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Praise for Renee Rose and The Bossman
 
“Nobody writes a bad boy hero like Renee Rose.”
—USA Today Bestselling Author Cara Bristol
 
“A sexy tale for modern women that’s as steamy as a locker room shower.”
—Kirkus Reviews
 
“A face-paced naughty erotic romance that will tug at your heartstrings while making you squirm.”
—USA Today Bestselling Author Sue Lyndon
 
“The Bossman has it all—sassy, independent heroine and an alpha hero to melt your kindle. Put the fire service on alert and have fresh panties handy. This is one not to be missed.”
—USA Today Bestselling Author Ashe Barker
 
“The Bossman hits the ground running, my very favourite way for a story to start. The dialogue between Joey and Sophie is fun, real and knocks backwards and forwards like watching a tennis match.”
—Erotica for All
 
“The Bossman is an erotic mafia romance that should not be missed by lovers of dominant heroes.”
—The Romance Reviews
 
“The Bossman was a rollercoaster that I did not want to get off”
—Mad in Wonderland Reviews
 
“Renee Rose packs a full story into a small package, complete with complex, fun, sexy characters and enough hot, spanking sex to fill a novel!”
—Guilty Pleasures
 
“The Bossman was an absolute smash! Renee Rose has a way with words that draws the reader into the story and makes her experience every emotion of the protagonist.”
—Bottoms Up Book Review
 
“I savor Renee Rose’s books as if they were the finest of champagnes”
—USA Today Bestselling Author Sierra Cartwright
 
“Renee Rose has an ability to write the most captivating, most intriguing, and the hottest books around.”
—USA Today Bestselling Author Alta Hensley
 



Prologue
 
Sicily
 
Blood soaked Carlo’s clothes—too much to show up at his great-uncle Junior’s front entrance. He made his way to the back and tapped the heavy wooden door. He hoped Zia Maria didn’t answer, not that the old woman couldn’t handle the shock. Sicilian women—at least those in La Famiglia, were as tough as the men.
The door opened a crack and the muzzle of a Glock pointed through, followed by his uncle’s bushy white eyebrows. 
“Carlo.” The door swung wide and his uncle grabbed him by the shirt and hauled him inside.
“Only some of it is mine.” He couldn’t get his damn ear to stop bleeding from the bullet that had gone through it. The bullet that had missed his skull by an inch.
“Get cleaned up before your aunt sees you,” the old man said, propelling him to the bathroom. “I’ll bring you some clothes.”
He stripped, the metallic smell of blood filling his nostrils. Ferdi’s blood. Fucking Ferdi. Carlo had left him alive after he’d beat the truth out of him. 
Who tries to kill their own cousin? Ferdi, apparently. 
Carlo wouldn’t though. He hadn’t. Ferdi’s soldier, though, was another story. Carlo had left a bullet in the middle of his forehead. Closing his eyes, he tried to erase the sight. 
He washed in the shower and dried off, barely managing to keep the continuous drip of blood from his ear from staining Zia Maria’s towel. 
His uncle came in without knocking and dropped some clothes on the counter. He gave him an up and down sweep of the eyes, probably checking for bullet holes. “Just the ear?”
“Yeah.” He yanked on the clothes.
“Who?” Junior handed him a washcloth and lifted his chin toward his still-bleeding ear.
“Ferdi.” 
His uncle’s bushy eyebrows drew together. “Your cousin Ferdi? What happened?”
“Mario put a hit on me.” His voice nearly wavered when he spoke the words, unprepared for the sense of betrayal rocketing through his chest. His own fucking brother. His fucking brother ordered him killed. 
Junior’s face turned to stone, his eyes black and dangerous. It was an expression he’d seen on his father’s face countless times. The Sicilian war face. Calculating, deadly. “What happened? Wait, come out of the fucking bathroom. I’ll get you a drink.”
At the kitchen table, the old man poured them both a glass of grappa and they sat down.
“My father named me Consiglieri. I think Mario thought he might pick me to lead when he dies.” His chest tightened at the thought of his father, so diminished from the cancer now.
“I see.” His mother’s uncle wasn’t part of the Romano business in Palermo, but his family had ties to them and ran their own network of semi-legal or illegal operations. He understood the dynamics. “What’s your plan?”
That was the fucking problem. He didn’t have one. 
Junior read into the silence. “Are you going to tell your father?”
He gave his head a decisive shake. “Hell no. He’s on his deathbed. It would kill him and he would die brokenhearted.”
“Let me ask you this, Carlo. Do you want to lead the family? I mean, how old are you? Twenty-three?”
“Yeah.”
“I mean, I know you’re smart and I’m sure you’re tough, but do you think the older guys are going to fall in line under you?”
He shook his head. “I wasn’t trying to steal the power from Mario, or any of them.” Hell, he was the eighth son, he’d never expected to be more than a capo. But as the youngest child, he had the special ability of reading people. Born from all that time observing from corners as a kid, he supposed. He saw through bullshit, saw into people. His father had used that talent in the last few years, coming to him more and more often than he did Mario or any of their other brothers. 
They’d always been tight, he and his father. He was the baby of the family, after all. His father hadn’t been as much of a hard-ass with him as he had been with his brothers; and more than that, his parents had revered him as a special gift because Carlo had almost died during birth.
“Look, I don’t even know if my father would have shaken up the structure. But obviously Mario was worried. So now I’m in a bad place.” 
The soft pad of Zia Maria’s slippers scuffing the floor signaled her approach from down the hall.
“It’s Carlo,” Junior called to her.
“Carlo?” The joy in his aunt’s voice almost made him tear up. Jesus. He was going soft. Well, when your own brother wanted you dead, it was nice to know someone in the family still cared.
He stood and embraced the tiny woman, accepted her clucking over his ear and didn’t try to stop her from pulling out all the food in the fridge and heating it up for a full meal. You couldn’t keep an Italian woman from feeding her family. 
When he finished eating, and he’d successfully warded off her pressure for seconds, she sat down with them. 
“Mamma,” Junior said, covering his wife’s gnarled hand. “Carlo’s in a pinch. His brother wants him dead because he’s worried about his stealing power when their father dies.”
He hadn’t expected Junior to tell Maria. Usually the women were left out of business discussions—no one wanted to incriminate them. But this was a family issue, and right now he needed help from his family.
Zia Maria covered her mouth with her hand, but when she removed it, she already had a sharp look in her eye. She tapped the table with her bony fingers. “Send him to my nephew Alberto, in America. Just until this all blows over. He could use a smart young man like our Carlo. He’ll take good care of our boy.”
He swallowed. He’d be away when his father died. Miss saying goodbye. And his father wouldn’t know where he’d gone. But there was no way around it.
He drew a breath. America. Well, it sounded better than any plan he’d come up with. “Okay.” He nodded. “That sounds good. Thank you.”
 
 



Chapter One
 
Eight Years Later
 
Summer gripped the pole and extended one leg up into a perfect split. The BFA in dance and a lifetime of ballet lessons were finally paying off. Heh. Well, it wasn’t like she could perform for real anymore, not since her injury.
She considered stripping at The Candy Store to be a form of sex therapy. That’s how she framed it to her best friend, Maggie, anyway. 
She didn’t strip for the money, and it sure as hell wasn’t to meet nice guys. But she liked the sense of power it gave her. Or was it the objectification? Either way, each time she took the stage and twirled around the pole, it repaired a small piece of her shattered sexual confidence. 
She had her asswipe ex-boyfriend John to thank for her new career. Every night she worked, she fed off the lust in the men’s eyes, and sent a psychic F-you to the guy who had found her so unappealing. He’d barely managed to have sex with her once a month. When she found out he’d been cheating on her with multiple women, sometimes three different women in a week, she’d been ready to give up men altogether. But this was better.
So long as her father never found out. Because Al La Torre, the mafia don, would never recover from learning his spoiled little princess was taking her clothes off for money. He had some very old-fashioned ideas about women—they were either whores or the blessed Virgin herself, and nothing in between. And obviously he wanted her firmly in the blessed virgin category.
She pulled off her short plaid Catholic schoolgirl skirt to the applause of the crowd. The white blouse had already come off, leaving her in nothing but a bikini top and lacey white G-string. She crawled forward on the stage and accepted a five dollar bill between her tits, giving the man who offered it a nibble on his earlobe as she murmured, “Thanks.” 
She stood up and twirled around the pole again, gripped it to flip herself upside down with her legs in a forward split. Rotating her legs, she opened them to a center split, then wrapped both ankles around the pole and slid down to land on her back with her knees bent up and spread wide. 
In her periphery, she saw a couple of guys enter through the door. Maybe it was the well-tailored suit that made her look twice. Maybe it was just her instincts kicking into gear, but when she glanced through the low-lit club at the faces of the men, she went cold. 
Carlo. 
Her father’s right-hand man. Her drool-worthy, sexy Sicilian foster-brother of sorts, walking in like he owned the place. She recognized the face of the guy with him, but didn’t know his name. One of Carlo’s soldiers.
She spun around to hide her face, praying he hadn’t seen her. He would probably head straight up to the VIP section for private dances. He certainly had the money and seemed like the type who would prefer that. Hopefully he wouldn’t even give the stage the time of day. Thank heavens no one around here would object to the sight of her ass instead of her face. She put her two hands on the upstage wall and rolled her hips and head in concentric circles, letting her thick brown hair fall down her back. She wondered if she could just stay back there, pinned to the wall until her set was over. Two more numbers and she’d be off the stage, and then she’d tell her boss she wasn’t feeling well and split. 
But already some young frat boys were hollering to her, waving their five dollar bills in the air for her to come over. She pretended not to see them. 
“Hey, over here,” one of them called. “What? Our money’s not good enough for you?”
“Milan.” Her boss, Sam, hissed her stage name, jerking his head toward the guy. She tossed her head around as she strutted toward him, letting her hair fall over her face. Crouching down, she pulled out the waistband of her G-string for his offering. 
With her back to the audience, she went back to the pole and wrapped one leg around it, humping the stainless steel. Going for another high kick, she slipped and stumbled back. It turns out sweaty palms present a serious impediment to pole dancers. To recover, she took a strut around the perimeter of the stage, trying to keep her hair over her face.
She didn’t look at Carlo. He had climbed the stairs into the VIP section, but he sat at the balcony, looking down. It was probably just her imagination that he was staring straight at her. When she rounded the corner she darted a glance in his direction. They locked gazes and her stomach twisted. 
Carlo’s lips flattened. Surging to his feet, he jogged down the stairs and stalked toward the stage. Jimmy, The Candy Store’s ex-marine bouncer, flexed his muscles and stepped forward.
She darted toward the stairs to intercept. As the daughter of one of Chicago’s largest crime family dons, she probably knew even less than your average American about the workings of the mob, but there was one thing she understood: Family men didn’t take shit from anybody. They were dangerous when provoked. 
“It’s okay, Jimmy,” she said breathlessly as she navigated the stage steps in her heels.
“Milan, what the hell are you doing?” Sam called from the other side of the stage.
She sent an apologetic glance at him and tried to push past Jimmy, who put his body between her and Carlo. He held an arm out to hold her back.
“What do you want?” he demanded of Carlo.
Carlo ignored him and lifted his chin at her. He didn’t need to speak. She knew he could only have one agenda—to haul her out of there as fast as possible, before anyone else saw her scantily clad body.
“It’s okay, Jimmy.” She gripped the bouncer’s bulging bicep.
Carlo looked at the place where her hand connected with Jimmy’s arm and his lip curled into a snarl.
She snatched it away. “I’m going to leave with Carlo. I have to go.”
“Is this guy giving you problems? You don’t have to go anywhere with him.” 
The stupid bouncer was going to get himself killed. Why couldn’t he leave it the hell alone? “No, no. You have it all wrong. He’s family.” 
With a capital F.
“He’s my ride and I have to go now.”
By this time, Sam had shoved another girl on stage. He made it over to them, looking irate. “What in the hell is going on here?”
“I’m sorry, Sam. I have to quit. You can keep my last paycheck. I’ll just get my stuff from the locker room.” She said the last bit to Carlo who acknowledged it with an almost imperceptible nod.
Jimmy caught her arm. “Are you in some kind of trouble?” he asked in a low voice.
“No! I’m not. I’m really not. But I do have to go. I’m really sorry.” She pulled away and rushed off toward the locker room, carrying her clothes from the stage. She threw on her plaid skirt and white blouse and grabbed her purse from the locker. 
Carlo and his soldier stood waiting in the hall. Carlo stood out from the rest of the lame-ass men who frequented The Candy Store. Tall, expensively dressed and darkly handsome, he’d caught the attention of all the girls working the place, but right now he was looking only at her and he appeared lethal. Something about seeing Carlo as such a badass made her entire body vibrate—and not just from fear. She scooted past them, not wanting a scene in The Candy Store, and headed out the back door with her two bodyguards—or in this case—prison guards, behind her. 
“You drive my car back,” Carlo said to his soldier. The guy took the keys and disappeared. Carlo followed her to her car. 
“Are you going to tell me what in the fuck is going on?” Carlo’s green eyes flashed. His panty-melting Italian accent grew thicker when he was mad.
She shivered and shook her head.
“No?” He cupped her chin. Despite the hard lines and the anger on his face, his touch wasn’t harsh. “You can’t possibly need the money.” He gave a questioning look.
“No, it’s not that. I like dancing, okay?”
“Dancing?” He snorted. “Give me the damn keys.”
She searched in her purse and produced them. “Are you going to tell my dad?”
He snatched the key ring from her hand. “Of course I’m going to tell him. I’m going to drive you to his house right now so he can straighten you out.”
The thought of her father’s reaction brought a wave of panic. It wasn’t that she was afraid of him. It was what this would do to him. She was his little princess. His perfect girl—the ballerina, the straight-A MBA student who her parents hoped would someday marry a doctor or lawyer and be as straight-laced and square as they were marginal. She didn’t want to ruin her parents’ little fantasy.
She blocked Carlo when he reached to open the car door, getting a whiff of his cologne and underneath it, his decidedly masculine scent. He towered over her, his hard-muscled body so close heat registered along her skin. “Don’t tell him.”
He shook his dark head. “You know I can’t do that.”
 
* * * 
 
Gesù, if it hadn’t have been so wrong, seeing Summer La Torre on that stage would’ve been a wet dream come true. Her legs looked impossibly long under the miniscule skirt, her breasts lush and ripe, pushed up by the tiny bikini top under her white blouse. This couldn’t be the same spoiled little princess he’d sat across from on Sunday meals at her father’s house.
She gripped his shirt, her beautiful copper-brown eyes bright with tears. “You can’t tell him. Please don’t tell him.”
If she had any idea how much her tearful begging turned him on, she’d run back for the protection of that jackass bouncer in a heartbeat. Or she should, anyway. 
He forced himself to ignore his growing hard-on. Her skimpy outfit didn’t help matters. But then, he’d always had a difficult time keeping his thoughts pure when it came to Summer La Torre. Gesù, when he’d seen her thrashing her hips around up on that stage… But turned on or not, the fact that the Don’s daughter was taking her clothes off for money was a serious problem. He suspected the reason behind it would be even more unsettling than catching her in the act. 
He covered her little fists with his hands. “Summer, you know where my loyalty lies. I can’t keep this from him.”
“Please, Carlo, you have to.” 
Damn, she was cute when she turned those puppy dog eyes on him. But no, he couldn’t let this go. “Listen, doll, what you were doing in there”—he jerked his thumb toward the strip club—“isn’t right. You need someone to straighten you the fuck out.”
Summer blinked rapidly. 
“You’ve been a hot mess ever since you broke up with your douchebag boyfriend.”
Her eyes widened, as if shocked that he’d noticed she hadn’t been herself for the past five months. Tears spilled from her eyes and streaked down her face. He looked away before he went soft on her.
The damn bouncer stood in the doorway, watching them.
“I don’t want my dad to know. Please don’t tell him.” The puppy-dog eyes pleaded. “I quit, okay? You heard me quit, right? I won’t go back, I promise.”
He shook his head, steeling himself against the urge to give her anything and everything she asked for. Don Alberto would kill him for keeping something important like this from him. Hell, Don Alberto would kill him just for having seen his daughter practically nude. Besides, Summer needed help. She’d lost her way and allowing her to keep going down this path of self-destruction wouldn’t do her any favors. She needed to be taken in hand, in a big way. 
“I’m sorry, doll. You need guidance. If you ask me, someone needs to take a belt to your ass to teach you a lesson in self-respect.” Okay, he didn’t even know where that came from. It must be the Catholic schoolgirl outfit tweaking his inner dom.
Unbelievably, she gazed up at him with her big doe eyes and said, “Okay.”
He cocked a brow. “Okay?”
She swallowed. “You can do it.” 
Why did she actually look hopeful about the prospect? 
His cock surged against his pants and his suit jacket suddenly felt too hot. He stared at her, trying to deny the appeal of bending her over and lifting that miniscule plaid skirt of hers to deliver a spanking. “You want me to punish you?” 
She nodded. 
He pushed her back against the car, pinning her too-thin body between the BMW and his larger frame. She released his shirt and he grasped her wrists, pulling them together, tucked against his chest. 
She’d stopped breathing. Her nipples protruded through her blouse and her lush mouth opened. 
God, how he wanted to take it, possess her glossy lips. Own her. He forced some self-control. “No, cara mia. I can’t.”
Her face fell. “Why not?”
He pictured her ass bared for him, his little princess to punish and protect. His gaze slid away, down the row of cars, and one corner of his mouth kicked up as he considered the truth. “I’m afraid I would like it.” He looked back down at her and she flushed, eyes dilating. Her chest rose and fell, drawing his gaze down to her apple-sized breasts. 
“You would like punishing me?” Her voice cracked.
He looked her square in the face. “Yeah.”
Damn if she didn’t look excited. Fuck if she didn’t push her abdomen back at his bulging cock, rocking her pelvis up. A low growl rose in his throat. 
“I guess I’d prefer it that way.”
Oh, this was too. Fucking. Tempting.
“Look, you know this would kill my dad. He thinks of me as his perfect little princess. His good girl. The one who’s going to marry a lawyer or be a congressman’s wife. Not only would it destroy him to know about this, but he’d be sick about the fact that you and, um…”
“Sonny.” He supplied the name of his soldier. 
“Yeah, that you and Sonny saw me. That would really piss him off.” 
She was absolutely right about that. He put a finger under her chin. “Summer, I’m not kidding around about punishing you. It wouldn’t be a game. I would spank you until you couldn’t sit down.”
She sucked on her lower lip. “Okay.” Gesù Cristo. He stroked her cheek with his thumb. He’d never touched her this way before, even though he’d always considered Summer to be his—someday. As underboss to the La Torre family business at the tender age of 31, he stood to inherit the kingdom—and that meant he got the princess. That’s how it worked in his head, anyway. He was pretty sure Don Alberto saw it differently, though.
When he didn’t speak, she added, “Please, Carlo?”
His breath stalled. When it started again, his heart had taken off at a gallop. “You’re giving yourself to me? For my correction?” Did she have any idea what she was getting herself into?
She sucked on her lip again and nodded. “Yes.”
He looked skyward. He should tell her no. This wouldn’t work. A) Don Alberto would kill him. B) Don Alberto would kill him again, and C) If he went home with her, he’d never want to leave. 
But he was already touching her. Her scent filled his nostrils, the warmth of her soft flesh ignited every cell in his body. He didn’t want to tell her no. He didn’t want to take her to Don Al and Carmen and tell them what he’d seen that night, to bring hurt and disappointment to the couple who’d become surrogate parents to him. And now that he could practically taste Summer, he sure as hell didn’t want to give up this window of opportunity. 
He who hesitates is lost. Every time.
He blew out his breath. Releasing her wrists, he stepped back and opened her car door. When she turned to get in, he gave her delicious ass a smack.
“Ow.” She scrambled in.
He climbed in the driver’s side and adjusted the seat back as far as it went to make room for his long legs. “You’re going to get me killed.” 
She unbuckled her high heels and toed them off. “Better you than me.” 
 
* * * 
 
Carlo didn’t speak on the ride to the apartment he and her father had helped her move into after she left John. She stole glances at him as he drove, noting the firm set of his square jaw, the furrow between his brows. Was he angry with her? Or just acting angry on behalf of her father? 
She’d been shocked to hear his opinion that she needed help. She’d thought she’d been putting on a decent front since she broke up with John. She hadn’t thought Carlo paid any attention to her mental state. Knowing he did sent a shot of longing through her so deep and drastic that part of her wanted to tell him to pull the car over so she could run away. Because he was right—she was that fragile right now. And it wouldn’t take any coaxing at all for her to fall hopelessly for the guy she’d been secretly lusting after for the past eight years. 
He pulled up in front of her apartment and parallel parked in a tight space without having to maneuver the car back and forth. But Carlo pretty much did everything well. At least from what she’d seen. He probably wouldn’t treat her with scorn because she was horrid at parallel parking, either. Carlo had never been derisive like John had. No, she’d bet he was secure enough in his manhood that he wouldn’t need to pick apart his girlfriend to make sure she measured up. Or to cheat.
She opened the door and climbed out in her bare feet. Her injured ankle throbbed from wearing the high heels. She tugged her short skirt down. Funny how what felt empowering and sexy in the club now seemed shameful. Another time, after Carlo had carried through with whatever his plans were for her, she might challenge him on his antiquated beliefs about women. But not tonight. Tonight she was just happy to have dodged a bullet.
Carlo met her on the sidewalk and escorted her up the stairs with a hand at her lower back. She liked the way it felt—gentlemanly and courteous, as if they were a couple, rather than like family. The door to her place was thick and solid. Her father had it replaced for security measures, complete with a heavy-duty lock. Carlo still had her keys and didn’t bother to ask which one opened the door, just picked one and tried it. He picked correctly. The door swung open and he gestured for her to enter first. 
She set her purse and shoes down. Carlo slid off his Italian suit jacket and hung it over the back of a chair. When he slowly rolled up his sleeves, the butterflies dancing in her stomach took flight. 
This was really happening. He planned to whip her with his belt. Of course she’d believed him—Carlo wasn’t the type to threaten a consequence and not follow through, but the reality of it made her dizzy. 
He walked over to her, a glint in his eye that she didn’t recognize. Dark and serious. Dangerous. He reached for the top button on her blouse and unfastened it.
“Wh-what are you doing?”
“I’m going to punish you in the state of undress you were in at the club.”
She drew a breath, then another, gulping air to clear her head. 
Carlo’s deft fingers moved down her buttons, then pulled her blouse down over her shoulders. She shook her arms out from it.
He twirled his finger in the air, indicating she should turn around.
Her heart thudded against her chest. She turned, looking at her foster brother. Maybe she should stop thinking of him that way. They weren’t related, after all. Her father called himself his godfather, but she didn’t even think that was true. Carlo was the relation of a relation, sent to America when things got too hot in Sicily, if she understood correctly. Not that anyone had ever said as much to her, but she’d gleaned enough from overheard conversations. 
Carlo’s expression remained unfathomable, but she swore she saw heat in his eyes as he reached for the zipper at the back of her skirt. God, he was handsome—olive skin, green eyes, dark, wavy hair worn on the longer side for a man. He stood 6’ 2” and was built of solid muscle, but moved with a feline grace. 
Heat swirled in her pelvis, flushed up her torso and chest. The skirt fell to her feet in a puddle. She stood in nothing but her white lace G-string and bikini top, goosebumps rising on her flesh. She clasped her fingers together and twisted them. 
Carlo took her elbow and guided her to the arm of her overstuffed sofa. “Bend over.”
Her panties grew damp. She looked at the rounded cushion. While she understood what he wanted from her, her body wouldn’t move. She stood frozen, watching as he slowly unbuckled his belt. Breath coming in short little gasps, she willed herself to calm down. Hyperventilation wouldn’t be a good look for her. 
She hadn’t been spanked since she was a child. Her bottom crawled now, wondering what a belt would feel like across her bare cheeks. 
Carlo moved with his signature confidence, pulling the belt from its loops in one smooth motion. He turned it over in his large palm, examining the edges and weighing the heft and thickness. She had to wonder how often he’d done this. When his attention returned to her, he frowned. He wound the buckle end of the belt around his fist. “When I give you an order,” he said, his voice low and dangerous, “I expect it to be obeyed.”
Her nipples tightened at his threatening growl but her body quaked like an aspen. 
He cupped her chin with his free hand and studied her face. “You’re terrified, aren’t you?”
She gave a single nod.
“Yes, sir,” he corrected. “When you’re in trouble with me, I expect you to answer me with respect.”
Holy shit. Yep, he definitely knew what he was doing. If possible, her trembling kicked up another notch. This wasn’t the affable, charming Carlo she knew. This was his other side—the dangerous side she’d known existed but hadn’t seen before.
He dropped her chin and wrapped his hand around her nape, pulling her face right up to his. “You’re not afraid of me,” he said softly, his beautiful hazel eyes locked on hers. His clean, masculine scent filled her nostrils. 
Her hands came up to his chest, the chiseled muscle of his pectorals standing out in stark relief. She stared at his sensuous lips, the sturdy, clean-shaven jaw, the scars that only made him more appealing—a thin line under his left eye, the slight crook in his aquiline nose, the scar on his left ear. 
“You know I would never do anything that wasn’t for your own good.”
The knot in her solar plexus loosened. Tears smarted her eyes and she blinked them back. Again, it seemed like Carlo actually cared about her, and the need in her that produced burned like a knife through her gut. She had to harden her pathetic heart against his intoxicating interest in her. Just because he cared didn’t mean... well, it could mean anything. And the point was, she was not in the state of mind to be able to decipher his intentions.
He released her and tilted his head toward the arm of the sofa.
Her stomach roiling, she folded her body over it, presenting her ass to him. Something about having him fully dressed while she lay bared to him made it all the worse. The humiliation of the position sent ripples of vulnerability running through her. How would she ever look Carlo in the eye after this?
He picked up her wrists and bent them behind her back, pinning them there. That scared her even more than watching him take off his belt or bending over the arm of the sofa. This was serious and she suddenly wasn’t sure she could take it.
“Carlo?” Panic resonated in the last syllable.
He answered with the whoosh of the belt swinging through the air, the slap of leather against flesh. She gulped and squeezed her cheeks together. Three seconds later a line of pure fire registered. 
 
