio. I’m not your employee. I’m not your girlfriend. I’m not your wife. Truthfully, I’m not your anything. So you have no right to tell me what I can and can’t do.”

      “Wanna bet?”

      Her eyes flash, but I can tell she’s trying desperately to keep herself calm.

      Too bad I know exactly what buttons to push.

      “I’m back, aren’t I?” she points out. “And nothing happened.”

      “That makes you lucky,” I snap. “Not smart.”

      She sighs. It’s not the reaction I expected.

      I wanted fury. Fireworks. Those trademark spitfire emotions I’ve always been able to rely on.

      This? The shit she’s doing right now?

      It’s throwing me for a loop.

      “I didn’t come find you to argue some more. Can we just talk?” she asks quietly. “Not bicker or fight or scream. Just talk.”

      I’m still bubbling over with too many feelings to name. “That’s a little hard when you keep doing stupid shit that I’ve told you not to do.”

      “I won’t live my life in a bubble,” she tells me calmly. “I won’t be trapped.”

      “This is not a fucking game, Charlotte!” I explode. “Kazimierz is very real and very dangerous. If he gets his hands on you—”

      “And you care about that?” she interrupts.

      What?

      I stare at her in disbelief. “I… of course I fucking care.”

      “Why?”

      The tone of her voice is innocent.

      The content of her question is the exact opposite.

      I don’t know what to say. The heat of the argument has dissipated immediately.

      Left in its place is… something else.

      Something pulsing and delicate between us.

      “Why what?” I ask, even though it’s a stupid thing to say.

      “Why do you care?” she repeats. “What am I to you, Lucio?”

      I can only stare at her, completely blindsided by the question.

      Maybe I should have seen it coming.

      But fool that I am, I’ve been too wrapped up in her safety to ever consider that she might be insecure about our relationship.

      “See?” she says, as though confirming what she already knows. “You have no clue what I am to you. Which probably means I’m just as dispensable to you as I was to Xander.”

      I narrow my eyes. “Do not compare me to that asshole.”

      “You’re right about him,” she says simply. “It’s not like I don’t know that.”

      “Then why mourn him like you did?” I roar, unable to keep it in any longer. “You cried yourself to sleep for that fucking traitorous pig!”

      Again, she doesn’t explode like I would’ve guessed.

      Her eyes are deep and mournful, yeah.

      But above all, they’re calm.

      “Because,” she says, “for a long time, he was all I had. And yes, admittedly, he wasn’t much. But he was it.”

      “Are you fucking serious?”

      She starts pacing around the room. She’s not even walking towards me, just back and forth, as though she needs to expel all her pent-up frustration somehow.

      I know the goddamn feeling.

      “Do you know what it’s like to grow up without anyone, Lucio?” she asks. “Do you know what it’s like to believe that your father left because he wanted nothing to do with even the idea of you? Do you know what it’s like to have a mother who’d rather spend time throwing herself at a bunch of useless, alcoholic bums than make the time to have one conversation with her own fucking daughter?”

      Back and forth she goes across the office.

      Like a caged tiger.

      “I spent my birthdays alone in my tiny bunk with the curtains drawn around it. But it still didn’t drown out the sound of her fucking some random stranger on the couch. Some asshole she’d only met the day before.”

      I stand still and watch. Stand still and listen.

      I don’t move a single muscle.

      “I didn’t have friends because none of the other mothers let their kids hang out with me. They thought my mom was a bad influence and therefore I was tainted by association. We lived in a fucking trailer park, Lucio. Do you know how bad someone’s reputation has to be to make them a pariah in a trailer park?”

      Her eyes are wild with old memories and fresh pain.

      The words are flying out of her mouth so fast that I have to wonder how long she’s kept it all bottled inside her.

      She’s still pacing, her hair whipping around her neck every time she turns.

      And yet even in her angry, frustrated, nearly hysterical state…

      She looks fucking magnificent.

      “Because of course my mother didn’t just fuck random strangers. Not exclusively, at least. She also fucked most of the men who lived in the neighboring trailers. And she didn’t give a shit if they had wives or girlfriends. She fucked them because she needed a leak repaired or a drain unclogged. It was a worthy trade-off in her eyes. Her dignity in exchange for just a tiny shred of comfort.”

      There are tears glinting in her eyes, but she blinks them back, refusing to let them fall.

      “I used to think I’d find my family elsewhere. But not everyone is meant to have a family. And when I realized that, I told myself it was okay. That I was okay. But you know what? I don’t think I’ve ever really accepted it. Which is probably why I’ve clung to Evie and you so hard. And maybe that’s on me, because I should have known better than to fall for either one of you. I’m not meant to have a family. That life is not for me.”

      She pauses, turns, and faces me. Her chin is resolute. Her eyes shining bright.

      “And you know what? It’s not for you, either. Maybe Sonya was right about you.”

      That stings.

      It really fucking does, but I don’t betray my feelings.

      I stand there and take her anger. I take her heat.

      Because I deserve it.

      She finally stops pacing.

      She turns to me, her eyes still glistening with unshed tears. Waits for me to say something. To react.

      I don’t.

      I just wait, wondering what else she’ll reveal if I just wait long enough.

      Or maybe I’m only stalling, because maybe Sonya’s right. And maybe Charlotte’s right, too.

      I don’t know how to love.

      I don’t know how to be a partner.

      I don’t know how to be a father.

      Charlotte’s blue eyes burn into my face. Her bottom lip trembles slightly and then she drops her head. Her dark hair swallows her up for a moment.

      When she lifts her eyes to mine again, she looks calmer.

      As though pouring her heart out just now tempered the fire inside her.

      “Xander was an asshole,” she says slowly. It’s almost as though she’s talking to herself. “He never treated me right. But he was there. He stuck around.”

      And there’s the problem right there.

      She genuinely thinks she owes him something because he didn’t ignore her like her mother or father did?

      Because she’d rather be treated badly than abandoned?

      I’m not about to stand there and let her make a martyr of that fucker.

      I’m not about to tell her what she needs to hear just because it’ll make her feel better in the moment.

      Fuck that molly-coddling bullshit.

      I’m all about the tough love.

      “He deserved to die.”

      She gasps as though I’ve slapped her.

      “He was a menace to this whole fucking city,” I tell her. “He was a pig and a coward and a cheat and a snake. But even that I could have put up with. What really caps it off is sthat he was toxic for you. That was his real sin. That was his truest crime: hurting you. And for that, I’m glad he’s dead.”

      I breathe and then finish: “If Kazimierz hadn’t killed him, I would have.”

      She looks at me with a conflicted expression warring in her eyes. I can’t tell if she wants to run into my arms or fight me.

      She opens her mouth…

      And that’s when the light appears.

      A tiny red dot aimed right in the middle of her chest.

      I freeze, fear circulating through my body like poison.

      For the first time in my life, I have no fucking clue what to do.

      “Lucio?” she says, noticing my reaction. Sensing that something is happening.

      “Stay still,” I tell her urgently. “Don’t fucking move.”

      “Lucio, there’s a red dot on your chest,” she chokes out, panic written across her face. “Why is there a red dot on your chest?”

      “We’re surrounded,” I tell her. “The feds are here.”

      “The feds?” she says, paling visibly.

      Her eyes slip down to her own chest. She sees the red dot emblazoned there.

      “Oh God…”

      “Charlotte, trust me,” I tell her. “Stay calm. I’ll keep you safe.”

      “Me?” she cries. “What about you?”

      I’m not one for making promises I can’t keep.

      I don’t know that everything is going to be okay.

      I don’t know what’s going to happen next.

      All I know is that I’ll throw myself in front of her if that’s what it takes.

      “Stay calm,” I tell her again.

      A second later, I see them descend on the compound. They’re in full riot gear. They surge forward with their weapons drawn, tactical and lethal and trained.

      The glass house gives me a perfect view of their formation as they race through the garden and down the driveway.

      I can see some of my men being held up at gunpoint. None have made a move to attack.

      I’m thankful for that. If this were the Polish, it would be another story.

      But the FBI is a different kind of beast.

      I see at least six men approach the glass doors of the room Charlotte and I are standing in. Four more enter from the opposite entrance, the one at Charlotte’s back.

      She seems to sense them because her eyes flit to the side but she doesn’t move.

      It’s just the silent, fear-inducing pounding of booted feet and the clacking of guns aimed right at our fucking heads.

      When the men in riot gear have us surrounded, I notice a tall, thin figure approach through the ranks.

      He’s wearing a bulletproof vest over his dress shirt, but he’s not decked out like the rest of his men.

      I recognize that mustache, though.

      He steps through and surveys the scene with alert eyes.

      “Agent Jacobsen,” I greet as coolly as I can. “Nice of you to drop in unannounced.”

      “Lucio Mazzeo,” he says in a deep, gravelly voice. “You’re under arrest. Again.”

      “I assume you have a warrant?”

      He pulls out the warrant from the inside of his shirt, displaying it briefly, before concealing it again.

      “What are you arresting him for?” Charlotte demands.

      The detective glances at her. “Haven’t we done this routine already? Drug-dealing, smuggling and illegal trading. There’s more, but it’s a long list.”

      He turns to Charlotte.

      “Charlotte Dunn,” he says. “I have a warrant for your arrest as well. Aiding and abetting, obstruction of justice… and so on and so forth. Again, quite a rap sheet.”

      She doesn’t suck in her breath or gasp or do anything to suggest she’s upset or shocked by the idea of her own arrest.

      “Sonya gave you all this information, did she?” she asks instead.

      I’m amazed at how in control she is right now. Especially considering how emotional she was a second ago. She seems to have jumped right into survival mode.

      “How we got this information is not your—”

      “That bitch is a liar on a vendetta,” she snaps, cutting him off. “She has a personal agenda against Lucio. If you were doing your job right, you’d go lock her up for endangering her own daughter and playing you like fucking fools.”

      Her eyes are blazing with blue fire.

      And even though I know I should probably step in, I’m burning with so much pride that I don’t.

      “Did you know about the deal she offered Lucio?” Charlotte demands. “Was that FBI-approved?”

      The fed’s eyebrows knot together. “Charlotte…”

      “That’s Ms. Dunn to you,” she snaps, as though she’s not surrounded by armed men in riot gear. “Are you planning on killing us tonight, detective?”

      “No,” he grimaces, “we’re not. We do things the legal way.”

      “Is there a reason you’ve got a target on my chest then?” she demands. “Is there a reason you came in here with guns and a fucking SWAT team instead of knocking on the door like a reasonable person?”

      “Insurance,” Jacobsen replies expressionlessly. “Miss Dunn, I suggest you comply with my orders.”

      “She won’t need to,” I interrupt.

      Jacobsen arches an eyebrow at me.

      “You want compliance? Great. You can have mine. I’ll give you everything you want. All my business dealings, as well as files that pertain to my various investments in the city and outside of it. Anything I’ve ever touched is fair game for you and your investigators.”

      Charlotte’s mouth drops open in shock.

      Even Jacobsen looks fucking gob-smacked, though he does a better job of hiding it.

      “Is that right?” he asks finally. “I can’t help but think there’s a catch.”

      “No catch,” I reply. “Just a simple deal.”

      “Of course. Which is?”

      “Immunity,” I answer at once. “For Charlotte and for my men.”

      “No,” Charlotte gasps. “No, Lucio!”

      I ignore her. “With me in custody, you’re chopping the snake off at the head,” I tell him. “There is no Family without me. I’m the only one you need.”

      “We can’t let your underbosses go free.”

      “Reduced sentences for them,” I negotiate. “Two years maximum, with the exception of Adriano Bargnani. He walks.”

      Jacobsen squints suspiciously. “And you’ll give us everything?”

      “Once I know you’ve fulfilled your end of the bargain, yes, I’ll give you everything.”

      “Lucio, what are you doing?” Charlotte hisses.

      I look at her.

      “This is not a sacrifice,” I tell her. “This is duty. I am the don. And a true don protects his Family. You’re my family, Charlotte.”

      “They’ll put you away for life,” she argues, her voice trembling even in the face of her strength.

      “It’ll be worth it if I can make sure you and Evie are safe,” I say. “Adriano will take care of both of you. I should have said this earlier, Charlotte, but I didn’t, so I’m saying it now instead: I love you.”

      Silence.

      She opens her mouth to reply…

      But her words are swallowed up in the catastrophic BOOM of an eruption downstairs.

      A few of the riot squad duck to the floor instinctively. I move back a few steps, but I stay on my feet, my eyes zoning in on Charlotte.

      “What the fuck was that?” Jacobsen bellows, pulling his comms device out. “I didn’t authorize a—”

      The device crackles with static as a voice comes in.

      “Sir! Sir! We’ve been hit. There’s another team out here…”

      “What the fuck?” the agent spits into the walkie-talkie.

      His eyes rise up to mine. “Order your men to stand down!” he roars.

      I shake my head as realization dawns. “Those are not my men. It’s—”

      “Sir! More driving up to the gate!”

      Charlotte meets my gaze. She gets it, too.

      “The Polish,” she whispers, completing my thought.

      It’s loud enough for the detective to hear.

      “Fuck,” he growls. “We’ll need backup—”

      Another explosion rips through the air, making the foundation of the house tremble.

      This one was much closer than the last.

      The riot squad break their perfect formation and start scattering. They turn their backs on Charlotte and me as they refocus their attention on the oncoming threat.

      I turn to back out of the room when Jacobsen turns his gun on me.

      “Don’t fucking move,” he growls. “You are still under arrest.”

      “Don’t be an idiot,” I snarl back at him. “They didn’t come for a fucking social visit. The Polish aren’t gonna pull their punches and you’re gonna need all the help you can get. I need to get my hands on a weapon.”

      “So you can turn it against us? Not a chance.”

      He flinches to the side as the sound of gunfire pounding into a nearby wall splinters our eardrums.

      They’re almost on us.

      But this idiot fed doesn’t want to take his eyes off me.

      Charlotte is standing between us, watchful and unsure.

      “All I care about is making sure she’s safe,” I say, gesturing to Charlotte. “At this point, I don’t give a shit who wins or who loses, as long as she makes it out of here. I need a weapon to defend myself and her. So put your gun down, man!”

      “No!” he yells. “You will stay right there. Don’t you fucking move!”

      “INCOMING!”

      The Polish soldiers descend on us like a plague. The glass doors explode inwards, peppering us with tiny shards of glass.

      Charlotte screams.

      I make a move for her, but Jacobsen grabs her before I can. He pulls her against his chest and makes for the door.

      Tangled together, they stumble out of the room. He keeps his gun trained on me until the second they disappear.

      I have no choice but to wait, with fear and rage alike blazing like wildfire in my chest.

      Only when he’s gone can I move again.

      I hate the thought of losing sight of her even for a moment, but I won’t get another opportunity to arm up. I dart out of the living room while the feds are busy with the Polish onslaught and sprint straight to my weapons vault.

      It’s chaos all around me. Screams and explosions and glass shattering and guns firing endlessly.

      My heart hammers thunderously against my ribs.

      But I feel a strange sense of calm settle over me.

      This is war now.

      And if there’s one thing I understand, it’s war.
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      I catch a glimpse of Lucio disappearing around the corner.

      Then Jacobsen steers me onto the staircase and shoves me up.

      “Go,” he orders harshly. “Hurry.”

      I don’t wait to be told twice.

      I rush up to the next floor up, taking two or three steps at a time.

      The rage of explosions and gunfire fills the air. I feel almost giddy with panic. I’m just grateful that Evie’s not here tonight.

      I keep going until we reach the next landing.

      “Is there a panic room in this place?” Jacobsen demands.

      I point down. “It’s underneath. In the basement.”

      “Fuck,” he swears, turning to the first door on his right and kicking it open. “Fine. Get in here.”

      I realize that we’re not alone. Two other feds follow us into the sparsely furnished common room before the door closes on us.

      Jacobsen turns to the two gear-clad men.

      “How many?” he asks.

      “We didn’t get a good count, sir,” the taller of the two soldiers answers between gasping breaths. “Dozens.”

      “We gotta get backup in here, pronto.”

      “We made calls,” the second soldier confirms. “They’re on their way.”

      “Which means the Polish will have backup on the way, too.” Jacobosen spits on the carpeted floor.

      “You went after the wrong don,” I tell him. “Kazimierz is the one you should have taken down first.”

      He glares at me. “They’re both the same.”

      “That’s where you’re wrong,” I tell him fiercely. “Lucio may not be a saint, but Kazimierz is the devil. Do you really think he would ever sacrifice himself for his men the way Lucio just did? You can work with Lucio. There’s no working with the Polish.”

      “Oh, and you would know?” he snaps at me.

      “I would, actually. Better than anyone. And Sonya would, too. I’m surprised she didn’t advise you better.”

      “Ms. Prescott no longer working for us,” he tells me brusquely.

      I can’t say I’m surprised.

      The gunfire is getting more and more pronounced. It sounds like the floor below has been breached. I have a nauseating sense of déjà vu.

      “Is your backup coming anytime soon?” I ask. “Because otherwise, we’re all gonna die.”

      One of the soldier’s comms light up and he presses the button on the top of the device.

      “What’s happening?” he asks.

      “The north and east walls have been breached. Our men had to fall back. We’re pinned down right now.”

      Jacobsen curses furiously, his eyes darting around the room.

      There isn’t much in the way of cover. Only a tall cabinet filled with antiques, a table by the window, and a few lounge chairs arranged over an open carpet.

      I hear an agonized scream. It sounds like it’s come from just down the hall.

      “We need to get out of this room,” I tell the three men in front of me. “They’ll blast us full of bullets here.”

      “Check the windows!” Jacobsen barks at his men.

      One soldier runs straight for the windows and starts unlatching them. They’re bulky, so it takes some effort to split them apart from the pane.

      But when they swing open, it’s wide enough to allow at least one people to jump out and onto the roof outcropping below.

      Agent Jacobsen grabs me by the arm and steers me towards the open windows.

      “Go on,” he tells me. “You first. Keep your head down and if you hear gunshots, just keep going.”

      I feel my heart skipping in my chest.

      The agent and his men might not be allies, but they’re not quite the enemy, either. Not right now, at least. Despite my involvement with the Italians, they’re still trying to protect me.

      “What about you?” I ask.

      He shoves me towards the window. “We can take care of ourselves,” he snaps. “Just go.”

      I’ve got one leg hitched out the window when the doors are smashed down. I recoil from the debris that flies everywhere and cover my head with my arms.

      All I hear is gunfire and the blaze of heat soaring around me.

      Then…

      Silence.

      When I look up again, I see five Polish soldiers standing at the front of the room. The only FBI operative still standing is Jacobsen.

      He’s bleeding from one arm and sagging to the side, but he’s still got his gun raised.

      And his stance is strong. Defiant.

      I’m wondering why the Polish haven’t slaughtered him like the others…

      When suddenly, they part to allow a sixth person to enter the room.

      My body goes cold as Kazimierz walks in between his men. He’s not carrying a weapon. He just ambles in with a smile on his face, hands in his pockets.

      “Agent Jacobsen,” he greets, as though they’re old friends. “Fancy running into you here.”

      “Kazimierz,” Jacobsen snarls. “Stand down now.”

      The Polish don looks around with an amused expression on his face. “Forgive me, have I got this turned around? Because from where I’m standing, it seems as though I’m the one with the power here.”

      His eyes move past Jacobsen to me, still caught halfway on the railing.

      “Ah, Charlotte Dunn,” he oozes. “How ironic this is. The fake FBI agent cornered right alongside the real one.”

      “You shouldn’t have come here, you son of a bitch. You can beat either Lucio or the FBI,” I tell him, trying to sound confident even through my chattering teeth. “But not both together.”

      The smile dies on his face.

      And his eyes turn furious.

      “You’ve given me that fucking bullshit before, bitch,” he snarls, through his teeth. “This time, I came prepared.”

      “You’re not the only one who’s prepared. Lucio is not going to like your rude entrance here.”

      “I’m glad you brought him up. Where is the poor fellow?” Kazimierz asks mockingly. “Is he dead? Or has he fled already like the coward he is?”

      “You’re projecting.”

      In all honesty, I don’t know why I keep talking.

      Call it false bravado.

      Call it panic, nervous energy.

      Or maybe I just want to die with a little pride left.

      A little fight. A little dignity.

      Whatever it is, I can’t seem to stop the words from spilling out of my mouth.

      “Lucio is twice the man you are, and you’re going to die here in his home tonight.”

      “And who’s going to kill me?” he snarls. “You?”

      Before I can answer, more gunshots tear through the house.

      Why does everything feel ten times louder now?

      The sound reverberates throughout the mansion and echoes inside me like a dirge I can’t escape from.

      With every gunshot, I wonder if someone I love has been slaughtered by these monsters.

      One of Kazimierz’s men moves forward and whispers something in his ear. I notice a shadow flicker across his face, but he casts it off almost instantly.

      “Looks like the party’s coming to us,” the don says simply.

      He stretches his hand out and a gun is passed to him. He does it so casually that I don’t even see it coming.

      Only once the bullet he fires buries itself in Agent Jacobsen’s chest do I realize what happened.

      “No!”

      My voice sounds strained and tiny as the agent hits the floor with an agonized groan that’s swallowed up at once by the chaos raging outside the room.

      As his eyes close, I realize that there’s nothing standing between the Polish and me anymore.

      I turn and swing my second leg out the window.

      Close my eyes.

      And fall forward into the night below.

      But I’m hardly airborne before three pairs of strong hands come grab me. My shoulder crunches painfully and I scream, thrash, scream again.

      It’s no use.

      They’ve got me.

      Coarse fingers tug me back up and drag me onto the carpeted floor. My chin clacks hard on the leg of a chair and I see stars.

      “On your feet, bitch,” Kazimierz hisses from above me.

      More gunfire. More screams.

      The atmosphere in the room is shifting subtly. The calm that first accompanied Kazimierz’s appearance has all but disappeared now.

      Which tells me one thing: the men approaching us are not Polish.

      “Cover me!” Kazimierz barks.

      I’m pulled up onto my feet and shoved towards him. I hit his body with a hard thud, and he grabs me, his nails digging into my arm as he pulls me in front of him.

      Then his arm snaps around my neck and he pushes me through the door, using me as a human shield.

      “No funny moves,” he whispers into my ear. “Or I will fill you with bullets.”

      To drive home his point, he shoves his gun into my spine and digs it in as he pushes me down the hall towards the next room.

      Once we’re on the inside, he shuts the door and turns to me.

      We’re in Evie’s room.

      The star machine casts a whole galaxy on the ceiling. Revolving slowly in glowing white light.

      It’s just the two of us in here. His men are nowhere in sight.

      My stomach twists with nausea as I back up as far away from him as I can get.

      “Don’t look so scared, Charlotte,” he tells me with a smile that promises all sorts of pain. “We’re old friends, aren’t we?”

      “That’s not the word I would use.”

      He takes a step forward and I move back instinctively. A pulsing star passes slowly across his face.

      “Stop. Don’t come any closer.”

      It’s a pointless statement, obviously. Even if he doesn’t get closer, he’s got a gun. One shot is all it would take to end me.

      He smiles, seemingly oblivious to the sounds of struggle coming from just beyond the door.

      “I did suspect that you were lying, you know,” he informs me. As if that matters now.

      He doesn’t want me to think that’s he’s a complete fool.

      He doesn’t want me to believe that he believed my con wholeheartedly.

      Image means everything to men like him.

      Even here—at the end of things.

      “And yet you let me leave anyway,” I say.

      “I did,” he replies. “You intrigue me, Charlotte.”

      “Gee, I’m flattered.”

      Anything to keep him talking.

      If he’s talking, he’s not shooting.

      “Can I ask why you risked your life and put yourself in my path?” he asks. “You must have known that when I found out, I’d kill you.”

      I gulp and take another step back.

      His smile only gets wider.

      “I did it for Evie.”

      He narrows his eyes, but the smile stays on his face.

      “For Evie?” he asks. “Or Lucio?”

      “For both.”

      “Why? Because you think he’ll protect you when the time comes?”

      “I know he will.”

      He laughs condescendingly. “You really believe that?” he scoffs. “He will never put you over his precious Family. He will never put you above himself.”

      “He did,” I bite back at him, without thinking. “He’s willing to sacrifice himself for me and for his men. Which is something you’d never do.”

      Kazimierz only looks at me with that pitying, manic glint in his eye.

      “Is that what he told you?” he asks. “I would have thought you’d recognize a lie when you see one. After all, lying is what you do best, isn’t it?”

      I shake my head. “He wasn’t lying.”

      “Let me guess,” Kazimierz drawls with total confidence. “He was being held at gunpoint when he offered up himself as a sacrifice.”

      I tense instantly, giving him an answer without meaning to.

      He smiles triumphantly.

      “See?” he says. “I know Lucio Mazzeo, Charlotte. I am Lucio Mazzeo. The only reason you can’t see it is because you’re in love with the man. He and I are cut from the same cloth, Charlotte. He’s only hoodwinked you into thinking he’s different. I’m impressed, really. He’s played the part quite well.”

      “Shut the fuck up,” I beg. “Just stop fucking talking.”

      He presses forward. “He’s using you like I did. Like Officer Murphy did. Like every other boyfriend before him, undoubtedly. Because you are nothing but a toy, Charlotte.”

      I bump into the back wall. I’m out of room. Nowhere left to run.

      He walks right up to me and puts his hand against my cheek. So gentle that I actually flinch back in surprise.

      “What a beauty you are,” he says hungrily, staring down at me. “It must have been easy for him to pretend to care.”

      I close my eyes. “Stop,” I tell him, but it comes out as a whisper. A plea that borders on prayer. “Please stop talking.”

      He keeps stroking my cheek.

      “You need to hear this,” he continues. “The truth always hurts. But I won’t ever lie to you. Not like he did.”

      I’ve fallen so deep into the conversation that I scream when the door to Evie’s room is blasted open.

      But it’s not one of Kazimierz’s men standing in the threshold.

      It’s not an FBI agent, either.

      “Lucio,” I whisper, my eyes focusing on him.

      But before Lucio can make a move forward, Kazimierz twists around and whips me in front of him.

      His gun pressed up against the side of my head.

      “Don Mazzeo,” he says calmly. “Nice of you to join us.”

      Lucio doesn’t say a word. There’s something different about him right now. His expression is cold, almost unrecognizable.

      He looks just as sinister as Kazimierz does.

      It sends a shiver through my body.

      And it’s born out of a fear that maybe, just maybe… I don’t know this man as well as I think I do.

      That maybe Kazimierz is right—and there is no golden heart deep down in Lucio’s chest. That he is cut from the same cloth after all. That he cannot be saved, or changed, or redeemed.

      “Will you fight me like a man, Kazimierz?” Lucio asks conversationally as he steps further into the room.

      I’m aware of Evie’s things scattered around the space, but I can’t bring myself to focus on any one thing in particular.

      I can’t take my eyes off Lucio.

      And the bloodthirsty look of fury on his face.

      “I’ve got nothing to prove,” Kazimierz replies. “I plan on living and if this little slut is my insurance out of here, I have no qualms about using her.”

      Lucio stares in my general direction, but he’s not looking at me. More like looking right through me.

      “What makes you think she’s insurance?” he asks.

      I feel my heart beat jump around erratically.

      What is he saying?

      “There’s nothing I won’t do to kill you, Kazimierz,” Lucio continues, still refusing to meet my eye. “There’s no one I won’t sacrifice.”

      “Even her?” Kazimierz asks.

      “Even her,” Lucio answers without hesitation.

      I wince as the hurt courses through me. It’s powerful and crippling, leaving me limp against Kazimierz, barely aware of the gun pressed to my temple.

      “Is that so?” Kazimierz asks. “Then why haven’t you killed me yet? One bullet through her and then one through me and this would all be over.”