* * * 
 
“This spanking is for disrespecting yourself, and your family.” Carlo snapped the belt across her ass again. The G-string made a pretty sight threaded between her cheeks, as did the twin welts he’d laid down. Looking at her made his cock ache.
He meant to get real with this spanking, though, which probably meant by the time he finished, he wouldn’t be turned on. Hurting Summer, bringing her to tears, would be difficult for him, and that said a lot considering in his 31 years he’d been on the giving and receiving end of violence on a fairly regular basis. Not that any of that involved women. 
Well, sure, he had spanked his share of women, both for pleasure and for punishment, but none like Summer. She was special—a class act. Smart, sassy, drop-dead gorgeous. She used to be confident before Douchebag did a mind-fuck on her.
He brought the leather strap down across her buttocks again. He went easy on her—allowing her flesh time to warm up to the abuse before he let the real punishment start. If he had his preference, this would be an intimate, over-the-knee spanking with his hand on her bare ass. But he wasn’t her boyfriend and this needed to be memorable. 
He continued tanning her, slapping the leather down with a regular rhythm, giving her time to catch her breath between each one. When her bottom had turned a rosy shade of pink, he increased the intensity. 
Summer screamed in her throat and tried to roll away, but he held her by her wrists. 
“Hold still for your spanking, Summer. You asked me to give this to you.”
She panted a moment. “Yes, sir.”
He smiled that she remembered to call him sir. Damn. He’d suspected that under her sass, she’d be sugar-sweet. She’d always been standoffish with him, which had been fine, because the boss’ daughter is 100% off-limits. Courting her would’ve had him evicted from Don Alberto’s house faster than an eject button. Part of him wondered if she understood that—knew better than to flirt with any of her father’s men, for their own good. He liked to think so, anyway. Because over the years, he’d occasionally caught her looking at him in a way that said she was as attracted to him as he was to her.
“You have 20 more. I want you sore enough to remember this lesson tomorrow. Cry if you need to, bambina, I’m expecting it.”
She shot a fearful look over her shoulder and he gave her hands a squeeze to reassure her. The room filled with the sound of leather slapping flesh and Summer’s little cries, but she didn’t break down into tears. He watched her carefully to judge how much more she could take. By the time he’d given her a dozen hard strokes, she stopped bucking and struggling against his hold. She turned her face into the cushions and gave a low wail, surrendering. He finished the spanking, gritting his teeth at the end because he knew he’d broken her. 
The belt flew through the air behind him and he pulled her up, sweeping an arm under her knees to scoop her up. She tucked her head into his shoulder. Her breath came in sobs now. He carried her into her bedroom and laid her down on her belly, sitting beside her. He wanted to rub her welted ass, but it would be too intimate.
She turned her face to him. Her eyes were dry, even though she still hiccupped as if she’d been crying. 
He said nothing, just burrowed his fingers into her thick, glossy hair, stroking it and massaging her scalp. 
“Did you enjoy it?” she asked when her breath had calmed. 
“Actually no.” He wanted her to understand the truth. “I didn’t punish you to get my kicks, cara mia. I punished you because I care and I hate to see you screwing up your life.” The tears that had been absent sprang into her eyes and her lips trembled. 
Gathering her back up into his arms, he ran his thumb over her lower lip. “You and I both know that you aren’t right. You’ve lost weight, you’re jumpy and if you’re spending your free time stripping, I doubt your studies are going well.”
Tears spilled down her cheeks. “Carlo—” she choked.
He waited but she didn’t go on. Resting her cheek against his shoulder, she finished crying, letting him thumb away the tears as they fell.
She looked fucking beautiful, even with her eyes red and puffy. He didn’t mean to do it—taking advantage of her in this state would be cruel, and then there was the issue of her being the Don’s daughter. But her lips looked so damn kissable. Without his permission, his head bent and he claimed her mouth.
It wasn’t a soft kiss, either. He went in hot, with the tension of eight years’ frustrated desire burning behind him. His tongue forced its way between her lips as his hand held her head in place for his plunder. At the same time, he caught her breast, crushing it possessively, sliding his hand inside her little bikini top and thumbing her nipple. 
He almost jizzed when she opened to him, lifting her face and kissing him back. Her tongue darted out and he lost whatever control remained. His fingers abandoned her breast and went straight for her core, fingering her over her panties, and when he found them damp, slipping inside. 
He stroked her dripping pussy, running two fingers along the length of her slit twice, then pushing his middle finger inside her. 
She jerked and arched, breaking the kiss, but it wasn’t shock written on her face. It was lust. And damn if her knees didn’t fall open in a clear invitation for more.
He molded his hand to her mons, using the heel of his palm against her clit as he stroked inside her. He added a second finger, then a third. 
Summer arched and rocked her pelvis into him, pushing for release. Her hands clutched around his neck, her head dropped back. The tingling burn of her fingernails pressing into his flesh made his cock throb. He wrapped his fist in her hair and tugged her head back while he pumped his fingers in and out of her dripping pussy. 
She thrashed underneath him, her legs sliding up and down as wanton noises escaped her lips. 
He finger-fucked her harder, letting his knuckles bump into her with force until her vocalizations reached a high-pitched keen. She cried out and, clutching at his fingers between her legs, shoved them deeper and held them in. Her muscles spasmed around his digits, squeezing and milking them, making him wish it was his cock inside her. 
Five seconds, ten. Her orgasm went on and on. When she finished, she looked up at him with glassy eyes, her expression dazed. He eased his fingers out and kissed her again, showing no mercy. He wasn’t through with her. Not by a long shot. His brain conjured all kinds of images involving her stripped naked and bound, at his mercy. But... no. He needed to get control. This couldn’t happen.
Summer wasn’t his. She was about as far from his as a girl could get, considering she was the boss’ daughter. And he had just disrespected her in a multitude of ways. And the fact that she’d let him... hell, that bothered him more than anything else. Because if she was selling her body for dances down at The Candy Store, chances were good she would also make herself available to any man who came along. So her giving herself to him wasn’t about an attraction to him—it was about her neediness. He should not have taken advantage. The poor girl was on the rebound—she definitely didn’t need him to add to her confusion. 
Besides, he wanted Summer for keeps. And he’d probably just spoiled any chance he had.
 
* * * 
 
Summer’s body buzzed from the unexpected orgasm, her mouth and pussy tingling, swollen from being so thoroughly taken. Her heart pattered against her chest with a strangely lightened beat, as if one encounter with Carlo had added an optimism that had been missing since her breakup with John.
She blinked up at her gorgeous... what? He was like family, but they actually weren’t related at all. And friend did not seem to be the right term after what had just happened. But he wasn’t her lover or her boyfriend either. And he certainly was beautiful. His green eyes and dark, curling lashes set off against the olive skin made him movie star sexy. 
God, she remembered all those nights after he’d first moved in with them. She’d been just 17—still in high school. He came in like a long-lost son. Her father had just fractured his skull in a bombing and her Uncle Joey had pulled back from the business. Not that anyone ever told her that. They didn’t talk about business with the women in the family. But that’s what she’d gleaned. Anyway, Carlo had come when her father needed someone he could trust and lean on. 
Her mother loved him, too. He was charming and respectful. He praised her mother’s cooking and tussled with her younger siblings. Summer had been the only one in the family who hadn’t fawned all over him, and the only reason she feigned total disinterest was that she was afraid if she spent any time with him, she’d end up throwing herself at him. And that would’ve been... awkward. 
Kinda like what she’d just done.
A furrow had developed between Carlo’s brows as he gazed down at her. “We’ll add this to the list of things we’re not telling your father, no?”
She had to giggle. Yeah, her dad would probably kill Carlo if he found out about this. “Agreed.” Her tummy still fluttered with the memory of his fingers pressing inside her, and the way he’d ordered her over the arm of the sofa for the spanking. Carlo was a real man. Or at least what she considered to be masculine. He oozed authority and power, with that ever-present hint of danger. Well, they say a girl falls for a man like her father. Carlo certainly had many of the same qualities. And he came in such a beautiful package.
He looked at her, his expression turned serious. “Summer, tell me something.”
When can we return to making out? How about now? “What?”
“Have you—? Do you do this often?”
She stiffened, glaring. What in the hell was he asking her? If she’d become a total whore? She drew her hand back and slapped him.
Carlo caught her wrist before her palm reached his cheek. He’d moved lightning fast, reminding her he was a fighter, a dangerous man. His tight grip immediately loosened and he brought her hand to his lips for a kiss. “I will let that slide because I pissed you off, but the next time you raise a hand to me, you’ll find yourself standing in the corner with a plug in your ass.”
Her eyes flew wide and her pussy clenched. Jesus, Carlo was a kinky bastard. How had she never known? Then again, why would she? People don’t just talk about their sexual proclivities at the Sunday dinner table. 
His words jolted her into equal parts lust and anger. Her palm still itched to slap him, which he must have known, since her wrist remained caged in his large hand. 
“Are you calling me a slut?”
He released her wrist and sat back. “No. I—” He looked uncomfortable. “I’m sorry, bambina, it was a stupid thing to ask.”
She frowned, not willing to let it go. “What did you mean by that?”
His forehead creased with regret. “I guess I’m the bastard who’s hoping no one else has taken advantage of you the way I just did.”
She flushed. Had he taken advantage? She hadn’t viewed it that way. He hadn’t gotten off—she had. The way she saw it, he’d administered the punishment they’d agreed upon and then he gave her a little pleasure to go with it. It hadn’t seemed like such a bad bargain to her. So what was his problem? Was he fishing to find out if she was seeing anyone? 
“I haven’t been with anyone since John.”
His shoulders relaxed. Reaching to cradle her face, he touched his forehead to hers. “No hard feelings?”
She wasn’t sure if he meant about insinuating she was a slut, taking advantage or the punishment itself, but it didn’t matter. Even if she’d been steaming mad, it would have been impossible to stay angry, centimeters away from Carlo’s glittering hazel gaze.
“No hard feelings.” Hurt feelings, yes, but she wasn’t going to keep acting like a baby.
He lifted her from his lap and sat her down on the mattress, pulling the covers out from underneath her. “Buona notte, cara mia.” Dropping a kiss on her forehead, he tucked her bedspread up to her waist. “I’ll drop your car back in the morning, okay? Do you have anywhere you need to be?”
She shook her head, experiencing a sharp disappointment at his departure. 
He cupped her chin and lifted her face. “Are you okay?”
Her face heated and she dropped her eyes. Did he mean was her ass okay? Because, well, it still throbbed. Or did he mean was her pride intact? Not really. Not at all. But yeah... the orgasm had gone a long way to help.
“Look at me, bambina.” 
Damn, that Italian accent always melted her. If possible, she flushed even more. With great effort, she lifted her gaze.
His dark-lashed eyes held warmth. He stroked her cheek with his thumb. “Are you?”
It didn’t matter, suddenly, that he’d humiliated the hell out of her by bending her over the sofa and whipping her like a naughty schoolgirl. Or even that he believed he’d taken advantage of her, which really meant he had no interest in pursuing a relationship. Because the way he was looking at her showed her that he cared and that made up for everything else.
She turned her cheek into his hand and closed her eyes. “Yeah. I’m okay.”
 



Chapter Two
 
The cold metal of a gun muzzle pressed against his temple. 
“You fucked her, didn’t you?”
He blinked up at his brother in the dim room, cold sweat trickling down his ribs. “Who?”
“My girl. Summer. You fucked her.”
He moved to sit up, but Mario pushed the gun into his head with bruising force, pinning him in place. “I didn’t,” he croaked. “I didn’t mean to…” He reached out to touch the gun and then he was grabbing it away, pointing it at a terrified Ferdi, whose face he’d already bloodied. 
“I was just following orders, kid.” Ferdi had the gall to call their new Consiglieri kid. Well, he had the gall to attempt to kill his own cousin, too. 
“Whose orders?”
“Mario’s.”
 
Carlo shot up out of bed, the gun he kept beside the bed already in his hand. He peered into the darkness, his shirt drenched in sweat. 
Gesù Cristo.

Eight years and the dreams still haunted him. Not that he had any doubt what inspired this one. 
He’d betrayed Don Alberto by fooling around with Summer. No matter how he tried to frame it that he was doing her a favor, he’d debased her. Scrubbing a hand over his face, he walked to the shower and turned the water on cold. He’d be taking cold showers from now on, until he got the image of Summer La Torre’s face during orgasm out of his head. Which may be never. 
He toweled off and dressed in a pair of jeans and black T-shirt. Picking up his phone, he called Sonny. “I need you to meet me at Summer’s.”
“No problem, boss.”
“I’ll text you the address when I’m ready and then I’ll expect you there in 20 minutes. Got it?”
“Sure thing.”
“Listen, Sonny. You tell anyone who we saw last night?”
“Absolutely not, boss.”
“Keep it that way. You hear? Not a word to anyone, not even in the Family, capisce?”
“Loud and clear.”
“Thanks, Sonny. I’ll see you in a bit.” He hung up and texted Summer. On my way.
She didn’t reply. Well, if she was still asleep, he could always wake her when he got there. He headed out of his brownstone and got into Summer’s BMW. The car smelled like her—a rich, vanilla scent, exotic and feminine. Unbidden, images of Summer bent over the arm of the couch flooded his brain. The memory of the way she’d squirmed, moaning in his arms as he plunged his fingers in and out of her made his cock harden so he had to adjust himself in his seat.
Stop thinking about her. Just stop.

But that seemed an impossibility. The harder he tried, the more she infiltrated his every pore, until he breathed her in with each inhalation. He ground his molars and parked the car, glancing up toward her window. At the front door, he pushed the button for her apartment. 
“Carlo?”
“Yeah, it’s me.”
The door buzzed and he swung it open. He remembered Don Al having a fit over the fact that she didn’t have a live doorman for security here, but Summer had insisted on this place because her best friend Maggie lived in the same complex. In the end, Summer had won out, mostly because Don Al figured she needed to be close to her friend considering the state of her broken heart.
Thinking about her douchebag ex made his fists clenched. He’d offered to teach the guy a lesson when Don Al had told him what happened, but Al had refused. “Believe me, I’m thinking the same thing, but no. Carmen would kill me for interfering that way. She wants our kids to be normal—not part of the Family business. It was one of her stipulations when we married. So I’m gonna let it lie. Unless he shows up in her life again. Then I’ll kill the coglione myself.”
“I can hassle him a little—you know, let the air out of his tires or key his paint job.”
Don Al had grinned. “I’m supposed to be letting her grow up and solve her own problems. But if his car got towed or something, it wouldn’t be any sweat off my back.”
So he’d had the stronzo’s car towed. Not that it taught Douchebag any lessons, since he didn’t get to claim responsibility. Still, he’d liked giving the asswipe a headache.
Summer opened her door wearing a miniscule pink cami and boy shorts. 
His cock hardened at the sight of her breasts shifting beneath the thin fabric. 
She caught him looking and her nipples popped out, as if eager for his touch. His fingers itched to discipline her responsive little twins, squeezing and pinching them until she writhed for more. He wondered if she was the sort of girl who could come from breast play alone. 
Stop. Now. He shook his head to clear it. 
“Come on in,” she said, her gaze not making it higher than his collar. “I made you some coffee.”
So she had known he was coming. She’d made him coffee, but hadn’t put any clothes on. Which meant she’d wanted him to see her that way. His hard-on worsened. He purposely avoided glancing at the sofa where he’d bent her over last night.
She hadn’t just made coffee, she’d brewed a caffe latte with her own fancy espresso machine. Something warm filled his chest. Had she remembered that he hated American coffee? Or was this just the way she liked it?
She offered the cup. Once more, she failed to meet his eye.
He closed his hand around hers, trapping it around the warm mug. “Summer.”
She swallowed and lifted her gaze. 
“You don’t have to be embarrassed. Not with me.” He pulled her closer, keeping her hand prisoner as he took a sip of the frothy milk-topped liquid. 
Her lips had parted. Glossy lips. She’d put on makeup for him. The urge to throw her over his shoulder and carry her off to her bedroom came on fast and hard. He’d rip her clothes off and spread her legs… 
He shoved his dirty thoughts away.
“You promise you’re not going to tell my dad?”
“Cross my heart, bambina. You promise you’re going to get yourself back on track?”
Her gaze slid away and his heart squeezed for her. Where in the hell had all her confidence gone? He wanted to kill her ex all over again. Maybe have a few words with her parents, too, for shoving the grad school thing down her throat. He’d like to take her back to his place where he could help her sort out her shit. But none of those things were going to happen. 
She pulled her fingers out from under his. “Look... I’m not even going to try to explain to you why I started stripping, because you’re not going to understand.”
Her words lanced him through the chest. “Try me.”
She shook her head, a stubborn set coming to her shoulders. “I’m not going to do it again, so you did your job.”
He winced. Had he inadvertently hurt her? Made her think he only acted for Al?
Setting down his coffee mug, he picked her up by the waist and carried her to the counter, plopping her down. “Piccolina, I work for your father, yes. We’re like family, you and I. But…” He swallowed, unsure what exactly he meant to tell her. That he’d always had a place-holder in his heart for her? 
Her breasts were at eye-level now, begging to be licked, teased, tortured. Punished.
“I know I should stay away from you…” His voice sounded hoarse. Had he said that out loud?
She drew in a sharp breath. 
His hands roamed up her thighs, exploring the smoothness of her skin. “Would you believe me if I told you—” He stopped. This time he couldn’t meet her eye. He swallowed and looked to the side.
Somehow caution returned. Reason returned. He forced himself to take his hands off her and step back. “I’d better go.” He held her keys up and laid them on the table, not even trusting himself to hand them to her. “Call me if you need me, okay?”
Yeah, he was running like a nancy right now. Scared of a beautiful, off-limits girl and his overwhelming desire to take her in every manner of speaking.
 
* * * 
 
Summer sat on her kitchen counter, her heart pounding. What had just happened? What was Carlo going to tell her? He wanted her? Or he couldn’t be with her? 
She scooted off and dropped to her left foot, favoring the right. Her ankle stiffened during the night, making it hard to walk without looking like a gimp. 
After she had finished physical therapy, she had returned to ballet classes and made it through the beginning barre, but once they moved to “across the floor” exercises, she had to drop out because the pain became too much. Now with grad school, she didn’t even have time to get herself back in shape and rehab her ankle. She figured returning to River East was impossible, but that didn’t mean she didn’t still want to be a dancer. Without dance... hell. She walked to the bathroom and turned on the shower. 
Without dance she didn’t even know who she was. She supposed it wasn’t all John’s fault she’d lowered herself to strip at The Candy Shop, although she still refused to see it as something awful, the way Carlo did. She might have been filling a bigger void, though—the need to be on stage, to have her skills admired. Stripping was a far cry from making serious art, but the sexual electricity made up for that part. She was still moving to music, still improvising, creating. The energy she received from the men had given the same thrill she got from performing for an audience. 
She peeled off her jammies and twisted to peer at her ass in the mirror. She still had a few red lines. Reaching back, she ran her hands over her butt. She’d lost some muscle since her injury, but she would still hold her own in an ass competition. She’d always thought of it as her best asset. Heh. 
She pinched some of the red areas, but the soreness had disappeared. Just a few twinges on the surface. 
Her tummy still fluttered every time she thought about last night. She wanted more of that side of Carlo. But had that been it? Was the key drop-off the end of their bizarre encounter, never to be mentioned again? Because she didn’t think she could forget it so easily. In fact, she suspected she’d be thinking of nothing but Carlo for a long time in the future. 
It almost made her want to be bad again... 
 



Chapter Three
 
Carlo double-checked the security cameras trained on the table and outside the door. Two soldiers waited outside the warehouse to keep an eye on the parking lot. Five more played security inside. No one would be cheating at high-stakes cards on his watch, or knocking off the participants. Running the weekly high-roller game was one of his more pleasurable duties. He enjoyed the exchange of big money, the tension brought by high stakes. He liked the character study his customers offered.
He had regulars. Ordinary guys with extraordinary gambling problems—lawyers, investment bankers, real estate agents. He had criminals who came in a rare meeting of the underworld. There was a guy from the Russian mafiya, a Cuban gangster, a scary white guy who was somehow involved with the Russian. Sometimes a few of their own dropped in, sometimes some from the other Italian mob. 
The special knock setup for today’s game sounded—two long, three short. He opened the door to peer out. The Russian mobster, Alexei Kaloshov, stood there, looking lethal and high on uppers of some kind. 
Carlo stepped back to allow him entry. Alexei wasn’t the hand-shaking sort. He was more the type who would pull a knife and stab you if you accidentally jostled him. He wore a designer button-down shirt, opened two buttons at the collar to reveal a tattoo of a dagger going through his neck. 
From what Carlo understood, the Russian mafiya were decorated with prison tattoos, and every one of them had a symbolic meaning. The dagger through the throat meant the wearer had committed murder, or would kill for hire, and the drops of blood were for each victim. Alexei’s drops extended beyond where they were visible, but Carlo suspected there were a lot. Too many, even for a mobster. The guy had a murderous vibe and he used drugs, so Carlo always kept a close eye on him. 
Sonny stood behind the table, ready to take his money and give him chips. 
Carlo let in several more guests, all clients he expected, or at least knew. Nine men showed up and took seats around the large wooden table in the warehouse chosen for this week’s game. In a matter of five hours, they had transformed one section of the industrial space. A fine Persian rug lay on the floor and the solid carved oak table sat in the middle. A stained glass chandelier dangled mid-air over the table, suspended from the rafters by two 20-foot chains. The chairs were cushioned red leather. Drinks were provided in crystal glasses with ice. Small speakers had been strategically set around the room and they played Sinatra on low volume. 
The knock sounded again. He opened the door and blinked. Gio, one of the younger soldiers, stood there with a white guy. Make that—stood there with a cop. Carlo had nothing to go on other than the guy’s short hair and steady gaze, but his instincts said it loud and clear. 
He didn’t open the door any wider. “What’s up?” he asked, ignoring the stranger and focusing on Gio. The only question in his mind now was whether Gio knew he’d brought a cop. 
“Hey Carlo, how’s it going?”
He didn’t answer, just stared the guy down.
Gio shifted. “I brought a friend.” He jerked his thumb at the cop. “Is there a game?”
“Nope. No game tonight. Maybe next week.” His eyes slid to the cop, whose gaze remained steady.
Gio looked confused. “Oh, I guess I had it wrong?”
“Yeah. You had it wrong.”
Gio rubbed his face as he turned and scanned the parking lot, taking in all the signs that the game, was, indeed, happening. He wasn’t the brightest guy on the street, but fortunately he wasn’t completely stupid. “Okay, cool. I guess I’ll see you later.”
“Yeah. I need to see you tomorrow, actually. Meet me at Rubino’s at ten.” The Italian deli served as one of their meeting places for business. 
A trace of fear showed in Gio’s face, but that didn’t necessarily mean he was guilty. He just understood something had gone wrong. “Sure thing, Carlo. See you in the morning.”
Carlo ignored the other guy until he’d turned around, then he watched him until they both got into Gio’s car and drove off.
After the game, he would get the feed from the camera and run the guy’s photo. He needed to know what he was dealing with. 
 
* * * 
 
Summer wove through the crowd of drunken college students at the nightclub. She was getting too old for this. Some of the other grad students had talked her into coming out. It had sounded good at the time, since she had nothing to do with herself at night now that she’d quit The Candy Store. Maggie lived with her boyfriend, Pete, so they didn’t go out much. When they did, it was with the group of friends that John belonged to, which meant the atmosphere would be beyond awkward if she went along.
It was stupid, she knew, but she liked to get dolled up and dress skimpy and feed off all the leers of the men around her. She supposed she had an exhibitionist streak. Or maybe it just made up for all the times John had lifted a critical eyebrow and told her what was unflattering about her outfit, or which body part looked fat. 
She might’ve seen the light and left him before she became two inches tall if she hadn’t also had her dance career destroyed by the broken foot. She’d jumped down from the stage into the orchestra pit after performing one night. The pit was lower than she expected and the impact broke five bones in her foot. Now she had a little metal plate holding together the pivotal cuboid bone and, even after months of physical therapy, hadn’t recovered the flexibility or strength. 
She’d had to retire from performing with River East and face the fact that she may never return to performing professionally again. At her mother’s coaxing, she’d applied and started grad school—for an MBA, of all things. Her mom said that way when she recovered she’d have the know-how to run her own dance company or studio. But she hated it. Truly hated it. She had zero interest in business management. But it probably didn’t matter, because at the rate she was going this first semester, she’d fail out, anyway. Which would kill her mom. 
She wondered what her dad would think. He’d said very little about the whole thing. Sometimes she speculated whether he’d back her up if she set herself against her mother. But they’d always been such a unified front—it was hard to say. And yeah, she was a little old to let her parents run her life, but when they were paying for everything, they sort of retained that right. 
“Come on, Summer, we’re getting shots,” one of her friends said, tugging her toward the bar. 
She followed, taking her turn with one shot of tequila, then another. It slid down her belly like fire and hit her fast, reminding her that she hadn’t had much to eat that day. The gaggle of grad students headed back to the dance floor and she joined them. 
A good-looking guy sidled up, giving her an appreciative sweep of his eyes. He had worked his way into the circle her friends had made and they allowed him. After a couple of dances, he offered to buy her another drink.
Okay, she definitely didn’t need one, but what the hell? He was buying. She trailed him to the bar and ordered a cosmo. Only then did she get the creepo vibe.
 