      “Sure, but where’s the fun in that?” Lucio smiles dangerously. “The FBI have fun plans for you. Why kill you before they can do what they’ve planned?”

      “Sounds like an excuse to me.”

      “An excuse to save her?” Lucio asks, as though the mere suggestion is ludicrous. He laughs. “I’ll admit, she’s a good fuck. But ultimately, not significant at the end of the day.”

      I close my eyes.

      Why won’t Kazimierz just shoot me already?

      At the moment, it genuinely feels like the pain of a bullet through my skull might hurt less than this torture.

      “It all comes down to one thing, Kazimierz,” Lucio continues. “The one dynamic that men like us live our lives by. Predator and prey.”

      “Is that so?”

      “You ever heard of a platypus?” Lucio asks.

      My eyes fly open.

      Why does it feel like he’s talking to me now?

      When I look at Lucio, he’s looking right back at me. Our eyes lock together for the first time since he’s entered the room.

      And I forget what he’s just said.

      I forget what Kazimierz has just said.

      I focus only on what I feel.

      And what I know to be true deep down.

      I know Lucio.

      I love Lucio.

      And I’ve never been more certain that he loves me, too.

      “A platypus?” Kazimierz repeats, sounding baffled.

      Lucio nods. “It’s a funny little creature. Native to Australia. My daughter loves them.”

      “Is that right?”

      “They’re ugly as hell. At least, I used to think so. But they’re really growing on me. You know why?”

      I glance down and see something.

      A familiar face.

      The last thing I ever thought I’d see in a situation like this.

      Evie’s stuffed toy Paulie is lying on the floor.

      I remember that Lucio hadn’t let Evie bring him to the funeral, so she’d tucked him carefully into his little bed on her bookshelf and left him behind.

      All the explosions must’ve knocked him to the floor.

      Because there he is. Beaded eyes flashing with the sporadic bursts of gunfire from the fights occurring in the garden.

      I know in my heart he’s just a stuffed animal.

      But by God, he looks so alive right now.

      Like a guardian fucking angel.

      “I’ll bite, Mazzeo,” Kazimierz drawls. “Why?”

      Lucio grins. “Because they look like prey, Kazimierz. They look like pathetic, shriveled little creatures. But if you get too close, you learn one important little truth about them: they carry poison that can kill you.”

      I realize what Lucio is trying to tell me.

      I realize what I have to do on his signal.

      “Are you the platypus in this excruciatingly extended analogy?” the Polish don drawls.

      Lucio shakes his head sadly. “No.”

      He points at me.

      “She is.”

      At that exact moment, I jab my elbow in Kazimierz’s gut and drop to the floor.

      And three shots fire out.

      BANG.

      BANG.

      BANG.

      I don’t open my eyes until I feel his hands around me.

      I know it’s Lucio. There’s no other way I’d feel so safe so suddenly.

      He pulls me up to my feet. I glance behind to see Kazimierz’s body sprawled against the carpet.

      His eyes still open in shock. His blood soaking the rug.

      Just before the crimson flow reaches Paulie, I snatch the toy up into my arms.

      “You did it,” I breathe.

      “You ducked,” Lucio replies with a sad smile.

      “You told me to.”

      He smiles. “That’s my girl.”

      He leans in and I feel myself do the same.

      I’m desperate to feel the heat of his lips. But before I can touch their warmth, we’re suddenly swarmed my men in riot gear once more.

      “Hands up,” one of the feds orders.

      A dozen different guns are pointed in our direction, but Lucio doesn’t seem concerned as he lifts his hands above his head.

      “Alright, alright,” he says loudly. “Calm the fuck down.”

      He turns to me and gives me a little wink.

      And despite it all…

      I smile.
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Six Weeks Later—The Mazzeo Mansion

        

      

    

    
      I adjust the cuff of my trousers, my fingers brushing against the metal of my tracking anklet.

      The contraption is annoying as hell.

      But a minor price to pay, all things considered.

      I straighten up and relax into my leather back wing chair.

      “Ah,” I breathe. “It’s good to be back.”

      “Is that thing secure?” Agent Jacobsen asks with a sour expression.

      His arm is in a sling for the time being, but apparently, he’s expected to make a full recovery. He’s lucky that his bulletproof vest took most of the blunt force of Kazimierz’s gunshot the night of the raid.

      “Oh, this little contraption?” I ask. “You’re welcome to check yourself to make sure.” I raise my leg over my office desk and offer it to him.

      “Put your fucking leg down,” he growls at me. “I’m not touching you.”

      I laugh. “Can I offer you something, Agent? A drink? You sure look like you could use one.”

      He scowls miserably. “We’re going to be keeping a close eye on you, Mr. Mazzeo,” he tells me. “If you so much as step out of the compound—”

      “I know, I know,” I reply tiredly. “You’ll haul my ass back to jail. That threat really gets old after the third or fourth time.”

      “You should still be in jail,” he snaps. “Six weeks behind bars is a fucking joke.”

      I can’t help but laugh at his grumpy grimace. “A citizen has a right to bail.”

      “You’re no citizen. You’re a criminal who just happens to have more friends in the FBI than I realized.”

      I don’t say a word.

      “Care to tell me their names?” he ventures.

      I give him a quizzical look. “I have no idea what you’re suggesting, Agent Jacobsen,” I say innocently. “I don’t have any friends in the FBI. No crooked cops in your department.”

      “I’ll find them,” he promises me. “Sooner or later.”

      “You can certainly try,” I say. I give him a wink just to piss him off.

      He bares his teeth and looks around at the office we’re sitting in. The bar has been fully stocked prior to my return home.

      I’m itching for a drink, but I figure it can wait until after the agent has left.

      He might’ve protected Charlotte when it mattered most. I owe him for that.

      But he’s still not getting a taste of the good liquor.

      “I’ll be paying you a visit every two weeks,” he warns me. “Just to make sure you’re sticking to the rules of your bail release.”

      “I’ll be here waiting,” I tell him. “Scout’s honor.”

      “Of course you will,” he scoffs. “What’s three months of house arrest? Especially in a palace like this…”

      We both cast our eyes around what we can see of the mansion. There are still some repairs left to be made, but Adriano did a surprisingly good job of getting things cleaned up while I was detained.

      “Now, now, Agent,” I tut, “you got what you wanted.”

      He narrows his eyes at me. “Did I?”

      “I gave you all the information you asked for,” I tell him. “Business dealings, trade routes, caches of illegal goods. It took two trucks to tow all the binders out of here.”

      I keep my face perfectly composed, even though I know Jacobsen is far too shrewd to fall for all the garbage I fed his unit per the terms of our deal.

      “You may have been able to fool the rest of the department with that truckload of bullshit you handed over,” he tells me. “But don’t think for one second you’ve got me fooled. Those files are worthless. Those business dealings are old or moot. The information you gave us is hollow. There’s nothing there. It means nothing.”

      I shrug. “I’m sorry if I disappointed, but that’s all I had to give. You should know. You’ve already searched the compound a few times over.”

      “Just because we didn’t find anything doesn’t mean there’s nothing there.”

      “That’s between you and your men,” I reply. “I held up my end of the bargain.”

      He grunts with displeasure. “You gave us shit, and you’re expecting a thank you?”

      I lean in a little and my eyes lock on his. “Okay then, how about this?” I offer. “When the Polish descended on us, when they were beating your men to a pulp and killing the ones who fought back, who saved your asses?”

      Jacobsen’s jaw twitches erratically, but he doesn’t rush to give me an answer.

      “When a Polish soldier was standing over your body, ready to end your life, who stepped in and protected you?”

      He’s turned an unflattering shade of purple. I have to do my best not to laugh.

      “Oh, that’s right. It was my men who saved yours. It was me who saved you,” I remind him. “I could easily have taken all you fuckers down and blamed it on Kazimierz and his men. But I didn’t. Is that not worth something?”

      “It’s the reason you’ll be in the clear three months from now,” Jacobsen replies grudgingly.

      “You might be glad for our alliance one day, Agent.”

      “This is not an alliance,” he snaps. “There can be no alliance with a crook like you. With a mob like yours.”

      “It’s not a mob,” I say to him, eyes sparkling with laughter. “We’re simply a Family.”

      He shakes his head in disgust and gets to his feet.

      “The Polish threat hasn’t been completely extinguished,” he points out when he’s halfway to the door.

      “No, it hasn’t,” I agree.

      “There are still many who are loyal to Kazimierz. Men who wish to regroup under a new leader.”

      “I’m aware of the threat.”

      “You and your so-called ‘Family’ are not completely out of the woods yet.”

      I smile. “Thank you for the warning, Agent Jacobsen,” I tell him. “But from now on, always assume that no matter where you are, I’m three steps ahead.”

      I laugh as he slams the door on me and disappears.

      Our biweekly visits will no doubt be fun for all involved.

      When he’s gone, I get up myself and walk over to my newly stocked bar. Adriano made sure that all my favorite whiskeys are have been arranged neatly on the top shelf.

      I’m reaching for the Johnny Walker Black when the door opens.

      “Couldn’t even wait until the good detective cleared the building to start boozing, huh?” Adriano asks with amusement.

      “I don’t know about ‘good,’” I reply. “‘Pain in my ass’ might land closer to the truth.”

      “Pah! We can handle that grumpy bastard,” Adriano dismisses.

      I abandon the whiskey I’d been eyeing and turn to face Adriano.

      I feel my heartbeat race up slightly, but I make sure my expression and my body language doesn’t betray me.

      “Is she here?”

      “Just arrived,” he confirms. “Just went up to her room to change. She doesn’t know you’re here. If you’re ready, I’ll send her in.”

      He eyes me carefully.

      I don’t trust my voice, so I just nod.

      Adriano slips out. A few seconds later, the door opens again.

      And Charlotte steps in.

      God, she’s an angel.

      I remember thinking something similar the first time I’d laid eyes on her. When she’d been little more than an unwelcome irritation.

      That vision—the first moment we met—is seared in my brain like a tattoo.

      She was dressed like a waitress. Tight, cheap polyester. Frightened eyes—but full of fire nonetheless.

      Now, she’s wearing a short white dress with thin straps that puts her sharp collarbones and long legs on full display. Her dark hair falls loose around her shoulders.

      And those shimmering blue eyes…

      The fear may be gone from them.

      But the fire has only grown hotter.

      Her jaw jerks up towards me defiantly.

      “You think just because you’re the big bad don, you can just command me in here whenever the fuck you want?”

      I have to suppress my smile.

      But there’s absolutely nothing I can do to suppress the way my cock stands at attention so fast that it’s almost painful.

      “That’s exactly what I think,” I say, eyeing her up and down with authority.

      I move forward. She takes a step back.

      “They say you’re dangerous,” she comments teasingly. “They say you’re fresh out of jail.”

      “All true.”

      “They say you killed a man,” she continues.

      “He deserved it. That’s what happens when you cross me.”

      She narrows her eyes at me. But I can see the playfulness behind the fierce stare.

      “Is that so?” she asks. “What will you do to me if I cross you?”

      My cock twitches desperately in my pants.

      “I’ll just have to bend you over,” I tell her as I reach forward to grab her hips and slam her body into mine. “And fuck the fight right out of you.”

      Her mouth curves up into the barest hint of a smile. “Prove it.”

      I smash my mouth down on hers and hear the welcome gasp as her lips part instantly underneath mine. I push her back against the closed door and hitch her legs up around my waist.

      She locks on tight as her hands wrap around my neck, pulling me into her and deepening the kiss.

      It’s more of a tongue fuck at this point. But after six long, miserable weeks without her touch, I’m fucking ready to devour her whole.

      “Fuck,” she breathes. “Lucio, I’m so wet for you.”

      My hands rush down to my pants, desperate to unbuckle them, desperate to fuck her like she deserves to be fucked.

      She moans into my ear. “I can’t wait, Lucio… Just fuck me. I’ve wanted you so bad…”

      My cock springs free. I hike up her dress and pull her panties aside.

      She clings to me as I push into her. One hard thrust that makes her cry out and arch her neck.

      She wasn’t fucking kidding. She’s soaking wet and I glide into her easily. There’s no finesse in my movement right now. No gentleness or slow build.

      It’s all fire and passion and desire.

      I fuck her with a fury that’s been building for six endless weeks. I slam into her, giving her what she’s begging for.

      She hits the door hard, each thrust sending a shooting vibration up and down the thick wood.

      Charlotte takes it all and begs for more.

      I squeeze her ass, thrusting in deeper and deeper until I feel her body tense around me. Her pussy tightens, choking my cock as my release bursts inside her.

      She comes in almost the exact same moment, with my name on her lips.

      We sag into each other. Both breathing hard. Both slick with each other’s sweat.

      But glowing. Glowing so fucking bright.

      Before we can even start to recover, I hear the sound of smallish footsteps.

      And then a tentative knocking on the door we’ve just been fucking against.

      “Charlotte, are you in there?” Evie’s voice calls out. “What’s all that noise?”

      “Shit!” Charlotte cries, putting her hands on my chest and pushing me off her.

      Quickly, she hikes up her panties and smooths down the hem of her dress.

      “Stop smiling like an idiot,” she shoots at me. “Pass me a tissue. Quickly!”

      Still grinning, I grab a tissue and hand it to her.

      “Zip up,” she hisses at me before raising her voice and turning to the door. “Sorry, princess. The door’s jammed. I was just trying to get out.”

      “Uncle Adriano!” Evie shouts. “Charlotte’s stuck in there.”

      I hear a low chuckle from the other side as Adriano comes to investigate. “Yeah, kiddo, the door’s stuck. That’s definitely what we were hearing a moment ago.”

      “Adriano…” Charlotte warns.

      “How did it get stuck, Charlotte?” Adriano asks teasingly. “Did something bang into it?”

      “He’s a pain in the ass,” she murmurs under her breath.

      I smile. “No arguments there.”

      “Are you two decent?”

      “Haven’t been since the day I was born,” I fire back.