* * *
 
Sonny and Vince counted the take for the night—20 large. Not bad for a night’s work. Carlo paid them both their shares and laid out stacks of bills for the soldiers who’d worked security. 
His phone vibrated and he tilted the screen to see who was calling. Frowning, he swiped the screen. “Hey doll.” He purposely didn’t call her by her name so the guys wouldn’t pay attention. Why was Summer calling at 1:00 a.m.?
“Hey Carlo, I need a favor.” Her words sounded slightly slurred.
Fear spiked in his chest. Cops showing up and Russians with happy trigger fingers never ruffled him, but thinking about Summer in danger turned him cold.
“Pay the guys out,” he said to Vince, pushing the piles of cash in his direction and standing up. To the phone, he said, “Anything, babe. Where are you?”
“I’m at a club. I-I don’t think I can drive and this creepy guy is stalking me. I’m in the bathroom.”
He grabbed his jacket and slid it on. In a low voice, he said to Sonny, “I need you to get the feed from the front door over to Joey to ID the guy with Gio.”
“You bet, boss.”
“Which club?” he asked Summer, stepping out the door.
“Five-oh-four.”
“I’ll be right there. You just stay put, do you hear me?” He strode to his Mercedes and got in, slamming the door.
“Okay.”
“I’m serious, do not leave the bathroom.” He jammed the key in the ignition and started the car.
“I said, okay.” 
“Don’t get mouthy with me, either.”
She let out a drunken giggle. “Yes, sir.”
Gesù Cristo. If he weren’t so nerved up about her well being, those two words would make him rock hard. Summer La Torre playing submissive to him. Was that why she’d called him? He shook his head to push away the thoughts crowding his brain.
“Summer, I’m going to hang up now. Do not come out of there until I call you back. When I do, I’ll be standing right outside the door, capisce?”
“Capito.” 
He hung up and screeched through the streets to reach Summer, ready to kill the asshole who had her hiding in the bathroom. 
An agonizing 20 minutes later, he arrived, handed his keys to valet parking and paid a ridiculous cover charge to get into a club that would be closing in 30 minutes.
He pushed his way toward the back, looking for the bathrooms, eyeing every male who came between him and that door. No one appeared to be loitering around. 
Too impatient to call her, he tapped on the door and pushed it open. His heart stopped when he saw Summer—his girl—sitting slumped against a wall, her head leaning back, her eyes closed.
“Hey,” a girl shrieked.
Summer’s eyes fluttered open and her face broke into the delayed grin of inebriation.
“Get out of here,” the offended customer squealed. “I’m getting a bouncer.”
“Summer.” It came out like an exhale. He took two steps into the room and held out his hand, hauling her to her feet. She wore a body-hugging dress so short it barely covered her ass and showed every curve. And she definitely wasn’t wearing a bra or panties underneath. He scowled. “Let’s go.”
A bouncer headed toward them as they emerged but Carlo narrowed his eyes, giving him a deadly look. The guy stopped his advance. Smart man. 
“Where is the guy?” he demanded.
Summer twisted around, scanning the club with an unfocused sweep. “I don’t know.”
It didn’t matter—he was being stupid. He wasn’t going to knock out a guy’s teeth in front of his girl, no matter how much he might want to. That lacked class. Getting Summer out of there was priority number one.
“Nevermind.” He grit his teeth and tugged her out of the club, where he handed his number to the valet guy. 
Summer shivered as they waited for the car and he shucked his jacket, draping it around her shoulders. The valet driver pulled up and got out. Carlo beat him to opening the passenger side car door, and helped Summer inside. Reaching across her, he buckled her seat belt.
“You’re sweet,” she said, rolling her head to the side and smiling up at him. 
“You might not think so when I’m through with you.”
She made a show of sitting up taller and folding her fingers in her lap. “Uh oh. I think I’m in trou-ble.” She sang the last word.
He slammed her door and walked around to his side. 
When he climbed in she leaned her face close to him. “Are you going to spank me again?”
“I’m not sure you’d even register it right now,” he said drily.
She sat back in her seat and folded her hands in her lap again. “Thanks for coming to get me.” She sounded meek.
He’d expected more drunken sass. His chest tightened to hear the raw vulnerability in her voice. He reached out and brushed his knuckles along her jaw. “I’m glad you called me, bambina.”
She looked over, her eyes still not focusing. “But you’re still going to whip me?”
“We’ll discuss it when we get home.”
“Which home? Can we go to your place this time?”
He furrowed his brows. “Why?”
“I don’t like living alone.” It came as no more than a whisper and it wrenched his heart. His baby doll was lonely. 
He didn’t want to be the random guy she stuffed into her life to fill a hole, but he didn’t trust anyone else to be that guy, either. “Yeah, we can go to my place.”
It was wrong, but how could he refuse her? He wasn’t made of stone. His place was closer, anyway. They drove in silence and she’d sobered by the time they arrived. 
He unbuckled her belt and reached across her to push open her door. She climbed out. At first he thought she was stumbling on her heels because she was drunk, until he realized she had a limp. 
“Is your foot bothering you?” 
She tossed him a rueful look and reached down to take off her high-heeled sandals. “Yes.”
“Why do you wear those things?” He swung her up into his arms where she seemed to fit. She smelled like cranberries and liquor and her own tantalizing scent, sweet and intoxicating. 
She giggled and tucked her head into his shoulder as he carried her up the stairs and into his apartment. Her weight bothered him—she was too light in his arms. She’d never been anything but slender, but she couldn’t weigh much more than 100 pounds now. 
He reached the living room and deposited her on her feet. She looked around his apartment with a curious glint in her eye. Sitting on his leather sofa, he patted his lap.
She gave it a doubtful look. “Am I sitting or lying down?” 
The corners of his mouth kicked up and he pulled her over his lap. “Definitely lying down.”
This was how he’d wanted her the first time—stretched out over his legs, her punishment intimate. He slid her miniscule dress up and discovered he’d been right—she wasn’t wearing anything underneath. “Where in the fuck are your panties?” he growled. Had she been trolling at the club and just caught a bad one? The thought made him grit his teeth.
He brought his hand down on one of her cheeks with a loud slap.
“Ow! I didn’t like the way the lines showed.”
“That’s because this dress is too damn tight.” He slapped the other side, then repeated the action. “The answer is not to go without panties, it’s to pick a new outfit.”
Apparently the alcohol hadn’t numbed her ass, because she reacted as if he’d branded her with fire, gasping and jerking.
He found a rhythm, his hand crashing down on her gorgeous ass without mercy.
“Carlo, no,” she squealed. “Carlo, stop.” Genuine alarm sounded in her voice.
He did stop, pulling her up to stand between his knees.
“Baby, you have a spanking coming.”
She cupped her ass and shook her head, looking like an adorable, sulky child.
“Summer, you called me to pick you up. You must have known how I would react to the decisions you made tonight. Am I right?”
She shrugged sullenly.
“You didn’t call Maggie or your dad to come and get you. You didn’t call a cab. You called me. I think you wanted me to take you in hand.”
Her expression turned wary, as if his logic rang true but he must be tricking her.
“Listen, piccolina. If you tell me no, I won’t touch you and I won’t say another word about it. But I think you need this spanking. So I’m asking you to be a good girl and lie across my lap. When I’m finished punishing you, we’ll have a talk.”
Her lower lip stuck out. He wanted to bite it. Or suck it into his mouth. Instead, he patted his knees and raised an eyebrow, expectantly.
With a huff, she folded herself back over him. He rubbed her ass, which was barely pink from the spanks he’d already delivered. “Good girl.” 
 
* * *
 
Summer wasn’t sure she agreed with Carlo that she needed a spanking, but she found it impossible to tell him no. So that must mean he was right. She supposed she’d called him because she wanted him to be her knight in shining armor. And yeah, some part of her must have known he’d punish her. Still, his hand seemed to be made of solid wood when it crashed down on her bare ass over and over again. She squirmed and wriggled over his lap, futilely attempting to dodge his steady slaps and not failing to notice his growing erection prodding her hip.
Her own sex had been slippery wet since the moment he’d pulled up her dress and bared her ass. Actually, since the car ride, when he made it clear he’d be spanking her. Yeah, Carlo was a kinky bastard. Which made him all the more attractive in her eyes. What had he said he would do if she slapped him again? Put a plug in her ass and stand her in the corner? Yeah. She’d masturbated all week to that dirty thought.
Heat built on the surface of her ass as he continued to paddle without mercy. She wasn’t even sure what the spanking was for. “Bad decisions” he’d said. 
Her fists curled into the sofa cushions and she squeezed her eyes shut to the pain. She continued to jerk and bob under his hand, her butt cheeks squeezing hard to ward off the slaps.
“Surrender.”
One word. It sent a shiver up her spine, flipped her belly like a pancake and made her pussy leak moisture. 
She wanted to obey him. But how did one surrender to a spanking, when it hurt like a million bee stings? She buried her face in the sofa and bit the cushion, willing her butt cheeks to unclench.
“Good girl.”
His words made her insides slithery and warm.
She forced herself to remain still. And found it impossible. Every time his palm connected with her ass, every muscle in her body tightened up. Still, she tried to minimize her squirms.
“That’s, it, Summer. Surrender.”
His words made her dizzy. Her clit throbbed. One brush and she’d reach orgasm. 
She spread her thighs a little, inviting him to touch her there.
It turned out to be a winning strategy. “That’s it.” Carlos stopped spanking and kneaded her ass and thighs, his touch commanding and possessive. 
She lifted her ass. Please touch my pussy. Please.
He gripped her ass cheek, then swiped his fingers between her legs. 
Yep. Just one brush. Her thighs clamped closed and ripples of release rocked through her.
His fingers fisted in her hair and he pulled her head up. “Did I say you could come?”
Another wave of orgasm ripped through. She choked on a gasp.
“Did I?”
Her eyes wouldn’t seem to focus. “N-no sir.”
He lowered her head, massaging away the sting of her scalp. “No, I didn’t.” His voice entered her body, rich and warm. “Next time you’ll ask permission first. Capisce, little girl?” 
God, that accent. The caress and heat of his fingers made her purr. Her pussy contracted again. “Yes, sir.”
He patted her throbbing bottom. 
She lifted it up. Despite her orgasm, she still ached for more, her pussy slick and swollen, clit needy for more of his touch. 
“Summer.” He sounded choked. He slapped her ass. It was a lighter slap, not so punitive as before, but still stingy on her already raw flesh. 
She arched her ass back. “More.”
“Oh God,” he groaned. 
He started spanking her again, a quick flurry of spanks that made her grind against him, desperate for everything he had to give. The stinging reverberated when he stopped and dragged a digit down the crack of her ass. His thumb met her back pucker at the same moment two fingers plunged inside her.
Her body jack-knifed up, back bowed, head lifted to emit a guttural cry. 
“Do I need to punish you back here, Summer?” He massaged her little rosette with circles as his fingers continued to plunge in and out of her pussy.
Her brain scrambled, and she became incapable of answering his question. She both wanted it and didn’t want it at the same time. Abruptly, the room swooped as Carlo lifted her to her feet, cradling the backs of her thighs in his large hands. He squeezed them possessively. His eyes were heavy-lidded and dark, hungry. 
She couldn’t even comprehend how they’d arrived at this territory, this burning heat between them, this new game. Two spankings, she supposed. Or make that one whipping and one spanking. If she’d known all it took was a couple screw-ups to induce Carlo into showering his dominant masculine attention on her, she would have misbehaved long ago. 
He wrapped his arm around her waist and drew her even closer between his legs. One thumb came to her trimmed pussy, lightly stroking her outer lips, which glistened with dew. 
Her legs trembled, threatening to buckle. How could he do this to her while she stood? Her head swam.
His thumb found her clit and she bucked at the contact, electricity shooting down her inner thighs. Carlo held her firmly in place, torturing her with a slow circling rhythm that left her panting. 
“Carlo—” Moisture dribbled onto her thighs.
“Spread your legs.”
She whimpered.
He removed all contact with her, leaving her bereft. 
She eased her feet apart.
“Hands on your head.”
Her pussy throbbed, her nipples ached, desperate for his touch. She interlaced her fingers and placed them on the top of her head.
He nudged her to step back and stood up. “If you move from this position, I will take off my belt and spank you until you scream. Capisce?” He spoke the last word in her ear, having moved around her.
She shivered.
He slapped her ass. “Answer me.”
“Yes, sir. I mean, no, sir, I won’t move.”
He patted the offended cheek. “Good girl.”
She listened to the sound of his footsteps retreating, straining to hear his movements, but not daring to turn her head and watch. He was way too far away. She needed him closer, needed those hot hands on her body again.
He returned and brushed a hand over her ass, trailing it down her thigh. “You’re being a very good girl, Summer,” he rumbled.
Foolish pride made her head swim.
He circled around her and resumed his position on the couch. In his hand, he held a bottle of olive oil. Patting his knees, he flicked his eyebrows.
Her belly fluttered, but she obeyed, folding herself back over his lap, offering her burning ass back up to him. She heard the scrape of metal as the bottle’s lid came off and the trickle of oil slid down her crack.
“Carlo?” Panic began to set in.
“Shh, bambina. I won’t hurt you.” Already his thumb returned to massaging her anus, working the oil into the ring of muscles. He applied a slight pressure. “When you’ve been naughty, doll, your bottom gets punished on the inside and out.”
“No…” Her whimper sounded wanton. 
“Open for me.” His voice sharpened with the command. 
But her body didn’t know how to open for him. Everything tightened up to resist the intrusion. 
“Exhale, Summer and take me.”
She blew out her breath and her sphincter relaxed, allowing—oh God—his thumb to enter.
She whined, not because it hurt, more just from the idea of it—the degradation of being taken in this way, as a further punishment. But at the same time, she loved it. The humiliation made her pussy weep and her body open to him. 
He brought two fingers to stroke her slit, bringing her to the edge of another orgasm with just one swipe. 
“Please, Carlo…” Every muscle trembled now, every cell seemed on the verge of combustion. 
He pushed his thumb deep into her ass, then shoved two fingers in her pussy as he withdrew his thumb. Rocking back and forth, he sawed in and out of each hole in opposition. The sensations overwhelmed her, made her delirious with need. She rubbed her face on his sofa cushions, her toes curling and uncurling as the inevitable explosion neared.
“Ask me for it.”
“Please, Carlo, please…” What did he want her to do? Oh yes... “Please let me come, please may I—”
“Come for me, Summer.” He buried his fingers in both holes and stayed there as she contracted around them, coming harder than she’d ever come in her life. 
And she suspected she’d only brushed the surface of the places Carlo might take her. 
 
* * *
 
Through his lust-induced haze, it occurred to him that he’d done it again. He hadn’t meant to defile Summer, but here she lay, bare-assed over his lap with his digits buried deep in both holes. 
Classy, Carlo. Real classy. Way to court your future wife. 
He eased his fingers out, trying to force his raging hard-on to deflate. Summer probably noticed it pressing into her hip. 
He squeezed the back of her muscular thigh, finding it hard to regret anything he’d done with her. Because there was no mistaking her response—Summer was submissive. She may even be a masochist, but either way, her body responded to his natural dominance. It would have been all right if she hadn’t been kinky. For a woman like Summer, he would have suppressed his nature and given her tender love-making, but discovering this side of her made her all the more desirable. 
Which didn’t help his problem with Don Al. 
Somehow, he’d have to figure things out, because he wanted Summer for keeps. But what now? It didn’t happen often that he found himself unsure of what move to make next.
Tugging her dress down, he rolled her up into his arms.
Summer’s flushed face and glassy eyes gave her a just-fucked look, which made him want to toss her on her back and complete the ravishment. She rubbed her lips together and looked at him shyly. “Are we going to talk now? I’m not even sure what that spanking was for.”
His heart squeezed. She’d laid herself across his lap for punishment without even knowing or agreeing she deserved it? He leaned his forehead against hers. “No? Why do you think I spanked you?”
Her forehead crinkled. “It’s not my fault I attracted a stalker.” There was no heat behind her words, more confusion.
“Were you at that club alone?”
“No, I went with friends.”
“Well, where the hell were your friends while you were hiding in the bathroom?”
She gave a half shrug. “I guess they left me at some point.”
He gave her a sharp look. “You don’t even know when? They didn’t say goodbye?”
She nibbled her lip. “They might have..I was a little drunk for a while there.” He raised his eyebrows and she flushed. “I guess that was a bad choice.” Her meek admission sounded so damn cute, it was hard to stay stern. 
“Right. And what the hell are you wearing?”
Her jaw jutted forward. “Don’t you dare tell me I asked for it by wearing this. Because that’s victim blaming, and—”
“I’m surprised you didn’t have 20 stalkers waiting outside that bathroom door for you. And no, it’s not your fault they’re assholes, but when you dress like that, at a club—with no panties and without being on a guy’s arm, you’re sending a message that you’re there for sex.” He held up a hand to quell her retort.
“Here’s the rule and I expect you to remember it—you don’t wear that dress out again. Ever. The only time you’re allowed to wear that dress is for me, in private.”
The retort she appeared to be gathering fell away when his words registered. Her mouth fell open. “For you...?”
A prickle of heat made him unbutton the collar on his designer shirt. Was he going to stake his claim on her now? Or keep things loose and undefined? Her wide copper-colored eyes contained something resembling hope. His heart picked up speed. 
He who hesitates... 
“Yeah.” He slammed her with a possessive stare. “You heard me.”
She met the challenging gaze and swallowed. 
“I think you need looking after.”
“And... you’re the man to do it?”
The corners of his lips kicked up. “That’s right.”
“So... what? You’re like, my body guard?”
He shook his head. “No. I’m your keeper.” He stood up from the couch, keeping her cradled in his arms. Carrying her to the bathroom, he plunked her down on the counter and washed his hands. 
She sat docile and sweet, but a charge of anticipation ran between them. 
He had a toothbrush still in its package under the sink. He pulled it out of the wrapping and squeezed a line of toothpaste on it. Handing it to her, he said, “brush.”
She blushed and smiled, taking the toothbrush and obeying him.
He made quick work of his own teeth and handed Summer a washcloth for her face. She scrubbed, obediently. When she finished, he covered her hands braced by her sides on the countertop with his own, pinning her there. “Listen to me, bambina. I’m going to take you to my bed now, if you agree. But know this—if you spend the night here tonight, when tomorrow comes, I’m not letting you go. You’re going to stay here with me and live under my rules so I can take care of you.”
Her breath stopped. 
He’d gone way too far, but hell, he couldn’t see any other way around it. He wasn’t going to stand around and watch Summer free-fall anymore. And if he claimed her, he wasn’t going to do it half-assed. He’d make her his, and get her back on track. Figure out what was going on in that beautiful head of hers that was making her act out this way.
“Is that all?”
Her answer surprised him. No reaction to his proposal? “No, that’s not all. I back up all my rules with discipline. So you’d be giving yourself over to me. Mine to punish. Mine to pleasure.”
Summer’s eyes dilated. She lowered her gaze to the bulge in his pants. “Do I get to pleasure you, too?” 
He almost gizzed in his pants. 
Had she really just accepted all his terms and then offered to blow him? 
Gripping her hair, he tipped her head back and leaned in close, skimming her jaw with his lips. “You won’t have a choice, doll.”
Of course it wasn’t true, but he couldn’t resist the test. How would his little submissive respond? Did she trust him?
She shivered and her eyes rolled back in her head. Licking her lips, she said in a whiskey voice, “When do I start?”
 
* * *
 
Carlo stepped back, his lids lowering. “Take off your dress.”
Her pussy clenched and suddenly the orgasm he’d given her wasn’t enough. Catching hold of the edges of her skin-tight dress, she shimmied it off, over her head and tossed it on the floor.
Carlo made a tsking noise. “Not like that, amore.” He pointed at the dress. “Pick it up.”
She slid off the counter and bent to pick it up.
“With your teeth.”
She froze. Her face heated even as fresh desire blossomed in every cell of her body. Dropping to her hands and knees, she lowered her head and picked up the dress with her teeth. 
Carlo bent and slapped her upturned ass. “I like you at my feet.” His smile was feral. Shadows fell on the planes of his face, accentuating the angles so he looked like he’d been carved of marble. A Roman God. 
Every third second she experienced misgivings at letting herself be debased this way, but then she’d circle back to one fact: this was Carlo. Sexy, debonair, mysterious and 100% trustworthy, at least in her experience. She’d already allowed him to discipline her and he hadn’t left her hanging in the wind. He’d proposed she move in with him. Never mind the fact that they’d never even had a date. 
Carlo unbuckled his belt, a sight that left her breathless. Doubling it, he swung it, catching her buttocks without any force. It stung, but didn’t cause real pain. “Crawl for me, angel. Into the bedroom.” He swung the belt again. 
It struck like a kiss—the slap of leather somehow becoming a caress.
She took off, crawling on her hands and knees, her dress still between her teeth. 
Carlo followed, whipping her. 
Her pussy drenched her inner thighs, swollen and tingling. Her breasts swayed, heavy, nipples aching.
She found the bedroom. A king bed stood in the center, draped in a navy blue print bedspread. All the decor was simple, yet expensive. 
“Stop. Kneel up.” Carlo positioned himself in front of her and unbuttoned his pants. The bulge in his elegant suit trousers hadn’t decreased since her spanking. 
She licked her lips, dizzy with desire for him. She reached out, then stopped, hand in the air, wondering if this game was like Simon Says, where she had to wait for him to tell her what to do. 
“You may touch it.”
She lunged for the zipper on his trousers, tearing it open. Pulling his pants down enough to free his length, she gripped the base of his shaft and flicked her tongue over the head. 
The growling noise that came from Carlo’s throat made her air-pump her hips.
A drop of pre-cum issued from his slit. She licked it off, then swirled her tongue under the rim. His cock swelled even bigger, straining toward her mouth. She looked up and met his hooded stare. When he caressed her cheek, she leaned into his steady hand. 
Holding his eyes, she parted her lips and took him all the way into her mouth, tracing his veins with her tongue.
“Summer.” His voice was rough. “I never thought—”
She popped off to give him her full attention.
He gave an impatient shake of his head and fisted his hand in her hair, pulling her head to his cock again. “Nevermind. Don’t stop.”
She took him into the pocket of her cheek, taking care with her teeth. She dragged her fist up and down the length of his cock in concert with her mouth, milking him.
Carlo growled again, and pulled out. “Get on the bed, naughty girl.”
She scrambled to her feet, tripping when her stiff ankle impeded her eager launch. 
Carlo caught her arm and steadied her, pulling her against his chest for a savage kiss. His tongue punished, sweeping into her mouth, tangling with hers. He sucked her lower lip into his mouth, nipping it before letting go. 
As she came up for air, the room spun.
Carlo slapped her ass. “On the bed.”
“Yes, sir,” she giggled.
In a flash he rolled both their bodies so she lay on her back and he straddled her. He pinned her wrists up by her head. And then he stopped. Indecision played on his face.
“Carlo—” She brought her fingers to the buttons on his shirt, working swiftly to undo them.
He stared down at her, his eyes darkened with heat. “Listen to me, little girl.”
She drew a breath at the bossy way he spoke to her, her nipples tightening into hard buds. His hardened cock pressed against her belly, but when she lifted her hips, he ignored her efforts.
“Are you sure about this?”
“I-I think so.” 
He shook his head. “No think so. You’re either all in, or I find some restraint before we take this too far. I meant it when I said I wouldn’t let you go. If you stay in my bed tonight, you belong to me.”
She suspected her parents would take issue with this arrangement, but she couldn’t muster any complaint. She liked the idea of his full attention.
“Capisce?”
“Capito.” She didn’t speak Italian and she only half understood it when her Nonna and the older generation chattered away in it, but many words and phrases had infiltrated her speech. 
He looked surprised, as if not expecting her to agree. “Yeah?”
She thrust her hips again. “Yes, sir.”
His cock jerked against her. 
“I will take good care of you,” he promised. 
He looked so sincere that her belly did a full somersault. Or maybe her entire body did, because she went light-headed. Once again, this was so close to her fantasies, it hurt. 
Carlo was a player. A full-blooded Italian man who had a fresh bimbo on his arm every time she saw him. She could not take any promise from him seriously. Not to mention the fact that she doubted her parents would approve. But using him to regain her confidence while on the rebound wasn’t criminal. If what had already transpired between them was any indication, sex with him would be out of this world. So she’d have her rebound fling, and heal her wounds. No harm done. As long as she kept her heart locked up tight.
He lowered his head and kissed her again. This time, his lips were soft. Not quite so demanding. Almost tender. 
Her heart squeezed as if he’d tied a string around the middle and pulled too tight. 
“So those are my conditions, doll. Do you accept?”
She wriggled under him, still trying to tempt him into more. “I already said I did.”
“I want to be sure you understand. I’ll be keeping my thumb on you. You won’t be going back to that job.”
She rolled her eyes. “I know that, Carlo.”
“You won’t leave this apartment except to go to classes without my permission.”
Her body heated at the idea of being his prisoner. “How do I earn my freedom?”
His feral grin turned wicked. “You’ll have to be a very, very good girl.”
Her nipples and clit throbbed in time together. This was dangerous. More dangerous than her hair-brained idea to take off her clothes at a strip club. But the temptation outweighed the risk. She needed this. Her body needed this. She’d gone too long feeling fat and ugly and completely unappealing. 
“I’ll be good,” she whispered.
He pulled off the shirt she’d unbuttoned and shucked the white T-shirt underneath it. His chest rippled with beautiful muscles, making her weak with desire. “Roll over and give me that ass.” He backed off the bed and removed his pants.
More flutters in her belly. What did he mean by that? Was he going to spank her again? Or take her anally? Jesus, she’d never done that before. Despite her qualms, she rolled over.
She heard the sounds of him removing his pants and then the mattress dipped as he rejoined her on the bed. Her bottom and back twitched as she waited for his next move. 
The crinkle of foil reached her ears as Carlo opened a condom. “Put your wrists above your head.”
She obeyed and he pinioned them in one large hand. Lying on her tummy with her hands captured, she was completely at his mercy. There’d be no way to control their lovemaking, save lifting her ass for him, which she did.
“God, Summer. You’re fucking beautiful.” He brushed her long hair to one side and laid kisses along her bare shoulder. The flick of his tongue teased her, his warm breath sent shivers of excitement through her.
Heat flushed every part of her body and that was before the head of his cock nudged at her entrance. Her pussy’s entrance, thank God. He didn’t want her ass.
Her juices were so slick that he slid right in. She groaned at the sensation of being filled by him, the bump of the head of his cock on her inner wall. Her body opened to him, more wet and ready than she’d ever been. 
He lowered himself on her, separated her wrists and interlaced his fingers over hers. The intimate gesture turbo boosted her heart rate. His breath came hot on her neck and he bit down. The sensation shot her over the edge. Her pussy clamped down on his cock and her back arched. She squeezed his fingers tight as her inner walls contracted with wave after wave of pleasure. 
“Responsive little thing, aren’t you?” Carlo sounded amused. He hadn’t come yet, she realized with a stab of guilt. The score was Summer: two orgasms; Carlo: zero. He pulled out and rolled her onto her back. His large palm flattened between her two breasts and dragged down to her tummy. 
She sucked her stomach in, not liking anyone to touch her there.
He stopped and frowned. “Are you really pulling in your belly?”
She stared back at him.
“Do you think it’s too big?”
Flushing and hating the direction of the conversation, she looked away. 
He gripped her waist with both hands and dropped his head, laying four light kisses across the taut skin. “You have a warped perception of your body, sweetheart. You’re too skinny as it is. I’m going to have to turn Italian grandmother on you and fatten you up.”
She rolled her eyes but his words sent warmth into her chest. 
He kissed the hollow of her throat, licked down to her nipple, which he took between his teeth. He nipped it, then licked away the pain with his tongue. “Open those perfect thighs for me.”
Her legs parted of their own accord. It seemed she was incapable of refusing Carlo anything.
He sank into her, rocking his pelvis with slow, deep thrusts. “Play with your nipples.”
Excuse me? 
Her doubt must have shown on her face, because he said, “You heard me, bambina. Pinch them.”
Her pussy contracted around his length. She brought her hands to cup her own breasts. It felt dirty and self-indulgent but the fact that Carlo had not only given her permission, but had commanded it, made it okay. She squeezed her own nipples between her thumbs and the sides of her index fingers. 
“Harder.”
Her eyebrows shot up to her forehead. 
He plowed into her with so much force her head slid close to the headboard. He braced her shoulders and slammed in hard again. “I said, harder.”
She caught her breath, holding back the orgasm that screamed just around the corner, ignited by his dominance, his harsh command. She pinched her nipples and squeezed hard, pulling them out and gasping. 
“God, you’re sweet.” His voice sounded rough.
She squeezed her nipples again.
Carlo somehow sensed she was about to come, because he growled, “Not. Yet.”
Her eyes widened and she stared up at him, slightly chastised, waiting for his next command. 
He slammed into her, speaking on each punishing thrust, “You’ll... wait... until... I... give you... permission... to come. Got it?”
She clutched the sheets, her fingers twisting in them like claws. Holding off her orgasm seemed like an impossibility, but he held her, trapped in his burning gaze as he pounded into her.
“Now.” He thrust into the hilt and stayed there. Even through the condom, she swore she felt his hot cum spill.
A shudder went through her entire body. Her vaginal muscles spasmed, inner thighs clenched, lifting the arches of her feet. Carlo had literally made her toes curl. Every part of her continued to tremble as the aftershocks ran through her. Her head swam, eyes lost focus. 
She collapsed on the bed, thoroughly used, limp with release.
 
* * *
 
Gesu. He’d never expected her to be so incredibly responsive. Hot and so damn sweet. A natural submissive. He must have known on some level, because he’d been attracted to her from the start, and dominating was his kink. But Summer was full of life, full of fire. She’d never given him the time of day, other than breezy pleasantries. He would’ve thought she’d be hard to get, that winning her submission would be the job of a lifetime. 
But here she lay, obedient and tame, in his bed. The cool, aloof little vixen he’d imagined would take elaborate courting had already surrendered wholly to him without so much as a date. 
He eased out of her and disposed of the condom. When he returned, he pulled the covers out from underneath her and flicked them across her body, then settled beside her. She rolled into him, her small hand on his chest. 
He stroked her hair, ran his knuckles along her cheek. So beautiful. So 
perfect. And so not his. 
Instead of minimizing the damage he’d already done, he’d made a deal to keep her here, with him. 
How would he explain this to Don Al? I hope you don’t mind, but I captured your daughter and I’m keeping her prisoner to be my own personal sex slave.
Yep. He was fucked. Al had become like a father to him. He respected the hell out of the boss, and would never do anything to jeopardize his position in the organization. 
Or so he’d thought. 
But Summer had just turned his world on end, and no matter how he tried to shake out the situation, there was no way he could see out of this. He wasn’t going to send her away, not when she’d just given herself to him. 
He was still an asshole for being the guy who took advantage of her when she was down. But at least he was the only asshole. He wouldn’t let her get hurt. Hopefully he’d be able to show her her worth. Maybe in the meantime he’d track down that ex of hers and shove his balls up his ass.
 
* * *
 
She was in high school, wearing her Catholic school uniform. John was there, flirting with her friends, teasing them by lifting up their skirts and slapping their asses. He turned to her with a frown. “Your skirt is too long. Why don’t you wear it short, like theirs?” He jerked his thumb at her friends. 
She unbuttoned the top button of her white blouse, trying to look sexier. 
John folded his arms across his chest, looking at her critically. “One breast is larger than the other.” 
Her hands flew to her breasts and she cupped them, squeezing her own nipples.
“What are you doing?” His face screwed up with contempt. 
She dropped her hands, shame flooding her. “Nothing... .nothing.”
 
Summer shook herself awake. Ugh. That sick sensation that had been in her belly for the past five months had returned in full force. Actually that ickiness had probably been there for the past two years. 
Well, fuck John. She never would’ve been good enough for him. His loss. 
She looked down at Carlo and his glory of hard muscle and uncompromising lines, his masculine power no less potent in sleep. Just the sight of him made her ache. Could a man like him be captured? She doubted it. The way he handled her last night and the week before told her he had a thousand times more experience in bed than she did. And you only get that way with a lot of variety. Of course, John had had a lot of variety and still never got her off. All this time she’d thought she was defective. He’d made her feel that way.
No one makes you feel. That’s what her best friend Maggie, with her master’s degree in psychology, would say. 
She slipped out of bed, taking an inventory of her body. Sore in all the right places. She slipped on the dress from the night before and found one of Carlo’s T-shirts in a drawer. 
He rolled over at the sound and mumbled something in Italian that had the word bambina in it. He looked contented. She sure as hell hoped he was dreaming about her and not some other “baby” he usually had for a sleepover.
Pulling his T-shirt on over last night’s dress and tying a knot at her waist so she didn’t look obscene, she slipped on her strappy heels. Not the best walking shoes, but she could really use a latte.
She grabbed her purse, fishing out her phone. Maggie had texted her. They usually had coffee together on Saturday mornings, so her friend may have already knocked on her apartment door, and might be worried when she didn’t answer. She hit the call button next to Maggie’s name as she slipped out the door.
“Hey, girl, how’s it going?”
She stepped in the elevator and pressed the button for the ground floor. “You’ll never believe it. Well, you might.” She hadn’t told her friend about the first time with Carlo, but now—if his bedroom talk of last night could be believed—things were going to continue.
“What?” 
“Well, I know you warned me something like this might happen.” The elevator door opened and she walked outside, heading down the sidewalk. The Starbucks locator on her phone showed one just a couple blocks away. Her foot didn’t love the walk but sometimes caffeine required sacrifice.
“Oh no, what?”
“No, no, it’s not that bad. Last week Carlo showed up at The Candy Store when I was working. You remember, my dad’s..um, employee?” She was pretty sure Maggie understood what kind of biz her father was in, but the two of them had a tacit unspoken agreement not to talk about it.
“Oh crap.”
“Yeah. He pretty much hauled me out by my ear.”
“Are you serious?”
“Mm, no, not literally. But pretty close.”
“So what happened?”
Her face heated. There was no way in hell she was going to tell Maggie that Carlo took her home and whipped her with his belt. Her bottom clenched at the memory, the original shame now replaced by thrills of excitement. “So, um, he took me home.” 
Maggie must’ve caught the awkwardness in her tone because she leaped on it. “Wait, wait, wait—are you telling me something happened?”
Her naughty parts tingled with the memory of the way Carlo had pleasured her. “Yeah.”
“Wait a second.” Maggie sounded mad. “He hauled you out of The Candy Store and then brought you home and had sex with you? What the hell? Because he assumed you were a slut just because you were dancing?”
She stopped walking, annoyed. “No, he didn’t bring me home to have sex. He brought me home—well, to... talk,” she improvised. “And we didn’t have sex. We just fooled around a little. After we talked.” Yeah, you could call it a form of talking. His belt spoke to her ass, loud and clear. 
She started walking again as Maggie digested that.
“So, was it good?”
“Yeah. Really good. Amazing, actually. And then we, um, hooked up again last night. I spent the night at his place.”
“O.M.G. Are you serious?”
She giggled. “Yep.”
“And? Are you there now?”
“Yeah. Well, I’m walking to get coffee, but yeah. He said he wants me to stay with him for a while. I guess he thinks I need to get my shit together and he wants to help.”
“Well, I agree with him. But what’s his motivation? Did your dad put him up to this?”
Her throat tightened. She’d had the same thought originally, but Carlo had sworn he wasn’t just doing it for her dad. “Uh, no. I don’t think my dad would approve, actually. I’m not sure what his motivation is. I guess it’s more sex. Which I’m totally up for.”
“Summer—” Maggie’s voice held reproof.
“What? You’re the one who told me I need to have a rebound fling. So this is my fling.”
“ Listen... this sounds too intense. Staying with him? That’s not rebound sex. That’s entering into a new relationship way too soon.”
“It’s not a relationship. Believe me, I know better than to imagine this is going to be anything permanent. But Maggie, the sex was good. Really good. I mean out of this world good. And he’s not going to let me go back to stripping. So I need this.”
“You’re claiming more sex therapy?”
She grinned. “Yeah.”
“Girl, you’re nuts.” She heard the resignation in Maggie’s voice. Her plan had been accepted. 
“Well, I’m not even sure it will happen. It might have just been the heat of the moment. I guess I’ll see when I get back.”
“Okay, well, keep me posted either way.”
Summer promised she would and hung up. Entering the coffee shop, she ordered a macchiato for Carlo and a latte for herself. 
I’ll take good care of you. 
The need those words produced in her gave flight to kites of longing, tethered to her heart. 
Had he meant it? Carlo was the type who would take very good care of a woman. Efficient and capable, he took care of everyone in her family, from her parents to her little brothers and sister, to her Nonna and all the other elders who adored him just because he came from the Old World. 
But was he playing for keeps? Or just playing?
 
* * *
 
When he woke up, Summer was gone. He’d heard her moving around, but had been so relaxed, still blissed out from the sex the night before he hadn’t wanted to wake up. He hadn’t expected her to leave.
He pulled on a pair of jeans and looked around. Her purse wasn’t on the chair where it had been the night before. He walked through the apartment. No Summer, no note. Where in the hell had she gone? His keys were still on the counter, so she hadn’t taken off in his car. She might have called her friend Maggie for a ride.
He looked at his watch. Nine fifteen. And he’d made a date with Gio at 10:00. He could reschedule, but the Gio situation was important.
The door pushed open and Summer slipped in, holding two paper cups from Starbucks. Relief coursed through him. 
He pulled a stern expression. “What did I tell you last night about leaving this apartment?”
She made a face. “I just ran down to Starbucks.” She held out a cup. “This is for you.”
“Thank you.” He accepted the hot drink but set it down on the table without tasting it. “What did I say would happen if you broke the rules?”
A lovely blush colored her cheeks. “Come on, Carlo. Don’t be a hard-ass.” Despite the protest, she took a few steps closer to him. Damn, her obedience turned him on.
He crooked a finger. “Come here, principessa.”
“But I brought you a drink,” she wheedled.
The corner of his lips kicked up and he reached for her face, stroking her cheek with his thumb. “I appreciate that, doll, I really do. But when I make a rule, I expect it to be followed. You’ve earned another spanking.”
Her eyes dilated, telling him her excitement matched his own.
“Unfortunately, I don’t have time to administer it. So your punishment will have to wait until later.”
Relief and disappointment warred on her face. 
He smiled. “I’m going to take a quick shower. I can drop you at your place on the way to my meet-up so you can get your things, and then we’ll go pick up your car.”
She looked adorable in his too big T-shirt worn over her too-tight dress. He couldn’t help but reach for her, sliding the fabric up and down over the curve of her hips. She arched her breasts up and affected a flirtatious tone. “You’re bossy.”
He slapped her ass. “Get used to it, principessa.”
She flushed and licked her lower lip.
In a half-second he was all over her, yanking her soft form against his body and claiming that lush mouth. Her hands came to his shoulders and she opened to him, kissing him back, leaning into him. 
He broke away and bit back a curse. “I’m going to be late if I don’t stop touching you, little girl.” Picking up her coffee, he handed it to her. “Wait here. I’ll be out in a minute.”
Ten minutes later he wove through traffic as Summer stole glances at him from under her long, dark lashes. A thread of tension emanated from her.
“Second thoughts?”
She tucked her hair behind her ear. “About what?”
“Being under my thumb?”
She flushed, a smile curving her lips. “I guess I was just wondering if that’s what we’re still doing.”
He stopped at a light and turned to give her his full attention. Or rather, to demand her full attention. “Yeah, that’s what we’re doing. I gotta figure out what to do about your dad, though.”
She worried her lower lip with her teeth. “I don’t think we should say anything. About anything. Okay?”
The light changed and he hit the gas. He wasn’t sure he liked her suggestion. Did it mean she didn’t think this thing would last? Well, why would she, anyway? Just because he’d proposed an insane scheme designed to keep her as his own didn’t mean she was wearing his engagement ring or anything. 
Yet.
 
* * *
 
Gio sat at an outdoor table at Rubino’s with two coffee mugs in front of him. He stood up when Carlo got out of the car, his eyes darting to the gun holster across his chest and up and down the street. 
The idiot ought to know if Carlo was going to whack him, he wouldn’t do it in front of Rubino’s. 
Gio licked his lips. “Hey boss.”
Carlo gave him a slight nod and slid into the seat across from where he’d been sitting. “This for me?” he asked, palming the ceramic mug. 
“Yeah. Caffe latte.” Gio sat down, looking as if the chair might bite him. “The way you like it.”
He didn’t touch the drink. Poison wasn’t really the way of La Famiglia, but he didn’t rule it out. “Appreciate it. So listen, Gio. Who was that guy you brought last night?”
Gio spread his hands, launching into what was obviously a rehearsed story. “Listen, Carlo. I’m sorry. I thought it was okay to bring someone, but obviously I shoulda checked with you first. I fucked up. I’m sorry.”
“You didn’t answer my question.”
Gio looked momentarily confused. “The guy? He goes to my gym. We were talking one day and he mentions how he likes to go to Vegas for high-roller games. I thought he’d be a good addition. I’m sorry.”
Carlo relaxed, although he didn’t let Gio see it. The kid’s story sounded true. Still, he was going to sweat him for being a coglione. “The guy looked like a cop to me.”
“A cop?” Gio’s look of confusion turned to one of alarm. He held his palms out, as if to ward away Carlo’s anger. “Oh hey, I didn’t know anything about that. He told me he works in real estate. Some kinda developer, I think. I thought he had money. Thought he’d be good for the game. But if he’s a cop…” Gio’s eyes took on a slightly crazed look, desperation mixing with ruthlessness. “I’ll take care of him, man. It’s my mistake, I’ll do it.”
Carlo gave a sharp shake of his head. “You’ll do nothing. First of all, we don’t kill cops. Second, I’ll handle it. Capisce? You’ll do nothing.”
“Are you sure? Because—”
“What did I say?”
Gio backed down immediately at Carlo’s sharp tone. “I got it, boss. I do nothing.” 
“And yeah, you don’t bring a guest without checking with me first. In the future.”
Gio exhaled, as if he hadn’t been sure he had a future. “I’m really sorry, boss.”
Carlo nodded. “I know. We’re okay, Gio.”
Surprise flitted across the younger man’s face. “Yeah?”
“Yeah. But Jesus, get your head out of your ass. Men at the gym are not your friends.”
Gio bobbed his head. “Right, right. I’m sorry. I fucked up. Big time.”
Carlo stood up. 
“Thanks, Carlo. I appreciate your, uh, understanding.”
He let that one go without acknowledgment, walking to his car and getting in. One question answered. Now to ID the cop and find out what he wanted.
 
* * *
 
After Summer showered and dressed, she called Maggie to come over and visit while she packed.
“We went to Toronto’s last night,” Maggie said, naming the bar/lounge where their friends often went to listen to live bands and hang out. Summer hadn’t been there often since she broke up with John, because it took a lot of getting psyched up in case he was there. The last time she’d gone, she’d spent three hours picking out the perfect outfit and primping, only to show up to a totally dead night, with none of their friends there.
“Did John go?” She tried to keep her voice sounding neutral, but Maggie pursed her lips. 
“Actually yes.”
She waited for Maggie to say more, but her friend walked to the kitchen to help herself to a glass of water.
“And?”
“What do you want to hear, Summer?” She sounded exasperated.
“What?”
“Well, here you are, getting packed for your sex therapy with a totally hot guy, who you claim you just had the world’s best sex with and you’re asking about him?”
Her face grew warm and something tightened in her gut. “Well, it’s not like I care or anything. I’m just curious. It’s not that weird.”
“I’m just saying that I don’t think you’re over him. So maybe you’d better put the brakes on the new relationship before you screw things up.”
The knot in her stomach twisted tighter. Maggie may be right, but she sure as hell wasn’t going to give up this thing with Carlo. Still, her relationship with John was like a scab she couldn’t stop picking. “Was he with someone?”
Maggie rolled her eyes and huffed, but didn’t answer.
“He was, wasn’t he?”
“So?”
“Who?”
Maggie appeared reluctant to answer. “Someone I’d never seen before. She looked like you, actually. Her name is Shelly.”
She couldn’t decide whether to be flattered or pissed that he picked someone who looked like her. Did it mean he really had thought she was pretty, despite all the criticism? Or just that he had a type? Did he pick apart Shelly the way he’d pointed out all her flaws?
She experienced a stab of jealousy—not for Shelly, but for her old life, when she’d hung out at Toronto’s with friends and had a boyfriend (even if he was a dick). Instead, last night she’d been hiding from a freaking stalker at a nightclub with no friends worth keeping. 
Of course the ending to the night hadn’t been all bad. She’d had Carlo’s hot hands and lips and tongue all over her body. So maybe it had been worth it. And she sure as hell wouldn’t have wanted to be at Toronto’s, watching John waltz in with a new girl on his arm. 
She turned to her closet and started pulling out clothes. “I don’t even know how long to pack for,” she complained, getting a little manic as she tossed clothes from her closet into a suitcase. “I mean, is this like, a week-long thing? Or just for the weekend? Or…?” 
Okay, she admitted she wanted it to be a forever thing, but that couldn’t be what Carlo had in mind. Because who would invite someone to move in permanently after having sex one time? 
Everything about this situation was just plain bizarre, including her own reaction to having her ass blistered by a hot and kinky alpha male. It was on the tip of her tongue to confess the kinky part to Maggie, but every time she started to say something, she bit it back. 
Maggie was a feminist, after all. What would she think about Carlo’s assertion that he would be her keeper? Plus, Maggie might think Summer’s acceptance of all this was related to her damaged self-esteem. How could she explain the way her body turned to molten liquid every time he started bossing her around?
“Just bring enough for the rest of the weekend. It would be weird to assume any longer, and besides, you can always come back and get more stuff Monday, if you decide to stay, but Summer—” she leveled her with a concerned-friend look—“this is all going too fast.”
Summer’s gut clenched because Maggie was right. She was being impulsive and crazy. To assume anything long-term would come out of this thing with Carlo was laughable. “I’m just having fun. I promise.” She crossed her heart with her forefinger. “I deserve some hot sex right now.”
Maggie’s smile was sympathetic. “You do.”
“Do you?” Carlo’s deep voice startled them both and she shrieked and whirled around. His green eyes glittered, and while his expression was inscrutable, there was a dark, dangerous air to him. 
Had he heard what she’d been saying? Well, it wasn’t untrue. Her face grew warm. “Don’t I?” she asked, reaching for coy.
One corner of his lips lifted into a lopsided smirk. “That depends. Are you in the habit of keeping your door unlocked so strange men can walk in at will?”
Her face grew even warmer at being scolded in front of Maggie, but her friend simply grinned and looked from one to the other as if fascinated by their exchange. 
“You’re not a strange man.”
He leaned in the doorway, his broad shoulders and tall frame as elegant in jeans and a T-shirt as it was in a fine Italian suit. “I could be.”
“Well, I guess it’s a good thing you’re here to protect me, then.”
“Hi Maggie,” Carlo said, moving in to give her a cheek kiss, his European habit of greeting.
“Hi Carlo.” Maggie waggled her eyebrows in Summer’s direction when Carlo couldn’t see. 
She grinned back like an idiot.
“Well, I’ll leave you two to it, then. Call me later, Summer,” Maggie called as she headed for the door.
“See you.”
Carlo stalked toward her, his eyes dark with intent. 
She stood rooted to the spot, excitement sparking in every cell.
Carlo bent and tossed her over his shoulder. 
She shrieked and pounded on his back, giggling. “What are you doing?”
“I believe I owe you a punishment, principessa.”
Her breath hitched and her bottom tingled. She kicked her feet in a show of resistance, but her giggles gave her away. 
As smooth as if it had been choreographed, Carlo dropped her to her feet, sat on her sofa and pulled her across his lap. 
Yummy.
She definitely preferred the lap to being bent over the sofa again. 
Carlo peppered her bottom with smacks. They were hard enough to sting, even through her jeans, but light enough to leave her needy for more. She lifted her ass to him. He continued to warm it with quick spanks, then he lifted her to stand between his knees. 
“Pull down your pants.”
She flushed, glancing toward the door. Maggie could walk back in any second. 
He jerked his head in that direction, guessing her thoughts. “Go lock it.”
“Thanks.” She exhaled and darted over to turn the lock. When she returned, her heartbeat kicked up speed. 
Carlo reached for the waistband of her jean shorts and tugged her forward, unbuttoning the shorts himself. Hooking his thumbs in the elastic of her panties, he pulled both down to her thighs. 
It was a humiliating position—way more humiliating than having her dress lifted up, or her skirt taken off. Standing with her panties lowered truly invoked “naughty girl” feelings. Embarrassed, she actually dived over his lap, eager to hide her face in the cushions.
He ran his warm hand over her bare bottom, caressing her curves.
She shivered.
“So first, I’m going to spank you for leaving without permission this morning.” He began to smack her ass again, harder this time. 
She squeezed her cheeks together and wriggled under the onslaught.
“You might have thought I was kidding, but I wasn’t. I’m completely serious. Until I’m sure you’re back on track, I need to know where you are at every moment. You don’t run to Starbucks, you don’t go to the grocery, you don’t take a walk without first asking my permission.”
“That’s... ridiculous,” she panted, the pain starting to register now. Heat had built on the surface of her ass, tingling. 
He slapped even harder. “You may think it’s ridiculous, but it’s a rule you’re going to follow or there will be consequences.”
She wasn’t sure she minded his consequences all that much. Well, she would if they were like that first whipping. Except even that experience seemed hot now that it was over. 
“Do you understand me?”
“Oof. Yeah, I understand.”
He slapped the back of her thigh, which made her yelp. “That is not the proper answer.”
Her brain had muddled with dealing with the pain, so it took four more slaps before she yelped, “Yes, sir! Yes, sir, I understand!”
He stopped spanking and ran his palm over her blazing cheeks. “Good girl. And now I want to have a talk about what you were doing at The Candy Store.”
She started to push herself up, but he pushed her back over his knees and gave her several hard slaps. “This is what I call an over-the-knee discussion. You’re bared to me in a humbling position so I can correct you immediately if I don’t think you’re being honest.” He brushed a finger between her legs. 
Her pussy immediately plumped open, dripping wet for him. 
“If you answer me well, I will reward you. If you fail to satisfy, your little red bottom is going to be even more sore. Capisce?”
“Yes, sir.” 
“Why did you want to strip?”
Her pussy pulsed between her legs, needy for more of his touch. “It makes—I mean, made—me feel sexy.” She had to admit, being over his knee, where she didn’t have to look him in the eye and could hide her face made it safer sharing her feelings.
She expected him to scoff at her answer, or at least discount the reason as unimportant, but he said nothing at all. He stroked her burning ass, tickling her inner thighs with his fingertips, but scrupulously avoiding her pussy.
“And I miss performing.”
Again, no snort that stripping was a far cry from dancing professionally. 
“It built my confidence.”
When she didn’t add anything more, his fingers burrowed into her hair and he leaned over, speaking into her ear. “Thank you, cara, for explaining it to me.”
“Do I get a reward now?” She shoved her thighs open as far as she could with the restriction of her shorts and panties at her thighs. 
His finger brushed the outer lips of her sex again, making her inner thighs quiver. “Not yet, amore mio.” Another brush. 
She gnashed her teeth, her clit aching for his touch. 
To her dismay, he pulled up her panties and shorts and helped her up to straddle his lap. Cupping both her breasts, he kneaded one as he applied his teeth to her nipple through the layers of her thin T-shirt and bra.
She yelped.
“Do you feel sexy now?”
She flushed and looked down at the places their bodies conjoined, suddenly shy about looking him in the face.
He put a finger under her chin and lifted it. “Do you?”
“Yes,” she said softly. “You make me feel sexy.”
He looked genuinely pleased. “Good.” He squeezed her ass possessively. “My job will be to make sure you always know how hot you are. Yours will be to obey. Do you think you can do that?”
 