      Charlotte rolls her eyes at me before turning and opening the door.

      She crouches down and quickly claps a hand over Evie’s eyes. “Hey, sweetness,” she says brightly. “I’ve got a little surprise for you.”

      She peels her palm away and steps aside to reveal me.

      My daughter’s eyes go wide with shock for a moment.

      Then a huge and joyous smile splits across her face.

      “Papa!”

      She runs at me. I grab her and throw her into the air as high as I can.

      She squeals—the most beautiful sound I’ve ever heard—as she lands back in my arms.

      “My girl,” I croon, hugging her tight.

      “Papa, I missed you.”

      “I missed you, tesoro,” I tell her, kissing her head hard.

      “Charlotte told me lots of stories about you while you were gone,” she says.

      I glance at my beautiful nanny. “All good stories?” I ask.

      “Mhmm,” Evie replies. “All about how you fought dingoes and crocodiles to save Paulie.”

      “All true,” I confirm with the utmost seriousness. “One day, I’ll tell you those stories myself.”

      Evie grins. “I’m so happy you’re back,” she says, burying her face in my neck.

      “I am, too. And I’m never leaving you again.”

      She looks up at me. Her expression turns serious. “You promise?”

      I look at Charlotte and then at Evie.

      “I promise.”

      “You have to pinky swear,” Evie tells me solemnly.

      “Pinkie swears are serious business,” Charlotte warns me. “They can’t be broken.”

      “Let me at it,” I tell Evie.

      We’re cementing my promise with a surprisingly formal pinkie swear ritual—Charlotte and Adriano standing as witnesses—when the moment is interrupted by Giovanni.

      “Sorry to intrude, boss,” he tells me. “But something just arrived at the front gate for you.”

      “What is it?”

      “It’s a… it’s an unusual package.”

      I tense instantly. “You’ve checked it?” I ask, putting Evie down.

      “It’s already been screened and checked. Multiple times,” he tells me.

      “So it’s not dangerous?” Charlotte asks, stepping in.

      Giovanni looks between us. “Depends on what you consider dangerous, I suppose.”

      I exchange a glance with Charlotte.

      “Stay here with Evie,” I tell her. “I’ll go check this out.”

      She grabs my hand. “Lucio…”

      “It’s been screened,” I assure her. “Don’t worry. Give me ten minutes and then meet me downstairs in the kitchen. We can have lunch together.”

      She gives me a small nod and I head downstairs with Adriano and Giovanni.

      I walk to the entrance of the house where a large crate is sitting right next to the massive front doors.

      As I move closer, I hear a little noise that makes me pause.

      “What the fuck?”

      “Is there something in there?” Adriano asks incredulously.

      “It came with a note, boss,” Giovanni says, handing me a thin envelope.

      I walk over to the crate and look inside.

      “Jesus,” I say. “Is that what I think it is?”

      “It’s a platypus,” Giovanni informs me. “Says so on the side of the crate. Dunno where the hell you get one of those things from, though.”

      “Australia,” I mutter. I tear open the envelope and pull out the letter nestled inside it.

      “Well?” Adriano asks, before I’ve even started reading. “Who’s it from?”

      I smile. “Sonya.”

      “Jesus,” Adriano remarks. “Just when you think she can’t surprise you anymore.”

      I ignore him and start reading her handwritten letter.

      Lucio,

      The creature is for Evie, as I’m sure you could’ve guessed. I had to pull some strings to get it, and it’s not legal to own, strictly speaking, so I’d be careful walking it around the neighborhood. It’s a big responsibility but I think she can handle it.

      And I think you can handle her.

      I was wrong about a lot of things. But perhaps the biggest error was thinking that you were incapable of putting another human being before yourself and the Family.

      I can see now how much you love Evie. And I think it’s right that she stays with you. I know you can keep her safe. I know she’ll be happy with you.

      As for the rest of it… I’m leaving the States. I don’t have a place here anymore. And let’s face it, there are still a bunch of Polish assholes who aren’t happy with some things I did.

      Don’t worry about me, though. I’ll land on my feet. I always do.

      Keep my daughter safe. Keep her happy.

      Maybe one day, I’ll come around again, just to make sure she’s okay.

      That’s not a threat, by the way. Just a personal wish. A hope for the future, if you will. The simple hope of a mother who finally sees that walking away is the right thing for her kid.

      Be safe, Lucio. All of you, be safe.

      Sonya

      Once I’ve finished reading the letter, I take a long breath.

      It’s… a lot to process. Filled with commands, which is very on brand for her—fleeing the country from law enforcement and criminals alike, and yet she still finds time to tell me what to do.

      But that’s okay. Some things can change. Some things can’t.

      And there’s enough good in the letter to make me think that there’s hope for her to change yet—in the important ways, at least.

      “Papa?”

      I turn to see Charlotte and Evie at the bottom step of the staircase.  They’re both focused on the crate with curiosity.

      “Papa, what’s that?” Evie asks.

      “It’s a gift for you,” I tell Evie, putting the letter away. “It’s from your mother.”

      Evie’s eyes go round with happiness and she rushes forward. She takes one look inside the crate and squeals with delight.

      “It’s a Paulie!”

      Evie squeals again and I feel Charlotte come cling to my side.

      I look down at her. “You up for this?” I ask.

      Charlotte glances at Evie who’s lifting the top lid of the crate so she can stroke her new pet. The creature is going to be a lot of work, but seeing the look on Evie’s face makes me like the thing a lot better.

      “I’m up for anything,” she says without skipping a beat.

      I put my arm around her shoulders and draw her against me. She stiffens slightly and gestures towards Evie.

      “She’ll see us,” she whispers cautiously.

      “I don’t think she’s noticing anything at the moment,” I point out with a chuckle.

      Evie lifts the platypus out of the crate with difficulty, but when she finally manages, he rubs his soft duck-like bill against her cheek and she giggles madly.

      “And anyway,” I continue, “it’s about time she started seeing us like this.”

      Charlotte gazes up at me searchingly for a moment.

      And then she smiles.

      A slow, happy smile overflowing with promise.

      “Aww, Papa, Charlotte, look… he’s so cute!” Evie says, forcing us to break eye contact.

      “Well?” Charlotte says excitedly. “What are you gonna name him?”

      “Paulie,” Evie chirps immediately.

      We both laugh.

      “You’ve already got a Paulie,” I remind her.

      “They’ll be confused,” Charlotte adds.

      Evie thinks about that for a moment. She doesn’t even seem to register that my arm is wrapped around Charlotte. Clearly, it doesn’t faze her at all.

      “Okay,” she says contemplatively. “Then… Paulina.”

      Charlotte laughs. “Paulie and Paulina, huh?”

      “Mhmm.”

      “I like it,” I tell her.

      She beams and strokes her new friend carefully. “Can I take him to the garden to play?” she asks.

      “Go ahead.”

      With another squeal, she takes off running. The platypus, much to my surprise, goes waddling off after her.

      “Kindred spirits,” Charlotte says as we watch them go.

      I turn to her. “Clearly. Here, read this. Came with the package.”

      I hand Charlotte the letter so she can read it herself.

      “You don’t mind?” she asks, taking it cautiously.

      “Go for it.”

      She reads through it slowly, her eyes moving back and forth on the page with concentration. After several minutes, she folds it up neatly and hands it back to me.

      “Wow.”

      “Yeah.”

      “She’s leaving the States?”

      “She’ll come back,” I say. “Sonya always finds a way.”

      “That she does.”

      “Anyway, I was thinking…”

      “Uh oh. I don’t like the sound of that.”

      “Evie will be busy for the next few hours with her new pet,” I point out. “She’s not gonna miss us for a while.”

      I grab her hand and steer her towards the staircase.

      “Where are we going?” Charlotte asks, laughing a little.

      “Our room,” I reply.

      “Our room?” Charlotte repeats, her eyes going wide.

      “Our temporary room,” I clarify. “Until we move.”

      “That’s news to me. We’re moving?”

      “Once my house arrest is up, I’m planning on buying a new place,” I tell her. “This one has gotten blown up and raided a few too many times.”

      Charlotte laughs. “A new house…”

      “A new home,” I correct. “For the three of us. What do you say?”

      Her hand tightens around mine as we hit the landing on the second floor. She slows a little, forcing me to turn to her.

      “I’m in,” she says breathlessly. “I always wanted a home.”
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      “I don’t understand why Paulina couldn’t come,” Evie whines again.

      I thread my fingers through her hair as I shake my head at her.

      “We’ve been over this before, princess,” I tell her. “We can’t take a platypus everywhere. Or anywhere, really. Especially not when we’re shopping for new homes.”

      She pouts and slouches off towards Adriano and Vanessa, who are busy examining the property’s luxurious garden.

      I feel Lucio before he even touches me. He comes up silently from behind and wraps his arms around my waist.

      “Well?” he asks.

      I glance at the watch on my wrist.

      “Should we just stop by the restaurant? Check how things are going?” I ask distractedly.

      “C’mon, Charlotte,” he groans. “This is your one night off.”

      “Second this week,” I correct him.

      “Second night off. Fine. But you’ve been working around the clock. Opening Week was a triumph. You deserve some time to yourself. Or time to me, rather.”

      “We’ve only been open a couple of weeks, Lucio,” I tell him. “I can’t relax until we hit the one-year mark at least.”

      He groans again and twists me around to face him.

      “I know this is your passion project,” he tells me with mock seriousness. “But I refuse to be neglected.”

      I can’t help but laugh at that. The big bad don is really a big pouty baby when he thinks I’m not paying him enough attention.

      “Oh, believe me—I know,” I chuckle. “I’d get more work done if you didn’t make it a habit of coming into the restaurant just to have your way with me.”

      He places a solemn hand on his chest. “I am who I am, micetta.”

      I laugh. “Good. I was hoping you’d say that. The health inspector might think otherwise, but—”

      “What he doesn’t know won’t kill him,” Lucio dismisses. “And if he does know, then I’ll kill him.”

      He waits a long moment before breaking into a wide grin.

      “Only kidding.”

      I fix him with a serious gaze. “I spoke to Greg this morning, by the way. He got the first check. He was thrilled.”

      Lucio snorts. “I would be, too, if my soup kitchen were being funded by a gorgeous brunette with a bleeding heart and an endless bank account.”

      I narrow my eyes at him. “I’m not a bleeding heart. I just believing in helping when you can.”

      “Hey, it’s your restaurant funding that place,” he says with a shrug. “You get to decide how your profits are spent.”

      I give him a pointed look.

      “What?” he protests.

      I smile. “You pretend to be removed from all this. But you’re helping the soup kitchen just as much as I am.”

      He frowns. “How do you figure that?”

      “The soup kitchen gets to stay open because I’m funding it, and the only reason I’m even able to fund it is because you gave me the financial and emotional support I needed to start my own restaurant.”

      He waves a dismissive hand. “I wouldn’t have given you a penny if you were a terrible cook. Really, it was just a savvy business move. Excellent foresight on my part.”

      I laugh. “You’re an ass. But seriously…” I rest a hand on his abs. “The restaurant is a success because of you.”

      He shakes his head. “No, the restaurant is a success because you’re a fantastic chef.”

      I blush a little but accept the compliment.

      He must sense my doubt, because he keeps pressing. “How many times has Edmund Santiago been in with his kids?”

      “Twice last week,” I admit.

      “The man knows food. He’s discerning as hell. The only reason he’s a returning customer is because he enjoys what you cook. I have nothing to do with that.”

      I feel a great swell of pride, but it’s still such an unfamiliar feeling for me that I just look down at my feet.

      “I’m improving,” I mumble.

      Lucio chuckles under his breath and shakes his head.

      He knows I don’t take praise well. It’s something I’m working on.

      Goodness knows there’s no shortage of it coming from his lips. If Lucio were to tell it, I’m the greatest thing to happen to the culinary world since the discovery of fire.

      He’s a little over the top.

      I don’t mind it, though.

      He drops his lips to mine and kisses me softly for a moment. Then he twists me back around so that my back is pressed against his chest.

      We look out at the garden together. Evie is running up and down a narrow grassy slope that feeds into a semi-circle of flagrant flower patches.

      “Now, what do you think about this place?” he asks, lips brushing against my ear.

      “It’s absolutely spectacular,” I admit. “But it’s so big.”

      “Only half an acre larger than the old house.”

      I frown. “You say that like it’s a small difference.”

      Lucio surveys the building behind us. “I’ll need the space to build a new garage,” he tells me. “And I want a separate vaulted space that’s separate from the house.”

      I frown. “Why would you need a vaulted space outside of the house?” I ask.

      He raises his eyebrows at me knowingly.

      “Lucio!”

      “What?” he asks innocently. “I’m still the don. Shit can and will go down in the future. I want to make sure you and Evie are far away from the uglier side of the business. No more basement prison cells in our new home.”

      I sigh, knowing there will be no arguing him on this point.

      But I’m already starting to accept that some things will never change.

      My life is laced with risk and danger now.

      It’s the cost of loving Lucio.

      And it’s a price I’m more than willing to pay.

      “I’ll have to do a complete security sweep of the place, too. I’ll make sure everything’s done before we move in.”

      “Wait,” I say, craning my neck back so I can see his face. “Does that mean you’re buying this place?”

      “It means we’re buying this place,” he corrects.

      I take a deep breath and step out of his arms.

      “Lucio, there’s like eight guest bedrooms.”

      “Nine, I think.”

      “And four stories,” I point out.

      He looks unfazed. “Your point?”

      “I can’t contribute much towards it,” I admit. “The restaurant’s just starting out so the profit’s not much, especially with my commitment to the soup kitchen, but I think I can scrape together—”

      “Charlotte,” he says, grabbing my shoulders. “Breathe. I don’t expect you to contribute anything towards the house. Apart from your presence, of course. And the occasional French toast breakfast.”

      “But… you said you wanted to get this house together.”

      “I meant that it would be our house, our home,” I reply. “I don’t expect you to contribute. Not financially, anyway.”

      “But I want to,” I insist.

      “And I appreciate that,” he replies. “But it’s unnecessary.”

      I bite my lip. “I’m still putting something towards down.”

      He sighs deeply, but he senses that I’m not just gonna let up. Not in this case.

      “Fine,” he replies. “Put what you can towards it.”

      I smile triumphantly. I know my contribution is going to be a pittance compared to the actual worth of what is clearly New York City’s prime real estate. But it makes me feel better to know I’m doing something.

      We both hear Charlotte screeching and I turn towards the garden instinctively.

      “What’s happening?” I ask, watching her skip up to us with Adriano and Vanessa in tow.

      “I may have suggested we go to the beach with Lenny in the evening,” Adriano explains.

      “You gotta run it by the parents first, dimwit,” Vanessa snaps, rolling her eyes at him.

      He glares at her. “Dimwit?” he repeats. “I’m not the one who can’t do simple math.”

      “Jesus, I make one mistake and you won’t let me live it down.”

      “Please, if you just—”

      “Ah-hem,” I interrupt pointedly.

      If I don’t interject, the two of them are liable to go on squabbling for ages. It seems to be their pattern.

      There’s real love underneath, though. Arguing is just their love language.

      “Sorry,” Vanessa says sheepishly. “Anyway, we thought we’d take Evie and Paulina for a few hours. Give you two some alone time.”

      I frown, smelling a rat.

      “Alone time?”

      Vanessa shrugs. “You’ve been working a lot lately,” she says. “I thought you and Lucio could do with a little romancing.”

      I smile. “Wow, Vanessa. That’s thoughtful of you.”

      “Please,” Adriano scoffs. “It was my idea.”

      “Jerk.”

      “Nag.”

      “Ass—”

      “Guys!” I cut in pointedly and the two of them break off again. Holding hands, I notice.

      Evie, clearly oblivious to all the adult banter, pulls on Adriano’s arm.

      “Come on, Uncle Adri,” she says. “Let’s get Paulina and go to the beach!”

      “Hold on, kid,” he replies, looking down at her. “You need to ask the bosses first.”

      Evie turns to the two of us. “Papa, Mama, can I go please? Pretty please?”

      I stop short, the breath catching in my throat as her words register.

      She just called me Mama.

      Right?

      Am I the only one who heard it?

      Clearly not, because Lucio’s looking a little thunderstruck, too. Vanessa and Adriano handle it a lot better, though both are grinning ear to ear.

      “Let’s take that as a yes,” Adriano chuckles. “C’mon, kid.”

      “Yay! Bye, Papa,” Evie says without actually looking at either one of us. “Bye, Mama.”

      Adriano gives me a little wink as he grabs Evie’s hand and heads for the exit. Vanessa lingers for a moment. Long enough to give my arm a squeeze.

      Then she follows Adriano and Evie out into the garden.

      Lucio takes my hand and we stroll out to the car. We’re parked just outside the gated compound.

      “It’s nice of them to take Evie for the evening.”

      Lucio doesn’t really respond as he fastens his seatbelt.

      “Have you noticed how close Adriano and Vanessa seem to be lately?” I ask.

      Lucio frowns. “They’re always fighting.”

      “Exactly, the sexual tension is palpable,” I say. “Kind of like—”

      “Us. In the beginning,” he finishes.

      “Yup. I think they’re getting serious.”

      “Just ask Vanessa.”

      “I would, it’s just that Vanessa is usually an open book. The fact that she hasn’t told me anything herself means that Adriano probably means a lot to her,” I explain. “I want her to tell me when she’s ready.”

      I glance at him out of the corner of my eye as we near the compound.

      “Has Adriano told you anything?”

      He smiles. “No.”

      I groan with frustration, and he laughs as we pull up outside the compound.

      We walk inside, and I immediately notice that the lighting’s very minimalistic tonight.

      And as soon as we step into the broad corridor that leads down to the kitchen, I’m hit with a mouth-watering aroma that makes my stomach growl with hunger.

      “Oh my God,” I breathe. “Lucio, what is that smell?”

      He smiles secretively. “I arranged a little surprise for you while we were out.”

      He takes my hand and leads me to the formal dining room that we hardly ever use. I step into the circular space and gasp.

      There’s a huge ornate table set up in the center of the room. It’s been perfectly laid with fine silverware, rose petals, and flickering white candles.

      Everything looks spectacular.

      “Lucio,” I breathe. “What did you do?”

      He leans in and kisses my cheek softly.

      “Ready for our seven-course meal?” he asks.

      “You cooked?” I say in amazement. “Do you even know how to turn the stove on?”

      He frowns and gets ready to retort, but before he can, a familiar voice comes booming from the kitchen doorway.

      “Of course he didn’t cook! Lucio couldn’t boil water if his life depended on it. Tonight’s meal is courtesy of yours truly.”

      I whirl around to see none other than Edmund Santiago standing in the doorway, holding up a large tray with two small cloches hiding the plates underneath.

      “Edmund!” I exclaim. “You cooked for us tonight?”

      “I did indeed,” he replies, giving me a special smile. “Although I must admit, I was quite nervous.”

      “Nervous?”

      “Yes, it’s always nerve-wracking cooking for a chef you admire.”

      My cheeks flush scarlet. “You’re just saying that.”

      “Not at all,” he says convincingly. “Your restaurant is a triumph, Charlotte. And I’m glad. I needed a little healthy competition to keep my blood flowing.”

      Lucio watches our little exchange with amusement, but he seems impatient for some reason.

      “Shall we get this party started?” he asks.

      I throw him a pointed smile. “Looks like someone’s hungry.”

      “My apologies,” Edmund says. “Let’s start off with course number one. Prawn ceviche with caviar.”

      “Wow,” I say. “I’m salivating already.”

      Lucio and I sit down. Edmund places the two small cloches in front of us.

      “Enjoy, beautiful people.”

      Then he turns with flourish and leaves us to our romantic dinner.

      “Hmm, that’s odd,” I say, looking down at my cloche.

      “What?”

      “Well, the chef usually removes the cloche and then leaves,” I explain. “He probably just forgot.”

      I’m about to reach for the tiny handle on my cloche, when Lucio stops me.

      “Hold on,” he says, his eyes twinkling against the candlelight. “Allow me.”

      He pushes up from his chair and walks over to me. I look at him in surprise, wondering what’s brought all this on.

      He removes the cloche in front of me with a flourish.

      It takes me a moment to register what I’m looking at.

      “That’s not prawn ceviche,” I say dumbly.

      It’s a little black velvet box. I stare at it with confusion.

      Lucio, meanwhile, has slowly sunk to one knee on the floor next to me.

      “You wanna open it?” he asks.

      “I… Lucio, what is this?”

      “Nuh-uh,” he demurs with a faint smile. “You have to open it first.”

      My heart hammers hard against my chest as I crack the box open.

      Nestled in the center of a tiny ivory cushion is the most beautiful ring I’ve ever seen. It’s a square-cushion cut diamond flanked by dark blue sapphires that closely resemble the color of my eyes.

      “Oh my God,” I breathe slowly. “Did you rob a museum to get this?!”

      I force my eyes away from the ring and look at Lucio.

      “Charlotte Dunn,” he says simply with the kind of quiet confidence that makes me feel strong and weak at the same time. “Will you marry me?”

      I just stare at him.

      Mostly, I’m trying to figure out how to absorb the moment. It feels too surreal to be happening to me.

      I’m just a liar.

      White trash from the trailer park.

      I don’t deserve this.

      “Lucio,” I whisper. “Are you sure?”

      His answering smile is radiant. It outshines the brightness of the massive diamond between us.

      “I wouldn’t be asking if I wasn’t sure,” he replies simply. “Marry me, Charlotte. And we can take on the fucking world together.”

      I meet his intense, brooding, beautiful gray eyes.

      And I feel a stillness come over me.

      It’s a stillness that’s born from perfect happiness, perfect security… and perfect certainty.

      Because honestly…

      How can I say no to that?

      “Yes,” I whisper. “A million times yes.”

      His eyes flash once more and his smile breaks fully open.

      He winks.

      And then he adds, “Smart girl.”
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Book One of the Kovalyov Bratva Duet

        

      

    

    
      
        
        I’LL LOCK HER IN A GILDED CAGE AND THROW AWAY THE KEY.

      

      

      

      The night we met, she thought she was tasting freedom.

      I devoured her once and left before I even knew her name.

      

      Four months later, Bratva business leads me to the house of my enemy with one objective:

      Burn it down and kill everyone inside.

      

      That’s exactly what I plan to do…

      Until I find her cowering before me.

      The innocent girl from the club.

      My beautiful caged bird.

      

      I’m not here to save her—I’m here to ruin her.

      But something stops me in my tracks.

      Something I never expected.

      

      Did she say that’s my baby in her womb?

      

  




Esme

      
        
        A SECRET LOCATION ON THE PACIFIC COAST OF MEXICO

      

      

      I look around at my bedroom and fight the urge to scream.

      It’s beautiful by any measure. The finest furniture. The most expensive art.

      But I see it for what it really is: a gilded fucking cage.

      My eyes settle on the picture board I set up when I was fifteen years old. I still remember the first thing I stuck up there—a glossy postcard of Florence, Italy.

      Seven years have passed since I first pinned it up. The postcard is no longer glossy. It stares back at me, old and faded, a constant reminder of the invisible steel bars that surround my life.

      The board shows all the places I’ve always wanted to go. The Coliseum in Rome. The Great Wall of China. The pyramids in Egypt.

      But they’re all just fantasies. I’ve only left my father’s home once.

      The picture of that lone trip is up there, too. I reach up and take it down.

      In the photograph, my older brother, Cesar, stands beside me, his arm wrapped protectively around my shoulders. The Eiffel Tower pierces the low clouds behind us.

      We’re both smiling.

      Oblivious to the future.

      Oblivious to how little time he and I had left together.

      It’s been years since Cesar’s death and yet it still hurts to think about him.

      You should be here with me, I think. Maybe then things would be different.

      My fingers caress Cesar’s face for a moment. But when tears start to prick at the corners of my eyes, I pin the picture back up on the bulletin board—facedown, so I don’t have to look at it and remember everything I’ve lost.

      A knock on my door interrupts my thoughts.

      I turn to face the door. “Yes?”

      “Señorita Esme, your father requests your presence downstairs in the formal sitting room.”

      The muffled voice belongs to Sofia, one of the maids who works here at my father’s compound. I close my eyes for a moment and breathe deeply.

      The only reason Papa would “request” my presence in the formal sitting room is so I can be his show pony.

      My father likes to flaunt his possessions.

      And unfortunately for me, I’m his crown jewel.

      I open the door and come face to face with the woman. She’s small, Mexican, shy, beautiful.

      “I guess I shouldn’t ‘request’ that he go fuck himself, should I?” I drawl.

      Sofia flinches like I slapped her.

      It’s just a joke, of course. But she’s seen what my father is capable of.

      We both know that saying that to his face would earn me a month in the cellar.

      I sigh. “Never mind. Gracias, Sofia. Tell Papa I’ll be down soon.”

      I expect her to nod in her usual respectful manner and walk away, but she continues to stand there in her black and white maid’s uniform, wringing her hands together nervously.

      Not a good sign.

      “Is there something else, Sofia?”

      “Señorita…” Her tone is apologetic already.

      I frown. “What else does he want?”

      Sofia raises her brown eyes up to meet mine. She is a little paler than usual, which is pretty standard when my father is in the house. We all walk on eggshells whenever he is around.

      “He also said would like you to wear a dress,” she finishes, lowering her eyes again. “‘Something a man would like,’ he said.”

      So he wants to impress some unspecified male guest or guests.

      That’s not a good sign at all.

      I offer Sofia a forced smile. “As Papa wishes, he shall receive. Gracias, Sofia.”

      With her task completed, relief washes over her face. She hurries down the long hall towards the kitchen.

      I close the door with another sigh and head to my walk-in closet.

      It’s large enough to be a room in its own right. A large center island holds my basics, jewelry, and underwear. Opposite the island is an elaborate dressing table, over which hangs a back-lit mirror.

      The racks hidden behind mahogany panels are loaded with tons of designer clothing. Probably half a million dollars’ worth of the finest fashion the world has to offer.

      I’ve hardly worn any of it.

      Why bother? I never leave the grounds.

      But tonight is different. Something is happening. I don’t like it at all.

      I pick a sleeveless vintage Prada dress with a high neckline and slip on a pair of Jimmy Choos with a one-inch wedge.

      Before I go downstairs, I step in front of the full-length mirror to make sure I’m dressed for the part. Papa would be furious if I’m anything less than dazzling.

      The jade of the dress brings out the tiny flecks of green in my hazel eyes. My dark brown hair cascades in messy waves down my back and my cheeks still retain a little color from my morning run. I add a pair of diamond studded earrings and smear a little nude gloss onto my lips.

      And then the transformation is complete.

      Abracadabra, presto change-o: the don’s daughter.

      His beautiful, caged bird.

      It makes me sick to my fucking stomach.

      When I’m done, I leave my bedroom and begin the trek to the formal sitting room.

      The Moreno household—more like a fortress, really—is a sprawling labyrinth, so it takes me almost five full minutes to get there. I pass tennis courts, swimming pools, several lush gardens, and both kitchens. All filled with the nicest things money can buy.

      Drug money, to be specific.

      I hear the voices of laughing men when I reach the brass-studded door to the sitting room. I rest my hand on the doorknob, but before I open it, I take a moment to breathe and gather myself.

      Cesar’s face from that Paris photograph is still floating behind my eyelids. Laughing, care-free.

      I swallow my bitterness down.

      Put your “good daughter” mask on, I remind myself, or there will be hell to pay later.

      Just like that, I feel my mask settle into place.

      Perfect smile, perfect daughter—that’s the motto that keeps me alive.

      Papa won’t accept anything less.

      I remind myself of who I am—or at least, who I’m expected to be: Esmeralda Moreno, princess of the Moreno cartel, the most eligible bachelorette in the entire Mexican drug world.