* * *
 
Summer wore a just-fucked look even though she hadn’t gotten off yet. It made him want to throw her onto the floor and ravish her in every way imaginable. 
Her tongue darted out and licked her lower lip. “I don’t know.”
He smiled at her honesty. “If you fail, I’ll punish you. But I think you might enjoy your discipline as much as I like giving it, so that won’t be so bad.”
A pretty pink stained her cheeks. 
“I won’t let you fall, principessa. I’ll always catch you. I may spank you until your little bottom is red and sore, but you’ll be perfectly safe with me. Can you believe that?”
She lowered her eyes. “Yes.”
“Yes, sir.”
“Yes, sir.”
“If you need reassurance, if you need some sugar, even if it’s in the middle of a punishment, you can always ask for it.”
She flushed an even darker shade of pink and rubbed an invisible spot on her shorts. “What if I change my mind?”
“About what?”
She lifted one delicate shoulder. “About any of it.”
“Are you asking me for a safe word?”
“Yeah, I guess”
He brushed her jaw with his knuckles. “Bambina, I would know you were struggling long before you used a safe word. I’m going to pay attention to you. But if you want out at any point, just say that.”
“Say what?”
“Say you want out. I would never violate your wishes.”
Summer’s shoulders relaxed. She lifted her eyes again, the coquette returning. He’d seen more facets of Summer in the past week than he’d ever seen in the eight years he’d known her. Her submissive side had been the most surprising, but he also loved the sexpot, the ingénue, the vulnerable little girl. He loved them as much as he loved the sassy, stuck-up mafia princess who never gave him the time of day and expected his service when her father snapped his fingers.
“Carlo?”
“Yeah, baby?”
“Do you do this with all your... I mean—” She looked embarrassed.
“I’ve played dominant before, if that’s what you’re asking. It’s my personality and I like the fetish, too, but I could live without it, if my girl wasn’t into it.”
She wouldn’t meet his gaze again. He stroked her cheek with his thumb. “But you are, aren’t you, tesoro mio?”
The copper eyes lifted. “Am I your girl?”
“You are. I thought I made that clear last night. You’re mine now.”
Her full lips stretched into a smile. “Oh yeah. Yours to punish and to pleasure.”
He returned the grin. “That’s right.” He had a thousand wicked plans for both those activities. If Summer needed to feel sexy, he would make sure she did. He’d keep her turned on, objectified, worshipped, degraded and generally sexed up every minute of the day until she learned how fucking desirable she really was.
That part seemed easy. Figuring out how to handle her father was another story. Because he sure as hell couldn’t run back to Sicily if things went south here.
 
* * *
 
You’re mine now.
The words ripped through her chest like a flaming arrow. They burned and cut. She wanted them to be true. God, how she wanted them to be true. But how could they be? She sat next to Carlo in the passenger seat of his beautiful car, which he kept neat as a pin, unlike her car, which was pretty on the outside and a rumpled mess on the inside. Kinda like her. 
What did Carlo mean by all this? Was he really trying to “fix” her? Or just playing kinky games? Either way, she shouldn’t get too attached. Besides, it would be incredibly awkward if her parents found out. She suspected her mother would disapprove, as much as she loved Carlo. And her father... well, he could be a real dick to any guy she dated. And she could see him taking personal offense to Carlo having sex with her. Which is why she planned on keeping the whole thing on the down-low. 
She studied Carlo when he wasn’t looking, admiring the proud angles of his bone structure. She wondered how he got the tattered ear. A knife? Bullet wound? Teeth? He was certainly a warrior.
He navigated traffic with ease, his hands relaxed on the wheel. She didn’t mistake the relaxed exterior for easy-going, though. His was a practiced calm; power and force rippled just below the surface. He was strong and capable, like her father. She felt safe when he was near and sorry for anyone who got in his way.
She understood all this about him by his presence, which was as familiar to her as family. And yet, what else did she know? For eight years they’d eaten Sunday dinners together but she wasn’t acquainted with the real Carlo. And it seemed he’d been paying attention to her, which now put her at a disadvantage.
“Why did you come to the States, Carlo?” Nothing like going for the heaviest question first.
Carlo’s eyes slid sideways and moved back to the road. He didn’t open his mouth to speak and for a moment she thought he wasn’t going to tell her.
“You want to know my secrets, bambina?”
Tingles flushed down the front of her at the question, the idea of knowing his secrets exciting. “Yes.”
“Why?”
She rubbed the seam of her shorts. “Well, it seems like I don’t really know you.”
He arched a brow.
“Well, I don’t. I know what you like to eat, or at least what you tell my mom you love. And I know you don’t like American coffee, but other than that, what do I really know? I don’t even know what you do for a living.”
Carlo frowned and opened his mouth but she cut him off with a wave of her hand. 
“Okay, okay, we don’t talk about that. But the problem is, what else do we talk about?” 
Carlo’s face had the cool, blank mask he always wore. 
Why had she never before wondered what lay beneath it? “Cat or dog?” she quizzed.
“What?”
“Which do you prefer?”
He smiled. “I have nothing against dogs. But I like cats, actually.”
She laughed at his embarrassed look, as if it were some kind of weakness to like cats. “I love cats. My mom’s allergic, but I always planned to get a cat when I moved out.”
“Why didn’t you?”
“Maggie was allergic.” Maggie had been her first roommate—they’d been placed together in the dorms freshman year. “And then John didn’t like them.”
It occurred to her that Carlo had a talent of offering very little and turning the conversation back to her. She pressed on. “How many girls have you spanked?”
He laughed. “I don’t know—20? Twenty-five? Thirty? Contrary to popular belief, I don’t notch the bedpost.”
“Have you had serious girlfriends? I mean, you never brought anyone to my parents’, but have there been girls?”
He gave a dismissive shake of his head.
“Why not?”
He shrugged. Another non-answer. 
“Why did you come to Chicago?” she tried again.
He didn’t answer and nothing changed on his face, but she sensed the thread of tension her question drew.
“I won’t tell anyone,” she promised.
The corner of his lips lifted in that lopsided grin, but just as quickly as it had appeared, it vanished again. A furrow deepened between his brows. “My brother ordered me killed.”
She would have gasped, except she stopped breathing altogether. 
Now Carlo’s knuckles tightened on the wheel, tension flexed his jaw. 
“Why?” her voice cracked a little. She almost didn’t want to hear the answer.
Carlo pulled into the parking lot behind 504 and parked next to her car.
“I rose too fast in the organization. My father was dying. Mario thought I’d threaten his future as the Don.”
Her vision blurred and she gripped the dash, as if she might fall out of her seat without it. “Carlo... I’m so sorry. That’s awful.”
He didn’t answer, but she suspected he had more to say. 
She sat perfectly still, waiting. 
“Sometimes I think the same thing might happen all over again. If Joey wanted back in, or if one of the older guys got a hair across his ass. People don’t like when a younger man holds more power. Your dad’s healthy, though, so it hasn’t come to a head.”
He finally turned to look at her, and she must’ve looked shocked, because regret washed over his face. He reached out and stroked her cheek. “I shouldn’t have told you any of that.”
“No, I’m glad you did. I’m so glad.” She unbuckled her seatbelt, wanting to get closer to him. Wanting to climb in his lap, despite the difficulty presented by the steering wheel. 
He gave a surprised chuckle when she attempted it and allowed her to nestle into him, her legs hanging over the center console. “Why did you think I moved here?”
“I don’t know—I thought you were hiding from the law or something. But I realized it could be anything. I can’t tell what goes on inside your head. I mean, I had no idea you were a sick bastard who likes to take his belt to—” she broke off in a shriek of giggles as Carlo tickled her. “Safe word! Safe word.” She pressed her elbows to her sides and twisted to and fro. She’d take a beating with his belt over tickle torture any day. 
He kept his fingertips pressing into her ribs, but didn’t move them. Bending to bite her ear, he murmured, “Frivolous use of the words safe word are going to get you spanked.”
She shivered, excitement darting up her spine. “Safe word.”
He made a tsking noise. “Bad girl. Get in your car. Drive back to my place and take your clothes off.”
Her pussy turned liquid at the authority in his voice. She’d never known she had a switch that could be flipped so quickly. She’d gone from zero to horned up in about two seconds flat. Nevermind that it was the middle of the day and she had a boatload of homework she ought to be doing. 
“Yes, sir.” She crawled off his lap and out of the car. Leaning her head back in, she said, “Safe word.” 
Carlo chuckled. 
She shut the door and climbed in the BMW her father had bought her as a college graduation present, tossing her purse onto the pile of stuff sitting in the passenger seat. Tomorrow she’d clean her car. If her jail-keeper gave her permission to leave his apartment, that is.  
 



Chapter Four
 
Detective Michael Bailey woke to the low buzz of his phone alarm at 5:00 a.m. He flicked it off and rolled out of bed. His wife’s side was already empty, which meant she was up with the baby again. Slipping on a pair of running shorts and a T-shirt, he padded out in search of them.
He found them in the rocking chair in the living room, both his girls sleeping peacefully. Staring down at his daughter’s tiny, angelic face and his wife’s tender one, his chest constricted as love mixed with the sharp fear of losing them. Having a family changed everything for him. They were too sweet, too precious to lose. The contrast between their innocence and the horrors he saw on the street stunned him. Sometimes it seemed like he lived dual lives—the hardened undercover cop working to bust open a sex slave ring and the man who had to put it all away when he came home to them at night. 
Jasmine sighed and made a sucking motion in her sleep—air-nursing they liked to call it. Her little cheeks had filled out since birth and her thighs were starting to get chunky, too. Samantha called her a “yummy baby” and pretended to eat her fat feet.
He resisted the urge to drop kisses on both their heads, not wanting to wake Jasmine after Sam had worked to put her back to sleep. He stuck his feet in his running shoes in the foyer and stepped outside the house to sit on the stoop and tie the laces.
The air felt humid, but at least it was still cool at this hour. Standing up, he skipped the warm-ups and went straight to running, settling into a rhythm that brought focus to his thoughts.
His investigation of Alexei Kaloshov had still not yielded the location of the sex slaves nor who was next up the chain in the Russian mafiya. None of his attempts to make contact and attempt to purchase a slave had panned out. He still didn’t understand how he’d been made at the La Torre Mafia’s high-roller game and that worried him. Was his identity known with them? 
He ran until his thoughts had run out and nothing but the sidewalk and the rhythm of his feet striking the concrete remained in his awareness. Until he circled back to his house and saw an elegantly dressed man leaning against his car outside his front door. His body went cold.
He had no weapon—his gun was still locked safely inside. Inside! If anything had happened to Jasmine and Samantha…
Grinding his teeth, he approached the figure, making out the face of mobster Carlo Romano, underboss of the La Torre family. 
Carlo remained leaning against the car, his posture relaxed. He removed his hands from his trouser pockets and flipped them open. “I’ll keep them where you can see them, if you do the same.”
He eyed the guy, wishing to hell he had a weapon. “What are you doing here?” He didn’t pretend to be anything but the cop he was.
“What were you after?”
Fuck. His investigation had nothing to do with the La Torre family, other than their association with Alexei Kaloshov. He pressed his lips together, not sure how to answer.
“You after my game?”
“No.” That question he could answer directly. 
“Then what? One of the guys there?”
“Obviously I can’t share any information about an investigation with you.”
“You showed up at my game. Now I’m involved. I need to know who you’re after and why.”
The arrogance of the interrogation wasn’t lost on him, nor was the implied threat of Carlo showing up within spitting distance of his family. Yet he found a grudging respect for the man for coming straight to him for answers. The La Torre family was still honor-bound. A throwback to a previous generation of mobsters, they’d been steadily working themselves into legitimate business while the rest of organized crime had taken over the drug and flesh trade and their practices had become more and more heinous. 
“How’d you know?”
Carlo tilted his head to the side, looking him up and down. “You just didn’t look right. Hair’s too short. Gaze too steady. You weren’t nervous enough. Guys who come in ready to spend thousands of dollars on a game are excited—already high from the adrenaline. They’re sweating. Or their eyes jump around. Their fingers are wound up tight.”
It was hard not to be impressed by Carlo’s observational skill. He’d wondered how a guy of no more than 35 years old had taken up such a position of power within the organization. This helped explain it. The guy was smart. And careful.
On a gut instinct, he violated all kinds of department policy and offered up the truth. “I wanted an introduction to Alexei Kaloshov.”
“What for?”
“He runs a sex slave operation, bringing women over from the former Soviet Republic.”
Nothing changed on Carlo’s face. He couldn’t tell whether the mobster already knew about the Russian or not. 
“I can’t let you into my game,” he said after a moment, as if he’d actually considered it. “You have a private phone?”
“Yeah.”
Carlo lifted his hands toward his jacket, then paused and flipped them palms out again. “I’m just getting a pen.” He held his gaze and moved slowly as he opened his suit jacket, which Michael appreciated. Pulling out a card and pen from the inner pocket, he held them out. “Here.” 
Michael took the outstretched card and pen and jotted his cell phone number down on it. 
“I’ll let you know if I have anything for you.” Carlo took the card and pen. Pushing away from the car, he started to walk around to the driver’s side. 
“Carlo.”
The guy turned and looked over his shoulder.
“If you ever come near my family again, I will bury you.”
The mobster’s lips stretched into a slow, appreciative smile. “I’d expect nothing less, detective.”
 
* * *
 
Sunday dinner was sacred at the La Torre house. She’d tried, her first year in college to beg out of it, but her mother laid on the Italian mother guilt so thick, she’d soon given up and resigned herself. 
She arrived separate from Carlo, with their agreement not to tell anyone about the new twist in their relationship. Still, she couldn’t account for how differently she felt about him now. She sensed the moment he walked in the door because every cell in her body started vibrating.
Her body remembered the way he’d used her, over and over again the night before. Bound spread eagle to his bed, he’d alternately tormented her and brought her to the brink of ecstasy. She remembered the caress of his velvet tongue licking into her core, making her come so many times she thought she’d never move again. Her pussy moistened now, just at the sound of his deep voice in the hall, the rich timber of his greeting to her father.
She couldn’t decide where to look when he came in the room. Perched on the arm of the sofa, where she’d been talking to her Nonna, she purposely didn’t look over. But then, was that too obvious? Or rude? Jesus, was she blushing? She ducked down to re-tie the lace of her Chucks.
“Hey Summer.” 
How did he manage to pull off casual? Oh God, he was coming over.
She jerked up, her gaze darting to his face, then away as he leaned in for the customary cheek kisses. How many times had she greeted him this way? Hundreds. Thousands. But this time had her heart racing, her palms sweating. 
He gripped her elbow to pull her in, which sent a zing of excitement running through her, reminding her of his dominance. Had he always held her arm like that? He gave it a squeeze before he released it. That part was definitely new. A secret message just for her. 
She didn’t dare look at him. 
Thankfully, Uncle Joey and Aunt Sophie and their two girls came bursting in with a flurry of greetings, saving her from more awkwardness.
“Hey Summer, how’s your foot?” Sophie had been a massage therapist before she had kids, so they always talked body stuff. “Ooh, it’s swollen, hon. Have you been dancing?”
She didn’t know how Sophie could tell it was swollen when it was tucked in her shoe and sock, but she was right. The damn thing was throbbing.
“Yeah, a little.” Just not the kind of dance you’re thinking of.
“You’re dancing?” She heard the sharp note of criticism in her mother’s voice. She’d never really supported the dance career—said she should be using her brains, not her body. As if dance was for idiots. 
Crap, she was flushing again. “Well, did you think I was quitting it forever?” she snapped back.
The room got that awkward strain as her teenage sister Madison stared with interest and the other adults politely looked away. She wouldn’t sound so angry if some part of her didn’t share her mother’s opinion: the dance career was over. She might as well give up on the dream. 
Her mom put her hands on her hips. “I just didn’t know. Do you have time to get back to dance classes with all your graduate studies?”
Of course she didn’t, which had been exactly the way her mom had planned it. By the time she re-emerged from graduate school, she’d be so far removed from the dance world that making a comeback would be impossible.
She sensed Carlo’s attention on the conversation, even though he stood casually talking to Joey, his gaze bouncing around the room with no particular interest. She was sure he was listening, though, and she liked it. The only time John had ever listened to her conversing had been if he was the topic. 
She wondered, suddenly, how many other times he’d paid attention to her when she thought they were just hanging out at noisy Sunday gatherings. Was this how he knew her life was a hot mess? 
Thankfully, her mother disappeared, returning with a platter of seasoned steaks. “Carlo or Joey, will you take these out to Al? He’s warming up the grill.” Her mother thrust the plate at Carlo and a glimmer of the familiar routine returned. Men outside to grill the meat. Women gossiping in the kitchen. She trailed her mother and Sophie into the kitchen and pulled out the placemats and napkins to set the table.
Madison appeared and took them out of her hands. This part, at least, was normal. 
Summer pulled out the plates and made a stack of 12, carrying them into the dining room to join her sister. “So, what’s up with you?” Despite the eight-year difference between the two of them, she and her little sister were fairly close.
“I met a guy. We lifeguard together at the country club.”
“Mmm, a life guard. Sounds hot.”
Her sister giggled.
“Dad gave him the third degree when he came over and it was totally awkward. Sheesh. How did you handle that?”
She remembered awkward. She remembered downright uncomfortable. Their father could be a real ass when he wanted to be. She hadn’t even liked to bring John, who she’d been with for two years, over to the house, especially not for Sunday dinners, despite the pressure from her mom. 
“Well, Dad has to meet him, but other than that, try to limit contact.”
She thought of Carlo, her father’s golden child. How different it would be to be openly dating a man like him—a guy who was part of the family business? John had never guessed her father was mafia, not in the entire time they were together. He was too self-absorbed, she supposed. Other people close to her must know. Maggie never mentioned it, but she wasn’t obtuse. Some of her other friends had made little jokes here and there, almost like they were testing for her reaction. The girls in her Catholic high school had known, but some of their families were in the organization too. 
This line of thought didn’t really matter, because this thing with Carlo wasn’t permanent. It wasn’t a relationship. It was hot sex. 
Okay, smoking hot sex.
Her nipples tightened, remembering all the things they’d done. And he’d promised so much more. 
 
* * *
 
Summer looked flustered at being at her parents’ house with him. He’d kept her up all night tormenting her body, then left early in the morning for work. He’d written a note with strict instructions to study all day and eat a solid breakfast and lunch, and said he’d meet her here for Sunday dinner. 
As enchanting as he found her blushes, he was going to be in a world of trouble if Don Al noticed. He suspected Dona Teresa, Al’s mother, hadn’t missed a thing. Obviously, if this relationship continued, he’d have to reveal it. But he needed to figure out how to best do so, and do it in his own way. 
He was worried, too, because the coglione Vince had come to drop his money by Carlo’s apartment yesterday while Summer was there, which he hadn’t planned for. He’d told Summer to stay in the bedroom while he met with him, but Vince had been peering past him, like he knew he had a girl in there. Nosy coglione. If he’d noticed her Beamer parked on the street in front, Carlo was fucked.
When the meal was served, he ended up in a seat across from Summer, which wasn’t ideal because she kept stealing glances at him. Gesù, it was a good thing he had eight years’ practice of not staring at her, because now that he’d had her, his attraction had been magnified a thousand-fold. All he could think about was the way she’d looked spread out underneath him the night before, pulling at her restraints and moaning as he’d whipped her apple-sized breasts rosy with a suede flogger. She’d been on fire for him, her beautiful pussy wet and plump, even after he’d used it four times. Her ass was next. He planned to dedicate an entire week to her anal training. 
As if she knew what he was thinking, her look turned sultry. He jerked when her little socked toes caressed his cock under the table. He covered the movement by adjusting his chair, scooting it closer to the table. 
He should have moved back, out of her reach. He should have frowned and given her a sharp look, but this sexual side of Summer made him weak. The unexpected touch had him harder than a rock, his cock straining against his slacks. 
She kept it up, all through dessert, licking spoonfuls of tiramisu with deliberate displays of her tongue and sensual play of her lips. Her agile little toes stroked along his length, tracing the lines of his cock, rolling and pressing the head against his leg. 
He didn’t dare look at her. His body had flushed with heat as he struggled to get his erection under control before the meal ended and everyone stood up. 
“Thank you, Carmen, this was delicious, as always.” He attempted to distract himself by saying the right things.
Carmen beamed at him.
Shit. People were pushing back their chairs, stacking plates to carry to the kitchen. He needed another minute. Or five. 
Summer dropped her foot and stood up with a smirk. 
He swung his focus to Al. This man will kill you if he sees you have a boner for his little princess. There. That helped. He took another two breaths before he pushed back from the table and stood up. 
He carried his plate to the kitchen and handed it to Summer, who looked far too smug. He’d be wiping that smirk right off her face the minute he got her alone. The idea of punishing her put a smile on his face and it must’ve looked as wicked as his thoughts, because Summer’s grin faltered.
 
* * *
 
Twenty-three minutes. 
That’s how long it took for her to emerge from the kitchen. She walked past the living room, toward the bathroom. Pulling out his phone as if he had a message, he stood up and excused himself. 
He found her lingering in the hall. She must’ve known he’d follow. He grabbed her elbow and steered her into the laundry room and shut the door. 
In a flash, he had her pinned against the wall, her wrists pressed over her head, his fingers pinching one of her nipples through her thin cotton T-shirt. Thrusting one leg between her thighs, he leaned down and hissed in her ear, “Do you know what happens to little girls who tease?”
She writhed under him at the pain. “What?”
He yanked her skirt up to her waist and used his foot to shove her feet apart. Bringing the palm of his hand smartly up between her legs, he said, “That’s not the way you answer me.”
Her cheeks had flushed, eyes dilated and glassy. 
He slapped her pussy again. The gusset of her panties were already damp.
“No, sir,” she yelped.
He slipped his fingers inside her panties and found her clit.
She gasped, bucking against him. 
Another slap between her legs. His teeth nipped her shoulder. “They get their pussies spanked. Hard.”
She arched into him, lifting her breasts to his face. Her pussy opened to his fingers and he shoved two inside, sawing in and out. He pinched her hardened clit and covered her mouth with his hand as she cried out.
“You may not come.” He yanked her panties down to her ankles and made her step out of them. 
“What happens if I do?” she gasped.
“You’ll be punished.” Shoving the wad of lace and silk in her mouth, he slapped open her thighs and spanked her clit.
She moaned and panted as he slapped her juicy folds again and again. When her cries grew more desperate, he stopped and released her wrists and stepped back.
“You do not have permission to touch yourself on the way home.” Her face clouded as she realized he wasn’t going to get her off. “Now get in your car and drive straight there. I want to find you naked, on your knees in the corner when I get back or you’ll be in even more trouble than you already are. Got it?” He plucked the panties out of her mouth and tucked them in his pocket.
Her eyes followed them with a pleading look.
He shook his head. “No panties for you. And no touching. I need to hear a yes, sir.”
Her throat worked as she swallowed. She shoved her skirt down and straightened her shirt, looking thoroughly chastised. “Yes, sir.”
He snatched her up with an arm around her waist and yanked her body into his. “I’m going to fuck you so hard you’ll be sore for a week.”
Her arms came around his neck and she lifted those sweet berry lips for a kiss, lust still swirling in her eyes. 
He nipped her lips instead. “Bad girls don’t get kissed. They get fucked. Hard.” He slapped her ass. “Now get home and prepare yourself for me.”
 
* * *
 
She’d never been so turned on in her life. Her bare pussy lips rubbed together as she drove, begging to be touched, but she wouldn’t disobey Carlo, even though he’d never know the difference. 
Her emotions were a jumbled mess. Even though it was just a game, his mock anger had her desperate to win his approbation. She truly felt like a very sorry, chastised little girl. If sorry, chastised girls were also one stroke away from an orgasm. 
She used the key he’d given her and let herself into his apartment, breathing in his scent. She’d already come to love the place. Just being there aroused her, making her feel submissive, owned. And cared for. That was the part she couldn’t get over. Carlo Romano was as sweet as he was dominant. In between whipping her with his flogger, eating her pussy, and shoving his cock into her mouth, he’d pushed sips of water and checked her wrist cuffs to make sure they weren’t leaving marks. He’d watched her intently with those hazel eyes, monitoring her reactions, really seeing her. 
She wasn’t sure anyone had ever truly seen her before. Not her parents, who wanted her to fit into an ideal they had for her. Certainly not John, who saw her through shit-colored glasses. Maggie knew her, but not like this. Carlo looked into her very soul... and didn’t find her lacking. His intense gazes were hard to read, but she never sensed condemnation from him, never criticism.
She stripped out of her clothes and eyed the various corners in the bedroom. She chose the one directly to the right, so he’d have the full view of her when he walked in. Kneeling on the hardwood, she settled her bare cheeks on her feet, her pussy still buzzing from the spanking and her own erotic thoughts.
The key turned in the lock and she straightened up, folding her hands in her lap and staring at the corner. She listened to Carlo’s footsteps as he entered the bedroom, the sound of him emptying his pockets onto the dresser, the clink of change.
“You were a very naughty girl tonight, Summer.”
Her pelvic floor lifted, pussy clenching.
“I’m sorry, sir.”
“Don’t lie, bambi. You’re not sorry.” She’d never realized that the terrified little cartoon fawn Bambi had been named “Babe” in Italian.
Her breasts ached, nipples tight, hardened points.
“Come to me.”
She stood up, easing her weight off her swollen foot gently. 
“Your foot is hurting you.” He sat on the bed, his face shadowed in the lamplight.
She lifted her shoulders. “A little.”
“No more high heels. No more ignoring the pain. If it’s swelling, you pay attention—put it up, ice it, go see your physical therapist.”
She wanted him to stop talking about her foot and get back to the good stuff, but to avoid irritating him, she gave a submissive. “Yes, sir.”
His eyes narrowed as if he knew she was blowing smoke up his ass. “Okay, how’s this—if I see that foot swollen and you not doing something about it, I’m going to take my belt to your ass.”
“Carl-o,” she protested.
“I’m serious, cara.” He raised a stern eyebrow. 
This time she did roll her eyes, which was probably not her smartest move. In a flash, she found herself over his lap with his hand crashing down on her ass. Considering her state of need, the pain hardly registered. She lifted her bottom to his hand, squirming and fighting, just to see what he’d do. 
He held her tight against his body, clamping one leg over both hers to lock her in place and slapping her upturned bottom with a steady rhythm. He spanked hard, but in her state of arousal, she didn’t mind.
She thought she might orgasm from the spanking alone. Her entire body buzzed, pussy quivering. Moisture wet her thighs. If only she could get her fingers…
Carlo caught her hand and bent it behind her back. “Naughty girl. Did I say you could touch yourself?”
“Please, Carlo,” she panted. She didn’t want him to stop, she wanted more. She needed release, desperately. 
“What happens if I catch you with a swollen foot?”
Despite the fact that she wanted him to drop the subject and move onto her pleasure, she argued with him. “That’s not really fair, Carlo. I can’t always drop everything and put my foot up.”
He slapped the backs of her thighs, which made her yelp, and not in a good way. “Bambi, are you actually arguing with me?”
“Ow,” she wriggled as he continued to spank. “Well, I just—ow! Okay, no! I’m not arguing. Ouch. Sorry!”
He stopped spanking her, resting his large hand on her burning ass. “What happens if I catch you with a swollen foot?”
“I get whipped.” She sounded sulky.
“I will consider the circumstances.” He brushed her hair from her shoulder and smoothed it away from her face. 
She still sulked, giving him a bit of a boo-boo lip, which seemed to amuse him. 
He patted her ass. “Stand up.”
She pushed to her feet and rubbed her blazing cheeks.
“Hold out your hand, palm up, with your fingers spread wide.” 
Curious, she obeyed.
He scooped up something that jingled from the bed beside him. On each of her fingertips, he laid a single dime, until she balanced five coins. “Put the fingers of your other hand on top, so you’re sandwiching the dimes. Good. Now turn your hands so they’re vertical and lift them above your head. If you drop any of the coins, you lose your turn.”
“My turn?”
His grin was devilish. “Yeah, your turn. Now, do it. When I give you an instruction, I expect instant obedience.”
Oh, the things he said sometimes.
The task was easier said than done. Keeping the pressure even on the pads of each of her fingertips took concentration. Slowly, she stretched her arms overhead. 
Carlo gripped her waist and moved her back to stand in the center of the bedroom. Already her arms were trembling. He walked a slow circle around her, observing her body with a heavy-lidded gaze. He was still fully dressed, while she stood naked and vulnerable.
Walking to the dresser, he picked up a little brown bottle and unscrewed the cap. 
She licked her lips, watching. 
He put his fingertip over the top of the bottle and inverted it. “Peppermint oil,” he said, rubbing a circle around her nipple. He repeated the action with the other one, then blew on them. They went cold—a burning cold that made her shift her hips from side to side in frantic need.
Carlo sank to his knees at her feet. Gripping one ankle, he pulled her feet apart. He brought his thumbs to her labia and spread her wide. 
Her legs and arms trembled with the exertion of holding the position. “What are you doing?”
“Just looking, bambi. Looking at your beautiful pussy. You have a porn pussy, you know that?”
She almost lost the dimes as she suppressed a giggle. “What’s a porn pussy?”
“This. This fucking gorgeous, shaved little pussy that drips for me right now while I watch.”
It seemed he would never lose the power to make her blush. “Carlo,” she choked. 
He smiled up at her, showing he understood how hard she found it to stay in position. Pulling back the hood of her clitoris, he extended his tongue and gave the sensitive nubbin one quick flick. 
She bucked, barely managing to hold her fingertips together.
Carlo repeated the action—just a single cruel flick—enough to send spasms of sensation jolting through her core, but not enough to bring satisfaction. 
“Carlo, please.”
He smiled again, the leonine smile. “I like it when you beg, principessa.”
She shivered. Her elbows bent of their own accord and she started to lower her arms.
Carlo’s look turned disapproving and her arms shot back up toward the sky. “Do not disappoint me, bambi. I expect your complete obedience.”
“Carlo, I can’t.” But she did. She didn’t know how they’d arrived at this unique configuration of a relationship so suddenly, but here she was, obeying for no other reason than that he’d demanded it. 
Well, that was a lie. She obeyed for a multitude of reasons, and most of them revolved around the insane number of orgasms Carlo could provide. 
To her disappointment, he stood and walked back to the dresser, getting more peppermint oil, which he mixed with something else. When he returned, he stood behind her and grasped her throat, as if he might choke her, but his fingers were gentle. Still, the symbolic position had an effect on her. Fear—the pretend, role-playing kind—shot through her, making her knees buckle so the hand at her throat held her up. Knowing that Carlo was, in fact, a dangerous man only heightened her excitement. Those same strong fingers had probably closed around other throats with genuine threat. Yet she felt completely safe in his hands, her trust in him absolute. 
“Arch your back and show me your ass,” he murmured in her ear.
She tipped her pelvis back. His fingers, slick with oil, found the crack of her ass. She tightened her cheeks belatedly, realizing he’d just applied the same stinging peppermint oil to her anus. “Carlo…” 
“Are you burning for me, bambi?”
“Yes... please, Carlo. Please?”
“Keep begging, cara.”
She attempted to lower her elbows again, but Carlo caught them. “Did you want the scene to end?”
Her brain had turned fuzzy. Did he mean he would stop touching her if she dropped the dimes? Because he’d promised punishment before, and that sounded perfect to her at the moment. “No-o?”
He sucked at the place where neck met shoulder, then bit down. “You’re doing very well, amore mio. Now stand still and get your reward.”
Forcing her arms back up straight, she locked her knees.
Carlo returned to his position at her feet. Reaching between her legs, he cradled her buttocks as he licked along the seam of her pussy.
She thrust her pelvis forward. “Oh…”
He sought her back hole with one finger and massaged the burning oil into the tight ring of muscle. 
She was close to spontaneous combustion. Her nipples and asshole burned, her pussy pulsed with desperate need. Her arms ached and the blood had run out of her hands, making it more difficult to keep the pressure on the dimes. On top of it all, lust had made her lightheaded, so she feared she might just fall over in a faint at any moment.
“Carlo, Carlo, Carlo, please.”
He chuckled. “That’s it, doll. Beg for it.” He circled her clit with his tongue, then drew the little button into his mouth, sucking hard. At the same time, he breached her back hole with one finger.
She screamed, her arms jerking, almost losing control of her precious coins. “Please, please, please. Oh God, Carlo, please.”
His thumb entered her pussy, pumping in and out rapidly. 
“Oh yes, oh yes, oh please.” She needed it faster, harder. She needed more. She was so. Damn. Close. Desperate for release. Desperate to drop her arms from their arduous task.
Carlo continued sucking, alternately pumping one finger into her ass and the thumb into her pussy.
She lost it. Her scream filled the room as she lost everything—the dimes crashing down to the floor, her legs turning to jelly as her pussy spasmed in wave after wave of violent release. 
Carlo held her up, still pumping his fingers, still sucking until she had fallen over him, her hands on his shoulders, her body limp as a rag doll. 
 
* * *
 
Carlo stared down at Summer’s youthful face, nestled on his shoulder in slumber. After last night, he was completely lost. There had been a reason he’d always wanted Summer, and it was because she was the perfect match for him. 
Submissive to the core, she responded to his commands like violin strings to a bow. Her little body shook, her pussy dripped, her eyes rolled back in her head at his every touch. He’d whipped her the night before, just because he’d wanted to, and she’d taken it, her arms bent behind her back, her little cries of pain making his cock harder than a rock. When he’d finally taken her from behind, gripping her elbows and fucking her hard, she’d come all over his cock, her tight cunt squeezing and milking his dick until he roared his release.
Afterward, when she lay in his arms, still trembling, she’d looked up at him with worship and wonder on her face and he nearly fell apart himself, wondering how he’d deserved such a gift.
He stroked the silky strands of her chestnut hair back from her face. His little Summer girl. He had to figure out how to keep her. How to make this thing stick. 
Despite the fact that Summer gave herself over completely in the bedroom, or maybe because she did, he worried that she wasn’t solid yet. She’d given herself too easily, without enough caution or thought. Which either meant she didn’t consider this thing to be permanent or that her emotional/mental state was still weak from her recent break-up and she’d simply allowed herself to be carried off by his strong personality. Probably both. 
And damn, if that didn’t make him feel guilty as hell. He hadn’t meant to take advantage of her. God, he’d only wanted to help her—to show her how fucking beautiful he found her, to teach her what an incredible woman she was. But maybe this all just further damaged her psyche. Yes, she said she wanted to feel sexy, but he feared he’d just traded one evil for another—objectification in a strip club for humiliation in his bedroom. Perhaps it wasn’t a sexual healing she needed at all, but help with her busted career.
She stirred against him and his erection lengthened and leaned in her direction, already anxious for another round. Her eyes blinked open and she stared at him. He thought she might look shy, but it was the bold Summer who met his gaze, the confident girl he remembered. 
She shifted and climbed on top of him, straddling his hips and rubbing her bare core over his cock.
He groaned. 
Her lips curved into a sultry smile as her hand came down and grasped the base of his length and she lifted her hips, ready to impale herself on it.
“Condom,” he managed to choke.
She paused. “I’m on the pill. And I’m clean. I got checked after—” 
“I’m clean,” he interrupted, not wanting her to remember her fuck of a cheating ex.
“Good.” She angled the head of his cock at her entrance and took him in, her pussy already slick and ready. Had she been dreaming about him? The thought made him thrust up, hard.
Her breath caught.
“Just because you’re on top, doesn’t mean you’re in charge,” he growled. Not that he didn’t like to see the confident, seductive side of his lover, he just wanted to see the effect of his words on her. It felt incredible to be inside her unsheathed, her moist heat squeezing his cock like a glove.
As expected, her eyes glazed and she increased the rhythm of her thrusts. Her breasts bounced with the movement, the dusky rose tips stiff.
He gripped her ass and dug his fingers in, yanking her over his cock. 
She moaned, breath turning ragged.
“Who do you belong to?”
She blinked. “You.” Her voice sounded hoarse and throaty, so fucking sexy. 
He was going to come already—he had no control in the morning. He brought his thumb to her clit and rubbed.
She shrieked and arched, her head falling back so her long hair swept over his thighs and her tits pointed to the ceiling. Her internal muscles spasmed around his cock and he speared her, driving up as he yanked her hips down. He bucked, cum shooting into her. A shudder and another long release and she collapsed on top of him, panting, her silky hair falling in a curtain across his face. 
He rolled them both out of bed and carried her to the shower, where he washed every centimeter of her lithe body. Yeah, he could definitely get used to having Summer La Torre staying in his place. 
After they dressed, he made her a veggie omelet, and slid it in front of her. She had brought her espresso machine over to his house, and she made them both caffe lattes.
“I don’t usually eat breakfast,” she said, squaring her shoulders for a fight.
He’d watched this battle between her and her mother for years. They argued over food—over how much she ate, what she ate. Over their differing opinions on nutrition. Summer didn’t like carbs or fat, although she could go to town on dessert when she lost her resolve.
“I’m not going to get into it with you over eating, bambi. I’ll just tell you this—I love your body and I would like it even better if there was just a little more to fill my hands. So make me happy and eat what I cook for you. It’s high protein, low fat. No cheese. Mangia.”
Her cheeks tinged with pink and her lips parted. Why the blush? She dropped her head and took a bite. “It’s delicious, Carlo, thank you.” Sweet as pie. He could definitely get used to that. 
He sat down across from her and forked his own omelet. “Speaking of getting into it, I want to talk to you about something.”
She stiffened.
“I’ll tell you right now, if you pull out that bitchy tone you use with your mom, it’s going to be an over-the-knee discussion. Capisce?”
This time he understood the flush and the frown. “What is it?” Her voice was tight.
“What’s the deal with school?”
“What do you mean?”
He shrugged. “How’s it going? You seem stressed but unfocused.”
She stabbed her egg and shoved a huge bite in her mouth, chewing slowly. 
He waited.
“I hate it.” 
Not surprised. 
“I’m probably going to get put on probation if I don’t pull my grades up.” He could see the conflict on her face—misery combined with defiance. She’d always been a straight A student, graduating at the top of her class in high school and undergrad. “I don’t belong there. I didn’t even think I’d get in when I agreed to apply. I bet my mom made my dad pull strings with someone.”
“So quit.”
Her jaw thrust forward and her eyes narrowed. “Oh yeah—”
“I’m warning you.” He held up a finger at the tight voice. 
Her jaw dropped. Confusion flickered across her features and then her shoulders slumped, tears swimming in her eyes. She pushed her chair back and surged to her feet.
“No.” He moved quickly to catch her around the waist and haul her back against his body. Plopping down in her seat, he pulled her to sit on his lap. “We’re talking about this. You’re going to figure out how to speak respectfully and still tell me your feelings.”
Tears splashed down her cheeks and she glared at him. “This isn’t any of your business.”
“I’m your keeper, so everything about you is my business.”
“I want out.” 
Ah. Her safe words. Stubborn little vixen. “No, you don’t.”
The defiance wavered once again, crumpling to tears. She slapped her hand against his chest. “Why are you doing this?”
He pulled her face down into his neck and stroked the back of her head. “Hush bambina. You know why. Because I care.”
 
* * *
 
She lost it then, her breath turning to sobs, hot tears dripping onto Carlo’s neck and running to the collar of his shirt. He kissed her neck, his large hand rubbing circles on her back. 
“Why do you care?” Her words were muffled against his neck.
He pried her off him and cupped her chin. His gold-flecked green eyes roved over her face. His expression was soft and serious and he opened his mouth to say something, but then seemed to change his mind, closing it again.
“I just do,” he said easily. “Now stop deflecting and tell me why you can’t quit grad school.”
Said the king of deflection himself. Her stomach bunched up in knots. “Can we please not talk about this?”
“Why not?”
“Because I’m going to lose my breakfast.”
He stroked her cheek and the look of sympathy made her feel stupid. “I think you got railroaded into this by your mom and you don’t believe you can convince her this isn’t the best choice.”
“Right,” she said, relieved he understood.
“But, cara, you’re 24 years old. Your mother shouldn’t be making major life decisions for you anymore.”
The stone in her stomach got heavier. “Yeah, but my parents still support me. Which means either I need to find a great job and break those ties or I have to do what they say. And it’s pretty hard to find a lucrative job with a dance degree. Even when I was performing they paid my rent and credit card bill. It’s like I’ve had my chance to be frivolous, but the party’s over and I have to grow up and work for corporate America.”
“Do you think they would want you to be miserable?”
“I’m actually not sure that matters.”
“I disagree.”
It was strange and comforting to have a conversation about this with someone who actually knew her parents as well as she did. She and Maggie had hashed this out a dozen times, but Maggie couldn’t disagree with her opinions of how her family worked. Hearing Carlo weigh in helped.
“I’d like you to talk to them on this Sunday. I’ll be there with you, if you want, to lend support.”
“Carlo... I can’t.”
He regarded her without expression.
“I’m serious.”
Her tummy fluttered when she realized he wasn’t asking. He truly demanded this of her, as her implacable self-proclaimed “keeper.” He hadn’t threatened a consequence for disobedience, perhaps because this was real-life, not fetish. Even so, he showed no sign of backing down, demanding she yield to his indomitable will. It almost outweighed her anxiety over talking to her parents. Almost.
“I’ll try.”
“What does Yoda say about try?”
She rolled her eyes. It sometimes surprised her how much American pop-culture he had absorbed when he hadn’t grown up here. But she supposed they watched Star Wars in Italy, too.
“Sunday dinner. Alone or with me there, it needs to be done.”
“Carlo,” she spread her fingers, “I can’t just go in there and say I want to quit. I’ll need a plan to present them or something.” Her voice had gone screechy again and she caught the warning look.
More flutters in her belly. His demands for her respect reminded her once more of who, or what, he was. A powerful, dangerous man. The kind of man who didn’t accept shit from anyone except her dad. He’d never shown her this side, but seeing it only heightened his appeal. 
She fantasized briefly about being his wife, imagining him bending her over in the kitchen and spanking her with a wooden spoon when she bit his head off at the end of a stressful day. Holding her accountable. The idea made her insides turn to liquid. Heat crept up her neck. She should apologize but it seemed harder than it should. More humbling. She’d always believed using that tone of voice was warranted when she was wound up. No one had ever called her on it like this. She drew a breath. “I’m sorry.” 
Carlo’s face didn’t change. The expression wasn’t easy-going. It was flinty and hard. “I’ll let it slide this time,” he said after a silence that had her squirming. “Next time, it’s a spanking.”
She swallowed. It was much, much harder to be submissive when they were talking real-life stuff. Her pride begged her to stand up and flounce away. Maybe slam a few doors while she was at it. Her inner submissive thought she should say, “thank you, sir.” 
She did neither. She curled her fingers into fists and stared down at them. 
Carlo gripped her jaw, with his thumb on one side and fingers on the other. It was a dominating grasp, although he didn’t squeeze hard. “Try it again—you need to present a plan?”
Her vision swam and she tried to nod. Realizing she couldn’t, she answered, “Yes…sir.”
He rewarded her with the glimmer of a smile. 
“I should tell them what I’ll do instead, though, and stripping at The Candy Store probably won’t fit the bill.”
“How about teaching?”
Her lip curled. It was what everyone suggested, but she didn’t think she knew enough to teach dance yet. At Columbia, she’d specialized in performance, not pedagogy. “I don’t think I could.”
“Because you’re not interested or because you’re afraid?”
Very perceptive. Who the hell was this guy anyway, and how did he manage to get in her head? She didn’t particularly want to answer that question, which he also seemed to guess because he put a finger under her chin to lift it. 
“The truth.”
“I—I just wouldn’t know what I was doing.”
“Right, because 20 years of dance training hasn’t prepared you well enough.”
She giggled. “Well…”
“How about if you just tell your parents you’re going to look into your options for teaching, and then you can face your fears after you’ve cleared your plate of this school nonsense.”
She giggled at the word nonsense—the exact opposite of what her mother considered it. “Okay,” she said finally. 
Carlo smiled. “Good girl.” He lifted her off his lap and plunked her down. “And now your eggs are cold. Remind me next time not to challenge you before you’ve eaten.”
She laughed again, warmth infusing her chest. The guy did care. She couldn’t deny that. Why, she still couldn’t understand. Maybe he was just that nice of a guy.
 
 



Chapter Five
 
Carlo chewed the end of a cigar and looked at his cards. The truth was, he didn’t love cigars. But it was part of the male bonding. It was Tuesday night poker night at Joey’s place, and all the guys were there. Joey had the window cracked and a fan blowing the smoke out in addition to the fancy ventilation system he’d installed. All concessions to his beautiful wife, Sophie, Carlo presumed. 
The atmosphere of this game was night and day different from his high-stakes game. That one was business, this was pleasure. Loud voices filled the room, men talking with their hands, boasting and bragging, razzing each other in a good-natured way.
“So, Carlo, you got a new girlfriend?”
Fucking Vince.
Some heads swiveled in his direction.
“No.”
“No? Really? I thought you had a girl there when I stopped by Saturday.” The guy’s eyes swiveled to Don Al. 
Carlo worked hard not to visibly stiffen. What the hell? Did Vinny figure out he’d had Summer over at his place? How? Could he have recognized her car out on the street? That’s the only way he could imagine.
He wanted to say, “Just a piece of ass,” to shut him up, but if Vinny thought it was Summer, he wasn’t going to disrespect her that way. 
Al eyed him, probably picking up his discomfort. The guy was good at reading people. “Do you have a new girlfriend?”
“No.” He needed to tread carefully here. If—when—it came out later he was dating Summer, he didn’t want to be guilty of any lies. “I’ve been seeing someone. Not officially a girlfriend yet, but I’m working on it.”
Al’s face broke into a broad smile and guilt made him queasy. “So she’s girlfriend material? It’s about time you made a real connection. You’d be more respectable if you had a woman.”
Yeah, especially if that woman is the Don’s daughter. Unless the Don objected, in which case his ass was grass, as the saying went. Funny how his original attraction to Summer had been the very fact that she was the mafia princess, and now it was what gave him nightmares. It wasn’t about marrying into the family anymore. That had been a foolish ambition of his youth. No, now it was just about Summer. The woman who captured everything for him. 
The culture of La Famiglia was old-fashioned. The woman you marry isn’t the one you fuck like a whore. You keep the depravity out of the family house. He supposed that idea had been bred into him, and yet discovering that the pure, wholesome angel he’d set his sights on marrying was also willing to submit to his depravity had sent his worlds colliding. But not in a bad way. He didn’t really objectify women the way the guys around him did. To him, Summer was everything—all he could see, all he ever needed. 
He wanted to claim her for real—not in his bed, but as his wife, as his forever-girl. But it was far too soon. She was still mixed up and on the rebound. And he hadn’t figured out how to play things with her parents. It had been less than two weeks since he found her stripping at The Candy Store. This situation required patience, which had never been his strong suit. 
He eyed Joey, Al’s younger brother. These poker nights were his way of staying connected to the family, even though he officially wasn’t a player anymore. He served as a resource—an investment broker, an advisor. He might have some advice about how to handle this situation with Summer. 
He hung around late, even though the thought of Summer at home in his bed made him crazy. The guys all got up around the same time to go and he walked out to the foyer with them, hanging back without being obvious about it. 
“Hey I gotta show you something if you can stay for a sec,” Joey said, smacking his chest with the back of his hand.
“Sure thing.” Lucky break. He wandered back to the den and waited for Joey. When the guy came in, he said, “What’s up?”
“Nothing, I got the feeling you wanted to talk to me.”
Smart fuck. And he thought he’d been perfectly subtle. 
“You were hanging back at the end there. What’s up?”
Well, he had no choice but to come out with it now. “Summer’s the girl I’m dating.”
Joey’s brows shot up. “Summer, my niece?”
“Yeah.” Damn, his heart was hammering. Jesus. The La Torre’s were the only family he had now. He hadn’t realized how afraid he really was of losing his place here.
Joey folded his arms across his chest. “Do you think that’s wise?”
A flare of irritation ran through him. No he didn’t think it was wise, but he’d jumped in with both feet and he couldn’t back out now. He pursed his lips. “What do you think Al will say?”
Joey blew out his breath. “He’ll kill you.”
His throat tightened. His hands had turned cold. “Literally?” His voice almost cracked.
Joey tipped his head to the side, considering. “Nah. At least, I don’t think so. Not unless you hurt her. But Christ, why’d you have to pick her?”
The misery on his face must’ve been apparent because Joey’s eyes widened and he walked forward and dropped a hand on his shoulder. “Wow, you got it bad, don’t you?”
The words opened up some crack that had always been inside him. Or at least since the day he’d landed in the La Torre house eight years ago. Emotion poured out, gushed over him, fogged his brain. For some stupid reason, the memory of standing outside his great-uncle’s house eight years ago, stripped of his family, at a loss for how to move forward flashed through his mind, making the scar on his ear burn.
He reached up and rubbed it. “Yeah,” he managed to answer.
Joey paced around the room, rubbing his forehead. “Al loves you like a son. Or a brother.” His smile was rueful as if he regretted letting Al down by backing out of the organization. “Honestly, I think he’d be pissed at first, but get over it—if she really wanted this.”
The suggestion that she might not grated, but only because he wasn’t sure himself. Did she want this or had he just foisted it on her when she was at her weakest? Would she wake up in three weeks or a month and say she’d had enough? 
“If you’re not sure yet if this is a real thing, I wouldn’t say anything. Not when things are new and tenuous. You’d want to present it as a united front, I would think. He loves you both, he’s going to want what makes you both happy, and if that’s each other, so be it.”
Some of the tension in his stomach eased hearing Joey shared the same views he did on holding off. 
“As much as Carmen loves you, I think she’ll fight it. She’s like Sophie’s ma—doesn’t necessarily want her daughter to make the same choice she did about marrying into the Family. I think she wants some nice WASPy boy for Summer, something as far from you and me as it gets.”
He shoved his hands in his pockets and tried not to scowl. He supposed he’d known this obstacle existed, too. In some ways, it was a harder problem to overcome than Al’s wrath. 
Joey shrugged. “So you just persist.”
“Is that how you won over Sophie?”
“Yeah.” He grinned. “You gotta fight for the woman you love, even if she isn’t sure.”
Carlo extended his hand and Joey grasped it, pulling him into a man-hug, thumping his back. “Grazie molte.”
“Yeah, anytime.” He pulled away and led him to the door. “But you know, if you did hurt that little girl, I’d kill you, too.”
He smiled. “I have no doubt of that. I’ll show myself out. ‘Night, Joey.” 
Walking to the door, he considered Joey’s advice. Fighting for Summer made sense in theory, but in reality, the girl was fragile right now. He’d already come on way too strong. If he were a better man, he’d give her a lot more space right now. 
But hell. He shoved his hands back in his pocket. He wasn’t a better man, was he?
Summer sat in her car in front of Ana’s Ballet Academy, her childhood dance studio. Little girls in buns and pink tights walked in holding their mothers’ hands and carrying their net bags with ballet and tap shoes. That had been Summer at age three. She had trained there in ballet, tap and jazz up through high school. 
Ms. Ana had been her first employer, hiring her at age 13 to help as a student assistant with the tiny tots. She’d left on bad terms, though. At age 17, she’d won an apprenticeship with River East and started driving into the city for lessons instead of taking them with Ms. Ana. Instead of being proud of her accomplishments, her teacher and mentor had felt threatened. She realized now Ms. Ana had been grooming her to stay there for life. 
“You don’t need to go to college for a career. You can teach here and make a really good living,” she used to tell her. And she had paid well back then, not that Summer ever needed money. 
That had been the year Carlo arrived. She remembered acting like such a big shot for making apprentice with River East. When she’d left Ms. Ana’s, she hadn’t looked back at all—never stopped in for a visit, or sent a Christmas card, nothing. 
She’d thought about going in to ask Ms. Ana about taking her on as a teacher, but now, as she sat there watching the rush of students, she realized it was a bad time. Ms. Ana would be busy in the office if she wasn’t in one of the studios and Summer wouldn’t have time to... well, she supposed she’d have to eat a little crow. She probably owed her an apology for leaving and never coming back until now. And for her arrogance in just writing off everything Ms. Ana had taught her. In retrospect, the technique and discipline she’d learned there had served her very well. She hadn’t had to unlearn any bad habits, the way some dancers did. Hell, she never would’ve made it into the apprenticeship program if it hadn’t been for Ms. Ana. 
Putting the car into drive, she pulled out and headed back to Carlo’s place. She could start with an email to Ms. Ana. It was a chicken-shit approach, but at least she’d have time to think about what to say and how to say it. She’d never been good at dealing with people on the fly.
It was too bad—she’d had this little fantasy about telling Carlo she’d followed his advice and started teaching. About basking in his approval for being brave. But she hadn’t been brave, had she? Of course telling Carlo would mean confessing she’d gone somewhere besides class without his permission. Not that she minded a little punishment at his hands.
She’d never had so much attention from a man in her life. He noted what she ate, what she didn’t eat. How much she studied, how much she slept. Wednesday, when she woke up after him being out late playing poker, she found a dozen pink roses in a vase with a note that just said, “Make sure you eat breakfast, cara.”
So she had eaten breakfast. In fact, she’d eased back on her obsessive monitoring of food. If she were honest with herself, she’d admit that she used food in the past year or two—or the withholding of food—as punishment. Punishment for not being able to keep John’s attention. Or for ruining her dance career. Or not being perfect. 
Maybe now that Carlo took over her punishments, she could let herself eat. But Carlo didn’t make her feel bad about herself. On the contrary, she was starting to feel alive again. Sexy. He made her feel beautiful when he devoured her with his gaze, or demanded sex from her at all times of the day. Or devoted hours to the delicious torture of her body. But he also demanded something deeper of herself. A part of her she hadn’t known had existed. Or she had, but had hated it. Her real self, complete with fears and insecurities.
That morning, he’d pulled her over his lap to examine how her ass had survived the belting he’d given her the night before. 
“Are you still sore from your spanking last night?”
“Only my pride.”
“Baby girl, you don’t have any pride. At least, not with me. I require you to be fully bared. Completely vulnerable.”
She’d gone still.
As if he knew the fear his words inspired, he said, “I promise I won’t let you fall.” He started spanking her with hard, deliberate slaps. “But you will be utterly humbled to me in every way, and that, my sweet, is what will allow you to be your most sexual self. You’ll give me everything because I demand it, and you’ll have no choice.”
She’d almost come just from those words, her core turning molten. Carlo had folded her over the kitchen table and fucked her from behind until she screamed her release. Afterward, he’d kissed her with such passion, she’d been ready to hop on his cock all over again. 
She pressed the gas pedal down, suddenly in a hurry to get to his place, hoping he’d be there. 
He was.
She pushed the door open to find him on the sofa, a sexy smirk on his face as if he’d been waiting for her. Mother of God, he took her breath away. Those dark-lashed green eyes, the curling dark locks falling over his forehead, the shadow of stubble on his jaw. He was debonair and drop-dead gorgeous. He carried a gun and engaged in dangerous unknown business affairs that probably fell outside the law, and that only heightened his dangerous appeal. 
“I have something for you, bambina.”
“You do?”
“Yes. A present. It’s in the bedroom. Go and see.”
She giggled, thinking for sure it was some kind of sex toy or lingerie. Something kinky so he could do more freaky things to her body. She ran to the bedroom and pushed open the closed door. Nothing was on the bed. Nor the dresser.
She looked around. 
A little sound came from under the bed and a tiny, fluffy black and white kitten emerged, stretching and trotting toward her, already purring.
“Oh my God,” she squealed, dropping to her knees to catch the little thing. 
A second one emerged from the bed. She laughed. “Another one! How many are there?”
“Just the two, cara. Do you like them?”
She scooped them both up and held them against her chest, rubbing her face in their soft fur. One was black with a white nose and paws, the second was all black except for the tip of his tail. “They’re adorable.” She rushed back into the living room. “I can’t believe you bought me kittens.”
He smiled indulgently. “They’re almost as cute as you are. But not quite.”
She walked around the sofa and dropping into his lap, nuzzling into him as she held the purring kittens. He bought her kittens. It wasn’t a big gift. Or showy. But so freakin’ thoughtful. He listened to her. He heard when she said she’d always wanted a cat. He paid attention. 
If she could purr, she would have right then. “Thank you, Carlo.” The words I love you rose to her lips, but she bit them back in time. Crap, she couldn’t be falling in love. This was just sex. Just. Sex. Except it wasn’t. It was so much more than sex. Hell, it was more than most people’s marriages. 
Carlo was her keeper, her master. And that scared the hell out of her because she wanted this forever.
 