      Then I push open the heavy door and slip inside.

      Immediately, the chatter softens. Eyes turn to me.

      Papa’s voice cuts across the room, booming and resonant.

      “Ah, Esme! There you are.”

      He gets up from his leather armchair and strides towards me, laying his hand on the small of my back and pushing me forward towards his guests as though he’s trying to feed me to the sharks.

      To the suited men seated in the other chairs, he says, “Caballeros, meet my daughter, my pride and joy, Esmeralda Moreno.”

      Pride and joy. That’s a lie. So misleading it makes me sick.

      I can’t even begin to explain how fucked up our relationship is. How fucked up my father himself is.

      But you’d never know it by looking at him. That broad smile, that fatherly hand on my back—it’s so fake, so staged that I want to puke.

      If only these men knew what it was really like to be Joaquin Moreno’s daughter.

      If only anyone knew what he truly is like.

      Papa’s guests stare up at me, each darker and slipperier-looking than the last. I trust none of them. Their honeyed smiles are normal enough, but their sharp eyes travel over my body without an ounce of shame.

      They introduce themselves to me one by one, offering hands to shake and names I don’t bother trying to remember.

      I study their accents with detachment. Colombian, I think. Probably the higher-ups from one of my father’s cocaine suppliers down there.

      In other words, it’s business as usual in the Moreno household.

      “Esme is a pianist,” Papa announces. He pushes me towards the grand piano over by the curtained windows. “Play something for us, cariña.”

      I nod, smile still riveted to my face, and move towards the piano gratefully. Anything to avoid looking at their faces.

      It’s easier to breathe when I’m playing. I’m more relaxed in those moments. I can close my eyes and be transported to another place. Somewhere I’m free.

      I settle on the piano bench and poise my hands over the keys. I usually play Chopin, but today, I decide instead to perform Mozart. It’s more dramatic, more mournful.

      Suits my mood.

      My fingers meet the keys. One high, sweet note rises up, blissful and simple. Then the next. And the next. And the next.

      I can hear the men’s murmurs but I ignore them. I don’t care if they pay attention or not. If they like it or not.

      Because I’m not playing for them.

      I’m playing for myself.

      For several minutes, my fingers dance across the piano.

      For several minutes, I’m free of this ugly cage I’m trapped in.

      It ends far too soon.

      Don’t forget the mask, I remind myself when I finish. I plaster my good-daughter smile back on my face as I rise and turn to face my father and his colleagues. They applaud. I offer a small curtsy.

      “Didn’t I tell you, gentlemen? Isn’t she a marvel?” Papa boasts, turning away from me. “Esme, you may be excused.”

      I nod and escape into the hallway. My fingers twitch again as I close the door on the sitting room.

      Retreating to my room, I pull off the Prada dress and leave it crumpled on the floor of my closet. I crawl under the silk sheets and try to fall asleep, praying that at least my dreams will transport me somewhere different.

      But sleep never comes. I end up staring at the ceiling above my bed for an hour. Maybe I’m just too depressed to dream.

      After a while, I give up. I pull back the sheets and get out of bed to trade my pajamas for a pair of leggings and a sports bra.

      Then I sneak downstairs, through the French doors, and out into the moonlit garden.

      Fresh air fills my lungs. It makes me feel better—just barely.

      A voice in the darkness calls my name. “Señorita Esme?”

      I turn to find Miguel, one of our home’s security guards, standing a few feet away from me.

      His features are hidden by shadow but I can sense from his tone that he’s concerned for me. Then again, he’s always concerned about me. He’s sweet like that.

      “Is everything okay?” he asks.

      He steps into the light and grins. Miguel is a rough-featured man, all blunt nose and bushy eyebrows, but there’s a tenderness to him that I always appreciate. It stands in stark contrast to my father’s cruelty.

      I give him a kiss on the cheek. “Hi, Miguel. How’s your wife?”

      A smile transforms his face. It strikes me that, despite the black suit and the massive rifle slung across his chest, he’s not much older than I am. Like a big brother looking out for his kid sister.

      He knows he’s not supposed to be casually chatting with me—that’s strictly against my father’s orders—so he glances around to make sure no one else is in sight before stepping closer and pulling out his cell phone.

      “She gave birth last week,” Miguel tells me excitedly. “Look, look—I have a daughter now!”

      My heart thrills for him. The warm glow in his eyes, the happiness radiating off of him—this is how a father is supposed to talk about his baby girl. Not like an item to be sold to the highest bidder.

      “Here!” he says as he pulls up the picture on the phone and hands it over to me with reverence. “Her name is Selena. We named her after my abuela.”

      I look down at the round-faced baby girl, wrapped up tight in a yellow blanket with pink flowers embroidered around the edges.

      My chest squeezes tight. “She’s beautiful, Miguel.”

      He nods and winks. “She looks like her mother, thankfully.”

      “I’m so happy for you. For both of you,” I say, handing the picture back to him.

      “What are you doing up so late?” Miguel asks hesitantly.

      I gnaw my lip anxiously. “I was planning on going for a run.”

      His dark eyes turn nervous. “I can accompany you around the grounds if you’d like,” he offers.

      I put a hand on his forearm. “Please, Miguel,” I beg. “I need to get off the compound, just for an hour or two. I want to run by the ocean.”

      “I’m not authorized to let you go unaccompanied…”

      “I know that. You don’t need to come with me. I’ll be fast. Safe. No one will see me.”

      He’s tugging nervously at his mustache. “Señorita, you know I can’t allow that. I’m under strict instructions from your father. You are not supposed to leave the compound without his permission.”

      “Papa will never know, Miguel,” I plead. “Please? Just this once?”

      I feel bad about putting him in this position, but I’m desperate to feel the salt air on my face.

      Just for a little while… let me pretend I’m free.

      “No one will know,” I promise him again.

      He sighs, looks down between his feet, then back up to me. I see his eyes softening and I know I’ve won.

      “Only an hour?” he asks solemnly.

      “Not a minute more,” I tell him. “I swear.”

      He nods once, gruffly. I could hug him I’m so happy, but the clock is already ticking. Instead, I give him my most grateful smile and take off in a hurry towards the back of the compound, to a little side door in the garden wall that leads me out to the ocean.

      I can smell the salt air as I reach the sand and break into a run. It feels good to move, to sweat, to taste the ocean breeze. It tastes like freedom.

      I didn’t know it then, but it was the last freedom I’d have for a long, long time.
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        * * *

      

      

  




Esme

      I promised Miguel I’d only be gone for an hour. True to my word, I make it back with two minutes to spare.

      It’s near midnight and the night is quiet. Once I’m back within the walls however, I notice that the house is still lit up. Artificial light filters in from the first floor onto the lawn, turning the grass purple.

      I circle around the house in search of Miguel. I arrive at his post but he’s nowhere to be found.

      My heart starts thudding in my chest. Silently, I head into the house and towards to my room as fast as I can. Towards safety.

      I’m passing the third-floor drawing room when I hear Papa call my name.

      “Esme.”

      I freeze. Dread settles over me like a blanket of thorns. I think about ignoring him, but years of experience tells me that’ll only make things worse.

      The door to the drawing room is ajar. I push it open a little further and walk in.

      The room’s balcony doors are open to the ocean breeze. Papa sits outside, his back to me, his face angled up towards the moon. How had he even heard me passing by?

      “Yes, Papa?”

      “Esme, my darling,” he repeats. “Come and sit with me for a moment.”

      I gnaw my lip. I don’t really have a choice, though. I just have to hope for the best.

      I walk out onto the large balcony and sit down in the chair next to his. There’s a disturbing tension in the air.

      Something is most definitely not right.

      “What is it, Papa?”

      He offers me his hand. I have no choice but to take it. He squeezes my fingers for a moment. It’s an old gesture, one that he hasn’t done in many years, not since I was a little girl.

      “Did you have a nice run?” he asks casually.

      I hesitate for a second before admitting the truth “I, uh… yes, I did.”

      Papa nods. “Cesar liked late night runs as well.”

      My face pales. He hasn’t spoken Cesar’s name in so long. It sounds so wrong coming from his lips.

      Ever since the funeral, Papa has refused to speak my brother’s name. It’s like he blames Cesar for his own death. Despises him for it. All the pictures of him were taken down and his name became a dirty word.

      As if he wanted his only son—my only brother—permanently erased from existence.

      I fidget uncomfortably in my seat. I try to withdraw my hand from my father’s, but he doesn’t let go.

      “You played well tonight, you know,” he murmurs. “The men from Colombia were impressed.” He’s smiling, but the warmth of it doesn’t reach his eyes.

      “Gracias, Papa,” I mumble, only because I know how irritated he gets when I don’t respond to him.

      He tsks in annoyance anyway. “Look at me when I’m talking to you.”

      He’s still smiling, but I know that look of his—it’s a deliberate smile. He called me out here for a reason.

      “Yes, Papa,” I say respectfully.

      “My beautiful daughter,” he continues. “What a prize you are.”

      I look down, say nothing.

      “I’ve seen all the women in the world,” he tells me. “There are plenty of beauties out there. You are pretty enough, yes, but there are many women who are prettier.”

      He reaches out with his other hand, grabs my chin, and turns my face side to side like he’s studying me for flaws.

      He releases my chin and brushes back a strand of hair from my face. “I have good news for you, my doll.”

      My body tenses up. This is it. We’re getting to the point of this late-night visit.

      His grin broadens, but there’s still no warmth in his eyes. There never has been. It’s just like a wolf smiling at you before he takes a bite.

      “The time has come,” he announces, “for you to get married.”

      His words engulf me with ice-cold dread.

      No. Please, God, no.

      This can’t be happening. Not yet.

      I thought I had longer.

      The words are out of my mouth before I can stop them: “Please, Papa, don’t make me get married.”

      The smile never wavers off his face.

      Not even when his hand rears back in the darkness and then swings through the air, making harsh contact with my cheek and the left side of my jaw.

      The sharp crack of knuckle on flesh rings out.

      He slapped me.

      I collapse backwards, skull rapping against the back of the chair. Pain sears through my face and my eyes start to water.

      Don’t cry, I hiss inwardly. Don’t you dare cry in front of him.

      “What a shame, Esmeralda,” Papa continues calmly, as if nothing had happened. “You sound ungrateful. I did not raise you to be an ungrateful child.”

      My instinct is to lay my hand across my stinging cheek, but I resist the urge and blink back my unshed tears.

      I let my mask slip. I should’ve known better than that.

      “Papa, I didn’t mean to be ungrateful,” I say, keeping my voice soft. “I know you will only ever do what’s best for me.”

      I hate myself for saying it, but it’s what he wants to hear. And as sick as it is, that’s the only thing that will make this nightmare stop.

      Tell him what he wants to hear.

      Wait until he’s gone.

      Only then can I cry. Only then can I retreat into my room, scream into my pillow, and pretend none of this is happening.

      “You are young and beautiful,” Papa continues, his eyes glazing over. He wears the same look anytime he is trying to broker a new deal. “You must do your part for the family. You will do your part for the family. Won’t you, Esme?”

      He turns to look at me. The smile is back, the cold sneer that cuts like the sharp edge of a dagger.

      I nod, not daring to look up at him. “Yes, Papa. I will do my part.”

      “That’s my little bird. Now, come with me. I want to show you something.”

      I frown. Surprises from my father are never good. But he’s still clinging tight onto my hand, and just like everything else that’s happening around me, I don’t have a choice in the matter.

      Robotically, I follow him out of the drawing room. I expect him to turn right, but he turns left instead and goes downstairs. My heart thuds unevenly as he leads me to a room at the bottom of the staircase.

      The thick steel door is flanked by two of Papa’s guards. One of them opens the door for us to pass through.

      The moment I walk into the room, I scream, my voice cuts through the quiet of night like a siren’s wail.

      “No!”

      Miguel sits limp on a chair. He’s bound and gagged and his head hangs low on his chest. His clothes are ripped, bloodied, and his features are marred by the vicious beating his face has taken.

      “Miguel,” I whisper as hot tears roll down my cheeks.

      He doesn’t stir. Doesn’t look up. I don’t even think he hears me at all. He’s just groaning softly as blood streams from the many cuts on his swollen cheeks and forehead.

      I turn to my father in horror.

      He’s regarding me with cool detachment. “You see what your actions have caused?”

      “Is… is he dead?” The words feel like acid coming out of my mouth but I have to ask.

      Oh, God, his wife, his newborn daughter. What have I done?

      “No,” Papa replies in a bored voice. “But the next time he disobeys one of my orders, he will be. He understands that now. Do you?”

      His eyes bore into mine. I nod slowly. “Yes, Papa.”

      “There will be no more midnight outings for you, my daughter,” he continues. “I have turned a blind eye for too long. But you are not a child anymore. It is time you learned to obey. Do I make myself clear?”

      “Yes, Papa.”

      He smiles. I wonder if there was ever a time when I had loved the man standing in front of me.

      All I can see now is a monster.

      “Good.”

      I glance towards Miguel but I dare not move any closer to him. I only hope he knows how sorry I am.

      I flee the room as fast as I can and run to my bedroom. Then I throw myself down on my bed and cry until sleep takes me.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      “Señorita Esme?”

      A voice calls me out of my dreams the next morning. I open my eyes, but I can barely see. They’re still puffy and red from crying until I fell asleep.

      A stocky man with a thick, dark mustache is standing over me, gently shaking my shoulder. Could it be…?

      “Miguel?” I say sleepily, hopefully.

      Maybe last night was just a horrible nightmare.

      Maybe it never happened at all.

      Then I blink and my vision clears.

      It’s not Miguel.

      Instead, I’m looking up at a stone-faced man I’ve never seen before. He has a shaved head and several serrated scars along his jaw. His eyes are cold as marble.

      The hope vanishes as quickly as it came.

      “Who are you?” I ask in alarm.

      “Your new guard, señorita,” he replies. “Your father sent me to wake you. You need to get up and pack your things.”

      I scramble upright in alarm. “Pack my things? Why?”

      The man’s expression doesn’t change. “Your father has a meeting in Los Angeles. You will be accompanying him.”

      My frown deepens and my heart beats faster. “What’s in Los Angeles?”

      But the man is turning away from me. He doesn’t answer. He already has one of my bags out and opened up on the luggage stand. A Louis Vuitton duffle I’ve used only once—the time Cesar and I flew to Paris, when we took the picture I was looking at last night. Just the sight of it makes my heart throb painfully.

      My brother swore he would protect me from Papa.

      But he lied.

      He died and left me here alone.

      No one can protect me now.
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        * * *

      

      

  




Artem

      
        
        A PENTHOUSE IN LOS ANGELES, CALIFORNIA

      

      

      Grebanyye koshmary.

      Fucking nightmares.

      I haven’t dreamed of her in months. And now, out of nowhere, comes that old fucking nightmare.

      Marisha in her white dress.

      The silent, black O of her mouth as her screams fade to silence.

      And the blood.

      So much blood.

      Red and thick, staining the white of her dress…

      I swing my legs off the bed and drop my head into my hands, trying to shake away the black whirlpool that threatens to pull me apart from the inside.

      When that doesn’t work, I do what I always do—reach for the whiskey.

      I keep a bottle by my bedside for moments like this. I take a swig straight from the bottle and relish the welcome burn that surges down my throat.

      “Sukin syn,” I mutter gratefully under my breath in Russian. “I fucking needed that.”

      The images fade at once.

      I’m good again.

      Until I feel a hand graze my bare back.

      I whip around, seizing the arm and twisting it back, ready to snap the elbow if need be. It’s an automatic reflex from years of training—break first, ask questions later.

      I hear the girl’s panicked cry before I see her face. Her blue eyes stare back at me, wide with terror and confusion.

      She is lying naked and tangled in my sheets. Her short blonde hair no longer holds the glossy sheen that caught my attention last night.

      “You’re hurting me,” she whimpers shakily.

      I look down and realize that I’m still pinning her arm.

      Sighing, I release her. She lets out a pained little gasp before scurrying away to the opposite corner of the king-sized bed in terror.

      I turn from her and rise to my feet. “Get dressed and get out.”

      I try to remember what we did last night, but I can recall only a few vague grey flashes. I do remember that she screamed so loudly that she had given me a headache. I’d finally shut her up by putting my cock in her mouth.

      But even that left me feeling unsatisfied.

      Then again, it’s been a long time since any woman has come close to making me feel satisfaction.

      I expect her to high tail it out of here. But when I hear no movement, I pivot again and catch her staring at me.

      “Do I need to pay you or something?”

      “Pay me?” she sounds confused. “For what?”

      “For last night.”

      Her blue eyes go wide as she realizes what I’m asking. The fear gets flushed out by indignation.

      “I’m not a fucking hooker, asshole!” she spits.

      I shrug. “Then what are you waiting for?”

      Furious color floods her face as she leaps out of bed and starts stumbling around in search of her clothes, huffing in anger. She has to step over several empty bottles of whiskey to get to the sequined silver dress lying on the ground next to my bar cart.

      She bends over to snatch up her dress and wiggle it on. I remember now why I picked her from the crowd last night: those tits are the work of a very talented plastic surgeon.

      Once she’s grabbed her fuck-me Manolo Blahnik stilettos and neon-red Bottega Veneta clutch, she turns to me.

      Her bloodshot eyes are rimmed with smudged mascara and eyeliner. “Do you even remember my name?”

      I laugh out loud. “What do you think, princess?”

      She glowers at me for a moment, too pissed for words, before storming past me and out of my bedroom.

      I stand still, head pounding from last night’s booze, until I hear the front door of my penthouse slam shut.

      Good fucking riddance.

      When the apparently-not-a-hooker is gone, I head to the bathroom to survey the toll last night took on me.

      I look like shit. I probably shouldn’t have gone so hard with the drugs and the drinking. It was a stupid thing to do the day before a big meeting.

      My reflection stares back at me. Out of habit, I reach up and touch the scar next to my left eye. My body stiffens, and I force the hand back down to my side.

      Not today. I won’t go there today.

      The dream of Marisha had stirred old memories, ones I’ve spent several years drowning. But it only takes the smallest of reminders to make them resurface.

      I don’t have time for distractions today, though. Father will be watching at the meeting. He has been watching me closely for the last few months. Testing me.

      Tonight will be the culmination of everything.

      I step into the shower and turn it on. The water is so cold that it stings, but that’s what I’m after—a little pain to keep my mind sharp, present, aware.

      More importantly, it keeps the memories at bay.

      When I’ve had enough, I dry off quickly and pull on a pair of dark pants and a long-sleeved henley shirt. My father prefers that I wear suits to these meetings, but I deliberately avoid them.

      Fuck what he wants from me.

      No one tells me what to do—not even my father.

      Even if he is the don of the Kovalyov Bratva.

      I roll up the sleeves, displaying the tattoos that encircle my arms. My Rolex reads eight fifty-six in the evening—I’ve slept the whole day away—which means my ride will be pulling up in front of the building in exactly four minutes.

      Father is never late.

      I head downstairs to the lobby in my personal elevator. The elevator doors peel apart in the main foyer to reveal a straight-line path towards the glass entrance of the building.

      “Good morning, Mr. Kovalyov,” the concierge greets, just as I spot the top-of-the-line Range Rover that my father favors pulling up in front of the building.

      There’s no denying the luxury SUV is a sleek ride. Even at first glance, it’s intimidating as fuck. And that’s without knowing about the performance tread tires, the bulletproof ballistic glass windshield, or the high-powered automatic weapons stashed in various compartments around the vehicle.

      That’s all by design. My father is not one for traveling unprotected.

      In his case, it is more than justified. When you’ve survived as many assassination attempts as he has, investing in proper protection just makes good business sense.

      I see only my own reflection in the tinted window before I open the back door and duck into the car.

      My father and uncle are waiting for me inside, both dressed in sharp gray suits and open-collared white shirts.

      When they were younger men, it was obvious to anyone that Stanislav and Budimir Kovalyov were brothers. They had the same square jawline and hollowed-in cheekbones that I inherited.

      The same bushy eyebrows. The same beer bellies. And the same intolerance for disrespect.

      But as they’ve aged, they’ve begun to look less and less similar. My father, Stanislav, has shrank into himself, developing a slight hunch that has him looking up at the world through narrowed eyes.

      Five years ago, his lustrous black hair fell out, a by-product of the cancer treatment. When it grew back, it came in stark white.

      None of this has made him less frightening, however. He is still the don of the Kovalyov Bratva. And he still wears that title like a crown of gold.

      With his curly hair and easy smile, Uncle Budimir is less imposing. But there’s a coldness in him that runs deep. He’s ruthless in a way that my father isn’t. The kind of man who is cruel just for sport, whereas my father is cruel only out of necessity.

      “You look like shit,” my uncle remarks with a booming laugh.

      I sigh as I slide into my seat. “Good to see you, too, Uncle.”

      “Budimir is right. And you did not wear a suit,” Stanislav observes, his lips pursed up with displeasure. Thirty years in America, but his Russian accent is still thick and well-preserved.

      “I don’t want to feel like I’m being strangled by a tie all night.”

      “It’s not about what you want,” Budimir replies coolly. His accent is slight. Only the faintest hint of the motherland still lingers. “Your father prefers you dress the part.”

      I grit my teeth. “And what part is that, Uncle?”

      “You are the heir to the Kovalyov Bratva—”

      “You are not a child anymore, Artem,” Stanislav interrupts, his tone impatient.

      Budimir shuts his mouth immediately. I’ve seen this happen so many times that it doesn’t stand out to me anymore. Stanislav is the older brother. He is the don. It’s expected that everyone else takes a back seat whenever he walks into the room.

      But I’ve started to notice little things about my uncle lately. In particular, the way his mouth turns down at the corners every time my father cuts him off or overrules him.

      Like it’s eating him up inside.

      “So nice of you to notice, Father,” I answer sarcastically, trying and failing to keep the bitterness from my tone. “Seeing as how I’m thirty as of last month.”

      Stanislav’s eyes narrow on me. “It takes more than age to be a man, my son.”

      No one else says a word for the rest of the ride. We pull up at the back entrance of The Siren, the Bratva-owned nightclub where tonight’s meeting is taking place.

      “Who will be at the meeting?” I ask, changing the subject.

      Budimir answers first. “Don Maggadino and his sons. Gallo. Brooklier. And Dragna.”

      “Dragna?” I repeat in surprise, sitting up a little straighter and turning to my father. “You actually invited him?”

      “This is a meeting for all the cartels that answer to me,” Stanislav says, glancing out the window. “Dragna answers to me. Therefore, he will be at the meeting.”

      “Yeah? Then why didn’t he tell you about the drug shipment from the Antonio cartel he was trying to import without our approval?”

      A vein across his forehead pops a little but he keeps looking out the window. “I dealt with that.”

      Budimir gestures for me to keep quiet. I ignore him. I’m short on patience this morning.

      “He was trying to cheat you out of four million dollars!” I snap. “You’re going to reward that disloyalty by including him in a meeting? At the very least, he should be excluded from the inner circle for a while. See if that improves his attitude.”

      My father sighs. “That would humiliate and offend him.”

      “That is the fucking point,” I growl.

      At last, Stanislav turns his gaze on me, but his expression is icy. “Being the don is not just about throwing your weight and watching the ants scatter to the wind, Artem. Diplomacy is needed. Intelligence is needed. Brute force is never enough to hold power.”

      I’ve heard variations of this speech before.

      Just like always, it takes everything I have not to roll my eyes.

      “So that’s it?” I persist. “You’re going to look the other way and let him walk all over you?”

      At that, my father’s eyes spark with a fiery anger I have not seen in a long time. That fire, that fury—that is what has allowed him to reign supreme in the Los Angeles underworld for so long.

      “Do you take me for a fool, boy?”

      Boy. He called me boy. It is a slap in the face—he knows it, I know it, Budimir knows it. Hell, the driver in the front seat and the hot dog guy on the street corner probably know it too.

      My anger swells up in my chest, but I bite it back and keep my mouth shut.

      His gaze is still rooted on me. “Well?” he asks. “I don’t ask questions for the sake of hearing myself speak. Answer. Do you take me for a fool?”

      I squeeze my fists at my side as tight as I can. “I take you for the don,” I grit icily.

      “Good,” he nods. “As it should be.”

      We clamber out of the Range Rover and into the side door of The Siren.

      It’s packed to the rafters already. Lights arc across the ceiling. Bodies grind together on the dancefloor. Rising above it all is the thunder of the music.

      But we don’t go out to the main dancefloor. One of the Bratva men on security detail leads us down a dark hall and up to another imposing iron door.

      On the other side is where the meeting will take place. No doubt the other Family heads are already here. Father does not tolerate tardiness.

      Just before the bodyguard opens the door for us, Father holds up a hand to signal for him to wait.

      He turns to me and rests a wrinkled old hand on my wrist.

      I frown in confusion. “What?” I ask.

      He’s got that look on his face, the one I’ve learned not to like.

      “You’re not coming in,” he says finally.

      I blink. “What?”

      Budimir lays a reassuring hand on my shoulder. “It’s okay, nephew.”

      I shrug them both off and turn back to my father. “What the fuck is going on?”

      “You’re not coming in, son,” my father repeats. “Not today. You’re not ready.”

      I’m too stunned and furious to speak. He looks into my eyes and nods once.

      Then he turns once more and walks through the steel door.

      Leaving me alone in the hallway, with rage boiling in my veins.
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      THE MONDRIAN HOTEL—LOS ANGELES, CALIFORNIA

      “Hey girrrl! The fun has arrived!”

      I force a smile as my cousin Tamara bounces into my hotel suite at the Mondrian Hotel in Los Angeles.

      Everything about Tamara screams “socialite party girl.” She’s wearing a black leather mini skirt and an oversized white linen blouse that hangs carelessly off one shoulder. It’s very Cali, very fashion-forward.

      Classic Tam-Tam.

      She pauses suddenly once she registers my glum face.

      “Seriously?” she asks, pouting a little. “Is that the welcome you give your favorite cousin?”

      “What makes you think you’re my favorite cousin?” I tease.

      She wrinkles her nose and flicks her long, straightened black hair off her shoulder. “First of all, duh. And secondly, um, yeah, this is most definitely not the welcome you give your favorite cousin. I’m gonna go back outside and we can try this a second time, kay? Kay.”

      I snort a laugh and shake my head at my ditzy cousin. Tamara is definitely a good time and I love when we get to hang out, but I’m just not in a very social mood today.

      Not after what happened just before we left Mexico.

      I’d planned on spending this whole trip cooped up in the hotel room. Still, a part of me is glad not to be alone.

      I stand and give Tamara the hug she’s been waiting for. To my surprise, even when I try to pull away, she holds on to me, prolonging the hug a little.

      “You okay, chica?” she asks as she releases me.

      I frown. It isn’t like Tamara to get all serious right off the bat.

      “I’m fine,” I reply with a shrug, even though I feel anything but fine.

      Tamara’s voice drops low. “Has he been awful lately?”

      She doesn’t have to say my father’s name for me to know who she’s talking about.

      But I hesitate anyways. “Why do you ask?”

      “Because of this.” She traces the bruise along my jaw tenderly with her fingers. Her eyes are wide with sympathy.

      “Oh.” I’d forgot all about the slap. “It’s not a big deal.”

      I can feel Tamara’s eyes on me for a moment before she opens the large, trendy leather bag she’s carrying. Her blonde highlights glint under the sunlight as she rummages through her bag.

      When she comes up for air, she’s got a makeup kit in hand.

      “What are you doing?” I ask, confused.

      “I’m gonna fix your face.”

      “My face is fine,” I argue. “You can barely see the bruise anymore.”

      “I beg to differ. Trust me, you don’t want that thing exposed when we’re hitting the clubs later.”