* * *
 
The warehouse for Friday’s game sat near the lake shore, an old meatpacking plant in the 20s, now a chop shop for stolen vehicles. The space had been transformed, as usual, with the addition of Christmas lights twinkling from the rafters—Sonny’s idea.
The Russian showed up at Carlo’s game again smelling of vodka and sex. His designer shirt was wrinkled as if he’d slept or fucked in it. 
Carlo didn’t usually get into his customers’ business, but finding out the guy was a sex trafficker got under his skin. He supposed he should’ve known. The Russian mafiya ran the majority of the drug business in Chicago, particularly the ecstasy trade, but there had been rumors of sex slaves. While he had no problem with prostitution, slavery was something altogether different. You don’t force women to have sex. Not unless they like that sort of thing, of course—and he’d met a few of those. No, the idea of women or girls being kidnapped and sold into sexual slavery made his blood boil. It kinda made him want to put a cap in the Russian bastard’s cruel face.
So he wouldn’t mind helping the undercover detective with his investigation. But he couldn’t let him into his game. If word got out a cop had sat at his table, he’d lose every customer he had, not to mention all his street cred. No, he wouldn’t be the way Detective Bailey got an introduction to Alexei, but he would keep his eyes and ears open to see if another opportunity arose.
Sonny took the guy’s money and pushed a pile of chips over to him. Only five players had shown up tonight—the Russian and his cohort, two Japanese businessmen, and the Cuban. The low turnout didn’t bother him. Sometimes more money was to be had with small games, anyway. Guys felt luckier, were less likely to fold.
They gave it another five minutes, and then he signaled to Sonny to start dealing. He didn’t play himself, just observed, along with Vince. Using four decks to prevent any card counting, Sonny dealt the first hand. One of the Japanese guys took the pot. The Russian took the next hand. Then the Japanese guy again. By the end of the night, the Russian had been cleaned out of chips. He turned to Carlo. “Spot me another three thousand. You know I’m good for it.”
Spotting money and collecting with interest was an easy gig, and one the Family had been involved with for as long as there had been organized crime. But collecting from another mobster, particularly a Russian could be problematic. Maybe he just wanted to see the guy lose again, or maybe he wanted him beholden, but for whatever reason, against his better judgment, he nodded at Sonny, who pushed the chips across the table.
And of course, as always happens when a man is desperate and pushed beyond his means, Alexei lost it all in the very next round.
He shoved back from the table, his pale face flushed. 
When he started to stalk out without a word, Carlo called him back, his tone cool and professional. “We need to discuss the terms of repayment, Mr. Kaloshov.” He went extra polite, not trusting the man’s rage. His fingertips rested lightly on the Glock at his waist. 
Alexei let out a flurry of Russian, which sounded mostly like swearing. “I have payment for you right here,” he said, his accent thicker with anger. “It’s in my trunk. A woman. Sex slave. Worth more than $3000 on the black market.”
Mr. Uchida, the Japanese man who had taken most of the winnings looked up, cool and calculating. “Where is she? Let me see her—is she Russian? Blond?”
Alexei turned to him and lifted his chin in a gangster nod. “Blue-eyed blond. Big tits. Very pretty. You’ll like her.” 
“Bring her in.”
He didn’t know when the fuck he’d lost control of arrangements, but he sure as shit wasn’t going to let this exchange go down. He trailed Alexei to the door and ordered two of his soldiers to follow him to the car as he watched from the door. 
Alexei popped the trunk to the car and pulled out a girl in nothing but a teddy and thong. Her feet were bare. She wasn’t tied up, but when he set her on her feet, she wobbled, as if she’d been drugged. Alexei half-led, half-dragged her back to the warehouse.
She was naturally fair, but her hair had been bleached platinum blond. She smelled like cheap, fruity perfume. 
“Here she is,” The Russian presented her to Mr. Uchida. He lifted the hem of her teddy up to expose her tits, not that much had been left to the imagination to begin with. “See? Very sexy. She’s yours to keep. You can do anything you like with her. A lifetime of satisfaction.”
“I’ll take the girl.” He ignored the looks of surprise on Sonny and Vince’s faces. No girl was getting sold into slavery on his watch—he didn’t care if it cost him three grand. 
“No, I will take her,” the Japanese man said, stepping forward and gripping her arm possessively. 
Carlo thinned his lips and deadened his eyes, looking as lethal as the Russian. “She’s mine. Vinny, pay him out.”
Vince had already been packing bundles of cash into a briefcase for the guy, and he resumed his work, asking Sonny to double-check the count before rotating the case for Mr. Uchida. 
Uchida looked burned up over Carlo claiming the girl, but he couldn’t well do anything about it. It was Carlo’s show. The players’ weapons had been confiscated. Only Carlo and his men were armed. 
He counted his cash and walked out, still looking back at the girl as if he couldn’t stand letting her go. 
Alexei turned to the girl and said something to her in Russian. 
Her eyes were glazed and unfocused but she still cringed at the sound of his voice. He slapped her on the ass and the girl jumped. The backs of her legs were lined with brutal belt-marks. Her forearms were tracked with needle-marks. They’d beaten her and kept her high on drugs to ensure her cooperation. 
“Enjoy.” Alexei gave her another slap and walked out.
He guided the girl to sit in a chair and pressed a bottle of water from the portable bar in her hand. 
She looked at it for a long moment, as if she’d never seen one before, but then brought it to her lips with a shaking hand. The green-yellow hue of an old bruise stood out on her cheekbone.
When the other players departed, Vince turned to him. “What the fuck are you going to do with her? I mean, really kid?”
“Vinny, you call me kid again and I’ll knock your fucking teeth out and shove them up your ass.” He was the guy’s boss, whether he was 20 years younger than him or not. He deserved a little respect.
Vinny’s lip curled, but he shrugged. “Sorry, Carlo. No offense intended.”
“I’m not going to keep the girl, coglione. Do you two think I’m going to sit around and let some girl get sold into a lifetime of slavery at my game? What the hell is wrong with you? Women don’t sign up for this shit. She’s been kidnapped and repeatedly raped and obviously knocked around.”
Vince looked doubtful. “She looks like a junkie.”
“No shit.” He threw his hands in the air, never able to break himself of the cultural habit of gesturing while speaking. “That’s how they keep her pliant.”
Vince and Sonny both looked sober, either pretending to understand or actually getting it now. “So what are you going to do with her?” Sonny asked.
He picked up his phone and scrolled through for the cop’s phone number. “I’m going to call that cop who showed up at the game last week. This is what he’s trying to bust up,” he said, circling his finger toward the girl.
“We’ll take care of things here, if you want to take care of the girl.” Sonny was a good right-hand man. Loyal, eager-to-please. Not always the best decision maker, but that might come with time. 
“Thank you.” He picked up the briefcase of money and paid out the two guys, leaving a stack of money for them to payout the rest of the crew for the night. 
Grasping the girl’s elbow, he helped her to her feet. “Okay, hon, let’s get you out of here. Do you speak English?”
She swung her unfocused gaze to his face and stumbled as he led her to the door, looking terrified. She might not speak English and she might be drugged, but she understood she’d been sold. 
And he had no way to tell her she was safe. 
 
* * *
 
Carlo offered to take her to breakfast. For the first time since Summer moved in a week ago, he hadn’t been interested in sex the night before. He’d come home from whatever work he’d been doing the night before and had shut down.
She’d waited up for him, and had thrown her arms around his neck, offering up a kiss, but he’d given her a perfunctory peck and disentangled himself from her. 
“Is everything okay?” 
“It’s fine, Bambi. Go to bed, I’ll be in in a minute.”
She’d gone to the bedroom and stripped down to her panties, waiting, but he hadn’t come in. Instead, she’d heard the television go on.
She was pathetic, because it hurt her feelings way more than it should have. They didn’t have to have sex every night. He might be tired. Or stressed out. Just because he’d spent hours giving her mind-blowing orgasms the rest of the week, didn’t mean he always would. Or was this the end of their little fling? Maybe he’d grown bored already.
But he must’ve noticed her tension this morning, because the invite to breakfast seemed like he was trying to make something up to her. She threw on a little sundress and let him lead her out to his car. 
When she settled in the passenger seat the scent of cheap perfume assaulted her senses. Her head spun as Carlo got in and started driving. With a sick lurch, the pieces of the puzzle rearranged themselves and fell into place. He hadn’t wanted to have sex last night because he’d already had it. He was no different from John, or any other cheating bastard. Not that they’d ever had a discussion about exclusivity, but mother of God, she was staying at his apartment! 
“Pull over.” She gripped the door handle.
“What? Why?”
“Pull over the car, right now.” She started to open the car door and he swerved to the curb. 
“Summer, what—?”
She jumped out before the car stopped rolling, not shutting the door behind her.
She heard the slam of a door and heavy footsteps behind her as Carlo flew out in hot pursuit. “Summer, what in the hell is going on?” He jogged to keep up with her, catching her elbow.
She shook him off, baring her teeth. “Don’t touch me.” 
He continued jogging beside her, holding his palms up. “I’m not touching. Just tell me what’s going on.”
She cocked her arm and slapped his face as hard as she could, just before tears spilled from her eyes.
Before she turned away, she saw deep concern on his face. But then, if he was a player, he’d be very good at playing, wouldn’t he? 
He caught her around the waist and pulled her back against his front. 
She struggled against his hold, but his forearm was like steel.
“Hey.” His voice was soft in her ear. “I’m not going to hurt you, but I’m sure as hell not going to let you run away without at least telling me why you’re upset.”
“Who was she?”
He went still, confirming her worst fears.
“Oh God,” she croaked, hot tears streaming down her face.
“No, baby, no. You’ve got it all wrong. Something happened last night and I will tell you all about it. But not out here. At home. Or at least in the car.”
“I’m not getting in that car with you.”
“Summer, please. The truth will not hurt you, I swear. I would never cheat on you. Not ever.”
Her breath rasped in her chest. Not ever. The place inside her solar plexus that had been vibrating like a frantic moth caught in a lampshade eased. He did consider them exclusive, and he swore he would never cheat. And Carlo had honor. Or at least she thought he did. But then again, how much did she know about him?
“Your car smells like perfume.”
Carlo blew out his breath. “I’m sure it does. And there’s an explanation. Do you want to hear it?”
She did, actually, but she also wanted to hold her ground. This wasn’t the time to let Carlo boss her around. 
“She was a Russian sex slave being held against her will. I don’t know her name. I took her somewhere safe. Now, can we please get in the car? I really don’t want to be talking about this out here.”
She slumped back against his body, all the fight leaving her. Her legs wobbled.
“I’m sorry you thought something happened, bambina, but I’m not that guy. I’m not going to fuck around on you. Not ever.”
He turned her around to face him. “Look at me.” Cradling her face in both hands he locked eyes with her. “You’re my girl. I’m not going to do anything to mess that up.”
She sniffed as he thumbed away her tears. 
“Get in the car and I’ll explain everything—if you want me to, that is.”
She snuffled some more and allowed herself to be led back to the car, where her door still stood ajar. “I want you to.” She climbed in and let him shut the door.
When he got behind the wheel, he said, “I didn’t do anything illegal, so telling you won’t make you an accessory. Even so, the less you know, the safer you are.”
“I need to know.”
“I run a gambling table every Friday night. Okay, that part’s not legal. It’s high stakes. One of my customers is Russian mafiya. He borrowed funds last night and offered this girl up to settle his debt.”
She gaped at him, trying to comprehend what he was telling her. “So... you ended up with a Russian sex slave?”
“Right.”
A sick feeling formed in her stomach. She wasn’t sure she wanted to hear the rest of the story. She really had no idea what kind of business her father and Carlo ran. Would they have use for such a girl? Carlo had said the truth wouldn’t hurt her, but that just meant he hadn’t used the girl himself. 
“A cop had been by a few weeks earlier, trying to get in on my game. When I questioned him, he told me he was after this Russian, to break open the slave ring. So I called him. Brought her to a meeting place so she could be questioned and taken care of.”
Fresh tears smarted her eyes, but this time they were for the poor girl who Carlo had rescued, and for her man, who had more honor than she gave him credit for. Her role as mafia princess had always been to turn a blind eye, ask nothing, see nothing. Accept the wealth that came from her father’s dealings. 
Getting involved with Carlo had made her question whether she could continue doing so for the rest of her life. To willingly choose to go on, knowing her man dealt in the shadowy side of business. Hearing he was as much a hero in his business dealings as he was in her personal life came as a relief.
She shook her head. “I’m sorry I assumed the worst. It’s just—you didn’t want to have sex with me when you came home last night. And then when I smelled the perfume…”
“Summer, this girl was in bad shape. She had track marks running up both arms, like they kept her constantly drugged, and—” he broke off, looking sickened.
“What?” Her voice came out as no more than a croak.
He pressed his lips together, his nostrils flaring.
“Carlo, what?”
He shook his head. “She was barely dressed. She had on this little teddy and a G-string, and her ass and the backs of her legs were all marked up.”
Her stomach twisted as she suddenly understood where his thoughts were headed.
“Carlo, that’s different.”
He started the car and pulled out into traffic, as if he didn’t want to talk about it anymore.
“Carlo, are you telling me you couldn’t have sex with me last night because…” She struggled for the right words. “We’re different. You know that, right?”
A furrow deepened between his brows as he watched the traffic with more intent than necessary.
“Carlo?”
He rubbed the back of his neck, still not looking at her. 
“You don’t think—” She gave an exasperated sigh. “Carlo, she also had sex forced on her, do you think every guy who has sex is wrong, too?”
Carlo’s eyebrows shot up and he finally glanced over. Something in the set of his shoulders eased. “God, it just... disturbed me.”
“Well, of course it did. It disturbs me just hearing about it.” She reached out and touched his knee. “Please tell me you’re not going to shut off the dominance now because you saw belt marks on some girl’s ass.”
One corner of his lips lifted and his eyes slid to hers. “It would be a shame to never spank your little ass again, wouldn’t it?”
She squirmed in her seat, her temperature rising.
“What did I tell you would happen if you slapped me again?”
Her pulse kicked up another notch, heat pooling between her legs. “You said you’d put a plug in my ass and stand me in a corner.”
A smile twisted on his lips. “You paid attention.” He sounded pleased. 
“I’m sorry I slapped you.”
“Look, you have bad history that way, so you jumped to a conclusion, but I meant it when I said I’m not that guy. Do you believe me?”
“Yes, sir.”
The corner of his mouth lifted again at the sir.
“Don’t ever run off again without giving me a chance to explain myself.”
“I’m sorry.”
He turned and gave her a stern look. “And don’t you ever open the door on a moving car again.”
She shrank in her seat. “I won’t.”
When he fell silent, she stole a glance at him, grateful for the man who held her entire world together. “Are you going to punish me?”
The little smile returned. “What do you think?”
 
* * *
 
Carlo had Summer naked across his lap on the sofa. He was fully clothed, the way he liked it for a power exchange scene. He hadn’t touched her yet, but her pussy already glistened with dew simply from the act of baring herself for him. 
He stroked the curves of her muscular ass, down her long, shapely thighs. Fucking gorgeous. Drawing his hand back, he landed a smack on the lower portion of her right cheek. 
Her shoulders tensed, but she held still for him.
Such a good girl. She’d gone soft and sweet on him from the moment he’d promised a punishment in the car, and brunch had consisted of moony looks from under her lashes and more attempts to get him to share his personal preferences for everything from nuts or no nuts in cookies (nuts, definitely) to favorite vacation locale (mountains, not beach).
He smacked the other cheek, then rubbed the sting away. Warming her up slowly, he slapped and stroked until her bottom turned an enchanting shade of blush. Only then did he increase the intensity, spanking her harder and picking up the tempo. 
She clenched her butt muscles and made little gasping noises that made his already stiffened cock go rock hard. The gasps turned into grunts and little cries. He wasn’t giving her time to assimilate the pain, so it would quickly overwhelm her senses. Sure enough, her hand came flailing back, trying to cover. He caught her wrist and pinned it behind her back, continuing to beat a steady rhythm on her rapidly reddening behind. 
Summer looked back in alarm. “Carlo, I’m sorry!” 
“You were a naughty girl, tesoro mio, and now your bottom must pay the price.”
She wriggled as if trying to dodge his hand. “Please!”
He had no intention of stopping, because the wriggling and the begging was just part of the game. He could spank her to tears and she’d still be dripping wet for him. Summer was wired as a true submissive, her masochism a complement to her dance career.
She was a perfect complement to him. Satisfaction surged with each crack of flesh against flesh, the sting of his palm and the bounce of her cheeks fueling his lust. 
“I will not tolerate your fits, bambina.” Her bottom bobbed under his hand. “If you have a problem with me, you figure out a way to talk to me about it. Respectfully.”
“Ouch, Carlo—I’m sorry!”
He didn’t stop until she had collapsed, whimpering over his legs, her bottom hot and swollen from his handprints. Her body trembled. He ran a hand up her sleek, muscled back.
Her breath came in shaky sobs, but her eyes were dry. 
He smoothed the hair away from her face.
She looked back at him, her lower lip trembling, a question on her face. 
Leaning over, he kissed her temple and some of the tension left her body. She could probably take any amount of pain with enough positive encouragement. But he had modulated how much soothing he gave her because he wanted her to remember the punishment, not just the pleasure that would come afterward.
“Reach back and pull open your naughty cheeks.”
“What? Carlo, no,” she whined.
He slapped the back of her legs, right and left. “The only correct answer is yes, sir.” He popped her twice more when she still didn’t move.
“Yes, sir!” She made a whimpering sound, but reached back and gripped her reddened cheeks, gingerly pulling them open. 
“Good girl.” He picked up the lube he’d placed on the table beside him and squeezed a dollop out onto her little rosette.
She jumped.
Picking up the stainless steel plug, he rubbed the rounded tip at her pussy’s entrance. She spread her thighs and lifted her ass. “You’re so wet. You’d like me to fuck your pussy with this plug, wouldn’t you?” He did just that, pushing the large object into her dripping canal.
She humped his lap, trying to get more.
Abruptly, he pulled it out and positioned it at her back hole. “When you’re naughty, Summer, you’ll experience my displeasure. I’ll make your bottom red and sore before I take it with my cock.”
“Oh God,” she warbled, sounding both fearful and turned on.
Her inner thighs trembled and her breath came in little pants. 
“Take it, naughty girl.” He pushed past her tight ring of muscles, gaining entrance. 
“Oh... whew. Ughn.” 
He loved her noises. Easing the plug in further, he pressed it in and retreated, gradually stretching her tight hole until he worked the widest part of the plug into her and it seated.
“Ahhh.”
“That’s right, bambina. Your ass belongs to me, now.” He gave her bottom a few light slaps and helped her off his lap and onto her feet. Her legs wobbled and her eyes were glassy. “Now sit on that plug, open your knees and show me that pretty little pussy.”
Summer blushed.
He tugged her down to sit at the end of the couch, her back against the armrest. She gasped at the contact of the plug going deeper inside her. 
“Hold your knees open.”
Throwing him a doubtful look, she pulled her knees back to her shoulders, spreading her pudenda wide. Dew dripped from her entrance and her muscles shivered under his gaze. 
Gathering some of her moisture, he brought the pad of his thumb to her clit and stroked ever-so-lightly in a circle around the sensitive nub. Her pelvic floor lifted and one of her knees kicked out of her hand.
He arched a stern brow. “Hold still for me, little girl.”
She let out a soft moan.
Again, he circled her clit with a feather-light touch.
“More, oh please, Carlo, more.”
“Go stand in the corner.” He pointed to a corner of his living room. 
Her look of shocked disappointment was priceless. He slapped her inner thigh when she remained in position. Snapping her knees together, she struggled to stand and walked awkwardly, squeezing her buns together as if afraid the plug would fall out.
He suppressed a laugh. She looked adorable with her well-spanked ass and the handle of his plug marking the place he’d soon be taking her.
Standing at the juncture of the two walls, she slipped her hand between her legs.
“Ah, ah. No touching. You don’t get off until I say you get off. And right now I want you in the corner thinking about who owns you.”
She peeked over her shoulder, blushing. So damn sweet.
 