      I laugh bitterly. “I hate to burst your bubble, but we won’t be hitting anything tonight except for an early bedtime.”

      Tamara rolls her eyes and starts pulling out a range of different concealers and some blush.

      “What he doesn’t know won’t hurt him.”

      “Tamara…”

      “Hush up, girl, unless you wanna get stabbed in the eye with mascara,” she says absent-mindedly.

      She forces me to sit down on the white sofa facing the window and gets to work on my face.

      I concede defeat and let her do what she wants to. It’s easier than arguing.

      My thoughts float aimlessly as I stare out at the LA skyline.

      I can imagine Papa’s voice in my ear. Sit in your cage and be quiet, little bird. Sit and smile. It doesn’t matter if you’re happy or not. Just keep smiling.

      “Earth to Esme! Where’s your head at, girl?”

      I blink and focus on Tamara. “Doesn’t matter,” I mumble. “How about we head to the spa now? I’d really love to get out of this room.”

      She doesn’t argue. We get our bags and head down to the spa with two of my new guards in tow.

      I notice Tamara checking out Ansel. He’s the taller of the two guards and he’s got a pair of tattoos on his face, which contribute to how dangerous he looks. I’m willing to bet anything that’s a large part of why she’s attracted to him.

      “I wouldn’t go there,” I mutter to her as we enter the spa, leaving my guards stationed at the entrance. “Matter of fact, I wouldn’t get involved with anyone who works for my father.”

      Tamara snorts. “What makes you think I want to get involved with him?” she asks. “I’m just interested in fucking him.”

      She says it casually, but it leaves me reeling. Maybe because it’s just such a foreign idea.

      What must it be like to do something just because you can? Just because you feel like it?

      The spa has exactly two tones, pearly greys and muted ivories. I know it’s meant to promote calm and healing, but to me, it feels lackluster, completely devoid of personality or life.

      We’re greeted by a petite blonde woman who is as pale as her surroundings.

      She leads us to a private room, which is, surprise surprise, as white and dull as the rest of the spa.

      “Please make yourselves comfortable,” she says with a smile. “I’ll be back with some refreshments for you both.”

      The moment the door is closed, I turn to Tamara, feeling the immense need to unburden myself. “He’s trying to marry me off, you know. My father.”

      Tamara’s eyes grow wide. “You’re only twenty-two!”

      “Apparently, that doesn’t matter,” I say. “Nothing I want matters. And I don’t think it ever will.”

      “You need to get out of here.”

      “Yeah.” I nod. “That’s exactly what I need to do. But I can’t see a way out of this life.”

      “No,” Tamara says, shaking her head, “I mean, out of this spa. What you need is to take control of your life, and it starts with baby steps.”

      I roll my eyes. “That’s an elaborate plan to get yourself to a club tonight.”

      Tamara puts a manicured hand on my leg. “Okay, forget about me. What do you want to do today?”

      “Does it matter?”

      Tamara squeals in delight and claps her hands together excitedly. “Then it sounds like my plan is the winner!”

      I just sigh. “Have you forgotten the two armed guards waiting outside this spa for us?”

      She rolls her eyes dismissively. “Please, girl. I’ve been sneaking out since I was thirteen years old,” she says. “Those two don’t scare me. If they happen to catch us… well, they’ll just have punish us, won’t they?” She winks flirtatiously.

      I can’t help but laugh. “You’re insane.”

      “Come on. Let’s go,” Tamara says enthusiastically. “Pretty please?”

      I realize how much I actually want to go.

      A night out with my cousin—who has never even heard of the concept of having something to worry about—sounds like the perfect antidote to all my despair.

      But then I think of Miguel.

      The image of him beaten and bloodied on that chair has haunted me for days now.

      What happened to him was my fault.

      “I don’t know,” I say nervously. “Let’s just enjoy our spa appointments, okay? We don’t have to do anything reckless right now.”

      Tamara sighs noisily but I ignore her and swap my clothes out for the soft robes that were left for us.

      I settle on the spa table and try to relax, but I realize how tense my body is. No matter how much I try to breathe, I can never get enough air into my lungs.

      This is what my life is going to be for the next several decades.

      Perfect.

      Pampered.

      And completely horrible.

      Endless spa appointments, private piano performances for Papa’s colleagues, eventually a nightmare of a wedding to some pig of a man.

      I’ll be a living, breathing doll with no voice and no freedom. Forever trapped in my colorless world, counting regrets like other people count money.

      I sit up suddenly, get off the table, and reach for my clothes.

      Tamara looks at me in alarm. “Chica, what’s going on?”

      “New plan. Let’s get out of here right this second,” I say, before I can change my mind.

      “What?”

      “Let’s go,” I say.

      A dazzling smile lights up Tamara’s face. “Now we’re fucking talking. Follow my lead.”
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      I follow Tamara back through the spa, towards the entrance. The doors are closed, but I know my guards will still be at their posts just outside.

      “How do you plan on doing this without being seen?” I ask.

      Tamara throws me a pitying look. “Oh, sweet, innocent Esme,” she murmurs. “Do you really think there’s only one way in and out of here?”

      “You’re heading for the entrance,” I point out.

      “You really don’t pay attention, do you?” Tamara asks. “There was a door to the left as we walked in. Staff quarters. There’ll be an exit through there.”

      Tam is a psycho, but she’s a fun psycho. Life always works out for people like her.

      And, true to form, it works perfectly and smoothly. The staff quarters are empty, with an exit door at the far side of the room like the pot of gold at the end of a rainbow.

      We’re about three steps away from freedom—when the door opens and one of the spa therapists comes in.

      She too is decked out in an all-beige ensemble, but she’s not the woman who greeted us when we entered. At least, I don’t think she is. Everyone who works here looks the same, though, so I can’t say for sure.

      “May I help you?” she asks politely.

      “Sorry, we got a little turned around,” Tamara says, flashing a smile. “We’ll head back into the spa now.”

      Tamara grabs my hand and pulls me towards another door off to the side.

      “Um, ma’am, that door will take you back into the hotel,” the therapist says in confusion.

      “Same difference!” Tamara chirps. She pulls me through the door before the woman can say anything.

      The moment we step out of the blinding whiteness of the spa and into the color of the hotel, we both start running. We probably don’t even need to, but it feels good.

      We rush through the massive lobby to the grand golden doors of the hotel. Then we burst outside into the perfect L.A. sunshine.

      As Tamara hails a cab, a laugh bursts from my lips. She looks at me for a moment, a smile settling over her face, but she doesn’t say anything.

      The cab drops us off outside of Tam’s building, a huge, pink building with a lattice of roses up the front. We race upstairs, still cackling like maniacs, and into her chic two-bedroom apartment.

      The moment Tamara closes the door behind us, I breathe a sigh of relief and throw my bag down on the glass coffee table.

      “I can’t believe it,” I laugh. “We did it!”

      “Well, I did it,” Tamara reminds me with a friendly nudge in the ribs. “You just tagged along.”

      “Fair enough,” I smile. “You can have all the credit.”

      She grins. “Aren’t you glad you decided to listen to me?”

      “Yeah, yeah, yeah. Don’t get a big head about it.”

      But we both know I’m lying. I would’ve never done something this reckless on my own. And truth be told, I’m not stupid enough to think I’ve gotten away with anything just yet.

      No doubt there’ll be hell to pay if my father finds out.

      But that’s a problem for future Esme. If there are any consequences, I’ll deal with them later.

      My life is closing in on me even faster than I’ve always feared. I want to live a little—while I still can.

      “Come on. Let me doll you up. You can borrow something from my wardrobe for tonight,” Tamara says, leading me into her bedroom.

      I raise my eyebrows as I walk in. Tamara’s room is complete and utter chaos. Clothes piled everywhere, makeup littering the top of her vanity, half-eaten snacks lying on the bedside table.

      “Oh, don’t look at me like that. The maid’s coming tomorrow,” she sasses as she flings open her wardrobe and starts riffling through it.

      I stand in the doorway, scared to go any further for fear of triggering a hidden landmine or something, as she throws clothing items over her shoulder without looking.

      “Ah ha!” She re-emerges, holding something up triumphantly. “Here. This little number will suit you perfectly.”

      I stare in disbelief at the dress she’s picked out for me. “You cannot possibly be serious.”

      Tamara frowns. “What? Too much?”

      I laugh. The dress is made of what looks like sheer chainmail. The neckline seems explicitly designed to reveal my boobs to the world and a thigh slit that rises up to show everything else.

      “It would have to be invisible to be any more revealing,” I drawl.

      Tamara laughs. “Don’t be a drama queen.”

      “Can you even wear underwear with it?” I ask. I’m genuinely curious.

      “The point is to show off your underwear,” Tamara tells me with a wink.

      I shake my head. “Pass. I think I’ll choose something myself for tonight.”

      Tamara sighs dramatically, but she moves over to make room for me.

      We spend the next couple of hours playing dress up and laughing. At some point, Tamara pours us each a huge glass of red wine—full enough that mine sloshes over the rim a bit when she hands it to me—and we start drinking.

      In the end, the dress I choose is a simple, black mini, but the cut is really sexy. It has thin straps and a bustier that emphasizes my cleavage while still keeping the look classy. The hemline is short, ending just a couple of inches below my butt, but the structure is figure-hugging and flattering, highlighting my curves and making me look sophisticated and a little more mature.

      I slip on a pair of strappy silver stilettos and let Tammy go to work on me with some lipstick, eyeliner, and rouge.

      “Nothing too dramatic,” she reassures me. “Just enough to make your natural features pop a little more.”

      So she says. I’m not in an arguing mood. I’m mostly happy to sip on my wine and let Tam take control of the night. She knows better than I do how to live it up.

      We go back and forth about what to do with my hair. Ultimately, I just pull it free from its messy top knot and leave it hanging down my shoulders.

      Tam laughs. “Like a fierce lioness! Rawr!”

      But then she smiles and gives me a mushy kiss on the cheek and I know that it’s a good look for me.

      I stare at myself in the mirror, almost in disbelief. Papa never allowed me to dress too sexy. Claimed it would make me look like a “whore.”

      But as I cast a critical eye over my look, I feel strong and confident.

      Fuck what Papa thinks.

      “Damn, girl!” Tamara exclaims as she turns me around to take one final look. “You look hot as hell.”

      I smile. “Thanks. So do you.”

      She really does. She’s wearing a red halter with a low neckline and a black leather skirt that’s even shorter than mine.

      “Please,” Tamara snorts dismissively, “no one’s gonna be looking at me with you in the room.”

      The sun set at some point while we were drinking and laughing. The L.A. day has turned into a warm and bustling L.A. night.

      I’m feeling really good as we head to one of Tamara’s favorite haunts in the city: an upscale club called The Siren.

      As we pay for our ride and hop out of the taxi, I can see how popular it is by the huge line extending out of its doors.

      “Oh, jeez. How are we gonna get in?” I ask nervously.

      “Um, have you seen yourself?” she chuckles. “Have you seen me? It’s no problema. Come on, baby cousin, let me show you how it’s done.”

      Tamara ignores the line of people completely as she heads for the bouncer at the entrance to the club.

      Some of the women queued up there shoot us angry glances.

      The men, on the other hand, yell compliments that oscillate between flattering and creepy.

      I ignore them all and follow Tamara. I expect her to take the lead, but the moment we get to the bouncer, Tamara grabs my hand and pushes me forward in front of her.

      The bouncer, a tall, handsome guy in a black leather jacket, takes one slow look up and down at each of us, then flashes a dazzling smile.

      I shiver. Is everyone in Los Angeles this good looking?

      “You girls have fun in there.” He unhooks the velvet rope and ushers us in through the VIP entrance.

      I laugh as we tumble inside, feeling a strange sense of euphoria settle over me.

      Tomorrow, I have to go back to my claustrophobic, Papa-controlled world.

      But for tonight, I’m in control of the next few hours.

      I’m going to make them count.

      Tamara is still holding my hand as we emerge from the darkened VIP hallway into the main area of the club.

      It’s a booming, overwhelming maze of sweaty bodies and bright lights. The music is so loud I can’t hear myself think. I’m sweating already, too.

      Tamara screams something in my ear, but I can’t make out what she said.

      “What?” I scream back.

      “I said, let’s get someone to buy us shots!”

      I give her a thumbs up and a hesitant smile. I’m just overwhelmed, that’s all.

      But if I stop to try and gather my thoughts, the image of Miguel beaten and slumped over in that tiny room flashes in front of my eyes.

      I shudder.

      Can’t be doing that. Look at Tammy—she’s dancing already, having fun, arms in the air and not a care in the world.

      I try to smile and mimic her.

      But I can’t help feeling like I’m being watched.

      I tap Tam on the shoulder. “Does it feel like someone’s staring at us?” I yell.

      She makes me repeat it a few times, but eventually she gets it.

      When she does, she laughs out loud. “Of course we’re being watched!” she yells back. “We’re the hottest girls in the club!”

      I feign another smile and try to breathe. Follow Tamara’s lead.

      But I still can’t shake that feeling of being watched.

      And when I turn around, I realize why.

      Someone’s staring right at me from a small, innocuous doorway along one wall. He’s got dark hair raked back carelessly from his forehead. Tattoos trace over his brawny forearms, and more peek out from beneath the open collar of his henley shirt.

      But it’s his eyes that draw my attention the most.

      Even in this chaotic club, they stand out.

      They’re darker than anything else.

      Angrier. More intense.

      And they’re locked dead on me.
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        Stolen by the Mob Boss

        Trapped with the Mob Boss

      

        

      
        Volkov Bratva

        Broken Vows (Book 1)

        Broken Hope (Book 2)

        Broken Sins (standalone)

      

        

      
        Other Standalones

        Vin: A Mafia Romance

      

        

      
        Box Sets

        Bratva Mob Bosses (Russian Crime Brotherhood Books 1-6)

        Tsezar Bratva (Tsezar Bratva Duet Books 1-2)

        Heirs to the Bratva Empire

        The Mafia Dons Collection

        The Don’s Corruption
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