* * *
 
Oh the torture. Every bit of her was on fire, burning for him. Her ass was hot and uncomfortable, her swollen clit throbbed. The plug gave her a feeling of fullness and her pussy, well, her pussy just felt empty. She would give anything to have Carlo’s cock in it right now. Or at least to have his powerful hands on her again, teasing, torturing, delivering pain and pleasure mixed into one.
But that didn’t seem to be part of his plan. She was about to lose her anal virginity, which terrified her. But she needed release. Desperately. How long would he make her wait? How much more torture could she take before she lost her mind? 
“All right, amore, back over my lap.”
Oh God, more spanking? His hand hurt as badly as his belt, especially when he spanked fast and hard. Had he been truly angry? She became confused in the middle of it, because he’d been so relentless. But no, she didn’t think so. This was sex for him. A game. He hadn’t even touched her when she’d been angry earlier. His only concern had been to soothe her, to heal the rift between them. Now, though... now he was teaching her a lesson. Bringing them closer by demanding her vulnerability and trust.
She shuffled back to him, the plug in her ass making her acutely aware of each step.
“I changed my mind.” His face was unreadable. “Get down on your hands and forearms and present that ass to me.”
Hot shame flooded her face, but she obeyed, lowering herself to the humiliating position on his soft plush rug. She was close enough to him that she could smell his intoxicating scent, feel his body heat, his magnetic presence.
He seized her ankles and yanked them up, splaying her legs to straddle his waist.
“Carlo,” she squeaked in alarm. She was totally bared to him, her ass and pussy opened and centered over his lap, every private part of her accessible. The exposure, the humiliation only made her need flame hotter.
He gripped the plug in her ass and pushed it in and out, fucking her with it. 
She bucked, squeezing her inner thighs together, finding his hard cock with her mons and rubbing her clit over it.
“Naughty girl,” he murmured, pulling the wicked plug out to stretch her wide, then shoving it in, over and over again. 
“Carlo…Carlo, please.” She needed him, needed him so badly.
He stuffed two fingers in her pussy and she came, bucking and shivering, tears leaking from her eyes.
The moment the orgasm stopped, he started spanking her again. It hurt even worse now, perhaps because of the orgasm, and yet she would have let him do anything to her in that moment. As the pain and heat grew louder, she began to hump his clothed cock again, a second orgasm built from spanking alone.
Tears ran from her eyes—not of pain, simply from need for release. She needed more, wanted more. Carlo couldn’t hurt her enough. Each slap brought her closer and closer to ecstasy, jostling the plug in her ass until she thrashed her legs, squeezing his waist and rubbing shamelessly.
Before she came a second time, he stopped. Pulling out the plug, he rubbed her hot cheeks, squeezed and gripped her ass with a possessive, punitive grasp.
“Oh please…”
“Get up.” His voice was rough. “Your little ass needs fucking.”
She orgasmed just from his words—a small little ripple of clenching in her core. Without his strong arm around her waist, helping her up, she might not have found her way back to vertical. She barely saw the living room as he guided her through and to the bedroom. 
“On your hands and knees on the bed.”
She moved without hesitation. Probably if he told her to throw herself off a rooftop at that point, she would’ve jumped without even looking first.
She heard him rustling in a drawer and then his hand gripped her ankle. He fastened some kind of leather cuff around it. 
“Spread your knees wider.” She did so and he slapped her inner thigh. The other ankle received a similar cuff. “Crawl to the center of the bed.”
When she moved to obey, she realized he’d attached a bar between the two ankles, keeping her knees spread wide. The idea sent a fresh surge of lust rocketing through her.
“Face down on the bed.”
She lowered herself to her forearms and rested her forehead on the bed.
“Give me your wrists.”
Oh God. This was beyond vulnerable. It was depraved. And of course, as frightening as she found it, she trembled with excitement. She turned her face to the side and reached back with her arms, bringing her wrists to her ankles. 
He cuffed them both, attaching them to the same bar. Her ass cheeks were spread wide for him now. His finger slid over her clit again, with more pressure this time—enough to pull a throaty cry from her.
Lube landed on her already stretched anus and then Carlo was behind her, on his knees. He continued to tease her clit with an expert touch as he stroked his cock with more lubricant.
Thank God. 
Her pussy quivered and clenched. She panted in anticipation. How badly would it hurt? Would he stop if she couldn’t take it? Or just go on as he did when spanking her? A sudden urge to crawl away came over her, but of course, she couldn’t move—not even an inch. 
Fresh tears squeezed from her eyes. 
Carlo pushed the head of his cock against her entrance. “Deep breath in.”
She sucked in air in a shaky gulp. 
“Blow it out, slowly.”
As she exhaled, he pressed forward, prying her open with his huge cock. 
She stopped breathing and tightened against the intrusion, which of course, made her anus burn.
“Take me.”
Two words. A simple command, and yet it made her thoughts spin out of her mind. Her bottom relaxed and he pressed forward, stretching her, filling her.
“Jesus, you’re tight.” His voice was low and gravelly. “So fucking tight.” His hand wrapped in her hair and pulled up while the fingers of his other hand still rubbed her clit. She could not be more owned by Carlo Romano than she was in that moment. And yes, she loved it. 
He eased back and pushed in, bumping her ass with his pelvis and pushing her face into the covers. He filled and emptied her over and over again. It was far too much stimulation and yet somehow still not enough. 
A high-pitched keening reached her ears, but she hadn’t been aware of making any sounds, her sensations awash in color and light. His thrusts came faster and her squeals grew louder. 
He abandoned her clit and pinched one nipple. The other hand threaded under her waist and slapped her pussy, spanking her wet folds until she screamed her orgasm. Carlo muttered a curse in Italian and shoved deep inside her, the heat of his cum filling her.
Somehow, he must’ve unbuckled her wrists because he guided her down to her belly. He shoved his cock even deeper, using his weight to sink into her, his fingers stroking her slit now.
He bit her neck, her ear, sucked at her neck, his breath hot with passion. He murmured something in Italian that sounded like an endearment. 
If she could move or speak, she would’ve asked him what he’d said, but she was incapable of anything at the moment. 
“Did you learn your lesson, bambina?” He eased out of her and rolled her to face him.
“Yes, sir,” she whispered, reaching for him because already, he was too far away.
 
 



Chapter Six
 
Summer scrolled through her email on her phone as she sat on a bench between classes. The sun was out and the Northwestern campus glimmered in burnished reds, amber and gold. Fallen leaves decorated the sidewalks and lawns, their smell evoking fall. 
An email popped into her inbox—from Ana Bernstein, her old dance teacher. She had written her a long email, apologizing for leaving so abruptly and thanking her for the excellent technical base she’d provided. She filled her in on the details of her career since she left, ending with her unfortunate choice to enroll at Kellogg Business School. 
She nibbled on her lower lip and opened the email. 
Summer, It’s nice to hear from you. Why don’t you come and guest teach for the teen jazz/hip hop class this week?
That was it. Short and to the point. So was this an audition for teaching more? Or just a one-time deal? The flutters of excitement surprised her. Teens would be fun. Jazz/hip hop would be easy—with all her experience with River East, she’d have no trouble giving the girls a class they’d love. Hopefully they’d beg Ms. Ana to have her back and she’d have a job. Not that teaching one or two classes a week would pay her bills, but at least she’d be back to dance—doing what she loved. Choreographing, even, which she’d always wanted to do but had been too intimidated to try in a professional setting. At a dance studio, though, it would be easy. They’d need recital pieces and she wouldn’t need to worry about her professors or professional colleagues showing up and criticizing.
The more she thought about it, the more she really hoped this gig would work out. Even if she stayed in grad school and slowly killed her soul. At least she’d have this one creative outlet. 
Her phone rang and Maggie’s picture appeared on the screen.
“Hey girl.”
“Hey, what’s up?”
“Nothing, just sitting on campus, killing time between classes. How about you?” 
“Well, it’s Pete’s birthday this weekend, so I’m throwing him a party. Saturday at eight at our place.”
“Oh.” Pete was friends with John, which meant he’d be there. In the close confines of their apartment.”
“Come on, Summer. Don’t be a chicken.”
Of course Maggie understood why she hesitated. 
“Why don’t you bring Carlo?”
Something in her solar plexus tightened. Bring Carlo? To Maggie and Pete’s? That would be like throwing a boxer on stage with ballerinas. Just... too different. Carlo looked mafia. He came from Sicily, for God’s sake. He spoke with an accent (albeit a sexy one) and he dressed in fine Italian suits. And he carried a gun most of the time, as far as she could tell.
Anyone who hadn’t guessed her family was Family with a capital “F” would get it when they saw her with him.
“I don’t know, Maggie... I’m not sure how he’d mix.”
“Oh come on, what’s the big deal? He’s totally hot, and he has great manners. He’d get along fine.”
She wasn’t sure if she could handle her worlds colliding that way. The two separate sides of her crashing together. 
“It would burn John up to see you with a new sexy man. Make him sorry he lost you.”
Now that was tempting. But John knew Carlo. They’d met at the few family dinners she’d brought him to. He might think she was dragging a cousin in and pretending to date him. The thought was humiliating. 
“Summer... I miss you. The whole gang misses you. Pete really wants you to come to the party. He asked specifically. He always asks how you’re doing. Everyone does.”
She sighed and rolled her eyes. “Okay, I’ll ask Carlo.” As soon as she said it, a fresh wave of anxiety rushed over her. She couldn’t decide which was worse—going alone or going with Carlo.
“Awesome. I’m so glad. I can’t wait to see you.”
“Well, I didn’t say I’d be there for sure.”
“Please, Summer?”
“Dang, you’re not taking no for an answer are you?”
“Nope.”
“Okay, I’ll figure it out. I’ll be there. Just don’t be mad if I don’t stay too long.”
“I won’t. Don’t worry, it will be fine. You need to get over John. Pretend it never happened. He can’t hurt you unless you let him.”
She rolled her eyes. “Thanks, counselor.”
“It wouldn’t hurt you to see one, you know.”
“Ugh, enough, already. I’ll be there. See you Saturday.” She hit the end button before Maggie could annoy her further.
Crap. This party had disaster written all over it.
 
* * *
 
Every year a dozen lavender roses arrived for Mario’s mother without a card. She always cried and made a big deal about it, going on about how his father must have arranged it before he died, but they both knew that wasn’t true. Carlo sent the flowers. 
No one ever spoke about what happened to his youngest brother. Word had got around, probably even back to his mother about the circumstances around his disappearance. For the past eight years, they’d pretended like the guy had never existed. His mother would stop herself from saying his name, or turn her back abruptly to hide her tears when something reminded her.
His brothers, his cousins, they all kept their mouths shut. Ferdi had looked over his shoulder, jumpy-like for a few years after he left, but Mario knew that if Carlo had wanted him dead, he would’ve done it while he had the chance. He wasn’t going to come back and cap him after thinking things over.
That didn’t mean he wouldn’t show up to exact revenge on Mario someday. Frankly, he was surprised it hadn’t happened yet. He’d thought for sure it would’ve happened by now. Or at least that he would’ve heard something—that Carlo had joined a rival organization, or had married a famous model. The guy wasn’t a coward, so he couldn’t still be hiding. He must have found success somewhere else.
He’d tried to trace the flowers the first couple years, but each year the credit card holder had a different name and location. Dummy accounts. Carlo wasn’t stupid. That had never been his problem. 
But perhaps he just hadn’t dug deep enough. It was time to get to the bottom of this. He couldn’t have this Carlo-situation hanging over his head for the rest of his life. Picking up the delivery notice from the florist, he headed out to pay them a visit. Someone had to know something. And he certainly had ways of making people talk.
 
* * *
 
She put on a micro-skirt and fitted top with the draped neckline. It hugged her breasts and showed off her cleavage while still looking relatively classy. She donned a pair of brown leather high heel boots and surveyed herself in the mirror. Eat your heart out John Jackson.
When she came out to the living room where Carlo waited, he raised one eyebrow.
She stopped in her tracks and cocked a hip, her high-heeled boot jutting out to the side. “What?”
He pursed his lips. “I’m going to let that outfit slide, since you’ll be on my arm, and I know how important looking sexy is to you. But let me just tell you right now, if you ever go out dressed like that without me, I will take a strap to your ass. Do you understand me, little girl?”
His dominant act annoyed her at the moment. “What’s the big deal?”
He shook his head. “Don’t play games with me. You look like you’re going out trolling. In this case, people will assume it’s to please me, and I hope to God it is.” He looked doubtful.
Heat crept up her neck. Damn his ability to see through her. “Of course it is,” she said breezily, walking past him to the door. “Are you ready?”
He frowned but said nothing, reaching past her to hold the door open, as he always did. The perfect gentleman. The gentleman who holds doors open and ties women to the bedframe at night.
The party was already happening when they got there. She’d purposely timed it for them to arrive late, not wanting to suffer the early awkward part of the party when you have to actually talk to people. Music was pumping, as loud as they could play it without getting complaints from their neighbors.
“You’re here!” Maggie was a little tipsy. She looked radiant in a red V-neck blouse and skinny jeans. 
“I’m here. We’re here,” she amended. 
Carlo’s hand was at her low back. While she usually liked the gesture from him, it seemed too possessive now. 
“Hey Summer! Where have you been?” A friend, Jenny, rushed over and threw her arms around her. “It’s great to see you.” She peered up at Carlo with admiration.
“This is Carlo.” She didn’t add “my boyfriend.” It wasn’t because she was worried that Carlo didn’t consider them a couple. He’d called her his girl, after all. It was more... well, she didn’t want to think about it now.
She glanced around the apartment, trying not to flinch when she caught sight of John in the living room, sitting on the couch with his arm around a girl. Lifting her sternum, she adjusted her blouse, glancing down to remind herself how hot her cleavage looked. She wanted to go in there, but not necessarily with Carlo. She didn’t think Carlo would make John jealous, but if some of the other guys—John’s friends—flirted with her, he would definitely take notice.
“What would you like to drink?” Carlo murmured. 
“Red wine, please. I’m just going to say hi to some friends,” she said, nodding toward the living room. “I’ll meet you in there.” She rubbed her lips together and waltzed in, a bright smile on her face. Inserting herself in the middle of the scene, she greeted her old group of friends.
“Heeeey, it’s Summer,” Pete said, picking her up and squeezing her. He was definitely already drunk.
“Happy birthday, champ,” she said, giggling and enjoying the attention. 
“Look everyone, Summerlicious finally showed up. It’s about time.”
She was included in several simultaneous conversations and she completely forgot about Carlo until he shouldered his way through and handed her a plastic cup of wine. “Thanks, hon. You’re a peach.”
Okay, Carlo wasn’t really the kinda guy you called hon, but she was in the alternate Summer world. The one where she and John—the lousy cheat—had called each other sweetie and hon. 
She didn’t really pay attention to his reaction, which was one of many mistakes she made that night, none of which she’d realized until it was far too late. Instead, she went on, like the spoiled princess she’d always been, accepting his service but not giving anything back. Ignoring him while she flirted with the guys around her, watching only for John’s reaction--which had never come. He’d been friendly, he said “hi,” but John paid her no special attention. It was like they’d never been a couple. Or like he’d never cared at all. Which he probably hadn’t.
She forgot about Carlo until he gripped her elbow and leaned in to say, “hey, I’m going to go.”
“What?” She blinked. He wouldn’t leave without her, would he?
“Why don’t you stay at your place tonight since you’re right here anyway?” 
Only then did it even occur to her that she’d messed up. “Oh.” She looked up in confusion, a little too tipsy to understand yet what had happened. “You’re leaving?”
“Yeah.” He kissed her on the cheek. Not the lips. “I’ll see you later.”
“No, wait, I’ll come.” She’d learned in college it was best to leave while the party was still good. If you waited around for something better to happen, things usually got worse. And John’s lack of... anything had already dug under her skin.
“No.” His expression was inscrutable, but she recognized the finality in it. 
Her skin pricked with warning. “Wait... are you mad?”
“I’m going to go. We’ll talk tomorrow.”
“No, Carlo—” She grabbed his arm. When she realized she’d called attention to them, she released his arm.
He turned and walked away.
Grabbing her purse, she followed him out the door. “Carlo, hang on!”
He stopped in the hallway, his face still unreadable.
“I’m coming with you.” She caught up to him but he didn’t move to escort her out.
He faced her, and rubbed his forehead. “Bambina, I can’t do this.”
“What?” Her voice pitched up as the panic showed through. What was he saying? Her heart pounded in her throat.
“I don’t think it’s going to work out for us. The timing was bad. You weren’t ready for a new relationship, you just need a distraction and…” He sighed. “I don’t want to be your sloppy seconds. It was arrogant of me to think I could make you forget about your douchebag ex, but clearly I can’t.”
Her vision blurred. “No, Carlo. I’m sorry. You’re not sloppy seconds.”
He didn’t look angry, his expression only held regret. Or even sympathy. Well, yeah. He was the one breaking up with her.
“It’s not your fault. You can’t change what’s in your heart. It is what it is. Go on, get back to the party—it’s where you belong. I’ll pack up your things and send them over tomorrow.”
She literally could not breathe.
And then he turned and walked off. Just like that. 
Tears spilled down her cheeks. “I don’t belong there,” she said, her voice rising with a sob.
He didn’t turn around. Wasn’t going to rescue her from herself this time. It was over.
Turning, she rushed back to Maggie’s. She needed a friend, and she didn’t give a shit anymore what anyone at the party thought of her.
Which was too bad, because it was too late for that change of heart.
 
* * *
 
Carlo licked his wounds the next night over a few drinks at Caruso’s. Al owned the bar/pub as a silent partner after he rescued it from bankruptcy a few months after his strip club was bombed. The owner/manager, Vito, hadn’t been part of the organization, and he still wasn’t, but he was okay being in bed with them. He gave Al an office in the back and they all got their drinks for free. Al provided him protection when he needed it, kept 50% of the profits and owned the note on the building and business. It made for a nice home base for Family business.
Summer had texted him that day asking if they could talk but frankly, he wasn’t up for it. It was hard enough to accept she didn’t share his feelings. He sure as hell wasn’t ready to sit down and re-hash that fact with her. 
It had been his own fault. He shouldn’t have moved so fast. He’d known she wasn’t ready to dive into a new relationship yet, but the moment he’d held her in his arms, he’d been unwilling to let her go. But it was time to smarten up. Maybe in time they could try again. Or maybe she’d never be interested in a guy like him. The party had proved he certainly wasn’t her “type”. 
Sonny was at the bar and they played a few rounds of pool. Normally he cleaned the table before the other guy ever took a turn, but tonight, Sonny won all three games. “Something bothering you, boss?”
He shook his head, even though they both knew his denial was a lie. Funny how three weeks with Summer had changed everything for him. Despite the familiar surroundings and people, he felt unmoored. Eight years ago, he’d lost his home country, his family, his position. He’d found a new one here and it had fulfilled his need to belong.
Until now. 
Now, as he tossed back another gin and tonic, he’d never felt so disconnected or alone. He wasn’t an American, like them. He wasn’t actual family—at least not a blood relation—to any of them. 
Summer had complained that she didn’t know him, and he supposed it had been true. No one here really understood him. Hell, did he even know himself?
“Want to play another game?” Sonny stood beside him, rubbing chalk on the tip of his pool cue.
“Nah.”
“Oh shit…”
His eyes shot up to follow Sonny’s gaze. The Russian was walking toward him with purpose. He looked high as a kite and furious as hell.
He and Sonny both palmed their guns. Alexei would’ve been patted down for a gun by security at the door, but that didn’t mean he didn’t have one hidden somewhere. The moment he arrived, the Russian cocked his fist and let it fly.
Carlo blocked it and delivered an uppercut to the gut. The Russian doubled over. Sonny pressed the barrel of his gun behind the guy’s ear. 
“Walk to the back. Al doesn’t like any scenes in here.” They frog marched the guy straight out the back door to the alleyway where Carlo let him go and waved his hands. “What the fuck?”
Alexei lunged for him again. Sonny followed, keeping his gun pressed to the guy’s head. The Russian’s pupils were tiny dots, his face unnaturally pale. He wrapped his fist in Carlo’s shirt. “Where is she?”
“Who, the girl?”
“Of course, the girl. Where is she? I need her back.”
“You’re not getting her back. She was mine and I got rid of her. End of story.”
“You gave her to the cops.” He spit a little as he rasped in his thick Russian accent.
“Fuck you. Why would I give her to the cops, asshole? I used her, I sent her on her way. If the cops picked her up, that’s not on me.”
Alexei’s eyes had narrowed to slits and his breath hissed in and out of his nose. A bit of saliva gathered at the corner of his mouth. “Dago cock sucker.”
Carlo punched him in the stomach again. Sonny smacked the handle of his gun against the Russian’s head.
“Get the fuck out of here. If I see your face here again you’re a dead man. And you’re not welcome at my game anymore.” Carlo punched him one more time. 
The guy crumpled a little but the drugs kept him from feeling much. They left him in the alleyway and locked the door, letting the security guard know to never let him in again.
“He’s gonna be trouble,” Sonny warned as they walked toward Al’s office. “We shoulda capped him.”
Carlo’s nape prickled. He didn’t take murder lightly and couldn’t justify it now, but Sonny was probably right. They hadn’t seen the last of the Russian.
They walked to Al’s office in the back and tapped on the door. 
“Come in.” 
Cigar smoke filled the room and Don Al sat in his leather captain’s chair, puffing on a cigar. Pauly, Bobby and Vinny all lounged around, shooting the shit with him.
He’d planned on filling Al in on the situation with Alexei, but not when they were all lounging around like this.
“Hey guys.” He accepted the handshakes and man-hugs from the other men. 
“Ah, here’s the guy who’s been keeping secrets.” Vinny had been drinking. He always had a bone to pick with Carlo, acting like he didn’t deserve the position he had. Vinny was older and he was family, so yeah, he probably thought he ought to be in Carlo’s shoes. But he made bad decisions. Consistently. So he hadn’t risen in the organization.
“What secrets?” Al asked, his eyes ever sharp.
He shrugged. He didn’t know what the fuck Vinny was getting at this time. The only thing on his mind was the crazy fucking Russian.
“Why don’t you tell him?”
Carlo’s lip curled. He wasn’t in the mood for one of Vinny’s challenges tonight. Hell, he’d gladly flatten the bastard. “Tell him what?”
“That you’re fucking his daughter.”
Rage turned his vision to red. Nobody disrespected Summer like that. His body sprang into action before thought even registered his decision. Their bodies crashed to the floor with a thud, his fist smashing into Vinny’s face. “You don’t talk about her that way,” he growled through clenched teeth. He handed another punch to Vinny’s jaw twice before he caught a blow to the mouth that busted his lip.
“Get him off.” Don Al’s tone held heat. Which was better than frost.
Pauly and Bobby hauled him off and held his arms, lifting him to face the Don. 
Al walked around from behind his desk, his face a mask of anger. “Is that true?”
He yanked his arm out of Pauly’s grasp and wiped blood from his chin with the back of his hand. “I’m not fucking her. We were…” What? What could he possibly say that would keep Don Al from kicking his ass? 
Al gripped his shirt in his fist and yanked him close, his fist cocked. “You were what?”
“I’m in love with her.” He sounded like a pansy in front of the guys, but nothing less than the truth would be worth uttering to Al about his precious daughter. 
Al’s fist flew and Carlo let it land without dodging or defending himself, because he was the don. Pain exploded in his eye and he saw stars as he slammed back into the wall.
“You don’t take from me,” Al said, still up in his face. “You don’t take from me without asking first.”
He closed his eyes, weariness overcoming him. 
“Look at me,” Al growled. His fist still gripped Carlo’s shirt.
He opened his eyes, not lifting his head from the wall. “It’s over. It’s over, anyway.” Not that it would matter to Al. A betrayal was a betrayal, he supposed. Al was right. He should’ve asked first. He’d been a fucking coward.
Al’s eyes narrowed. “What the fuck do you mean, it’s over?”
“I mean, I made a play for her, and it failed. She doesn’t want me. She’s still hung up on her ex. End of story.”
Al’s fingers eased from his shirt and he stepped back. Shaking his head, he said, “Get out of my sight.”
His brain shut off completely. Numbly, he walked to the door and exited, not looking back. Had he been permanently dismissed or did Al just needed time to cool down? It was probably just shock, but he couldn’t even muster a reaction to it. He wouldn’t have cared if Al sent the guys out to cap him in the parking lot.
He just really didn’t give a shit anymore.
 
* * *
 
There were many moments in her life she wished she could have a do-over. The night she fell hook, line and sinker for John. That jump into the orchestra pit that shattered her foot. None of those even came close to how much she wanted to re-do Pete’s birthday party. 
She’d barely ate all week, too sick with regret. Her apartment had never felt so lonely—not even when she’d first moved in, after her breakup with John. She’d tried calling and texting Carlo all week, but he’d been politely putting her off.
She’d screwed up, royally. She’d been such a self-involved bitch, ignoring him at the party, worrying so much about what John thought. She wished she could go back in time and fix it all. She would have never gone to the damn party. Or if she had, she’d show off Carlo with pride. 
Carlo was right, she had been hung up on John. But losing him made her realize how insignificant John really was. He’d never done the things Carlo did. He’d never made her feel sexy or taken charge of her body. He’d never given her mind-blowing orgasms. He’d never cared about the details in her life or how she handled them. His brand of discipline had been to belittle her. How different from Carlo’s dominance. 
Carlo... Carlo had been amazing. He’d cooked for her, cared for her, protected and punished her. 
And what had she done for him?
Zilch. 
She hadn’t thanked him. She’d been needy and insecure. She’d hung him out to dry at the party, which must’ve been completely humiliating. Especially for an alpha man like him. And yet, he hadn’t even been angry. He’d just seemed sorry about the whole thing.
Which... hell. That meant he had truly cared. Could she make him care again? Make him give her another chance? 
Pulling on her big-girl panties, she baked a batch of double chocolate brownies with nuts—the way he liked them—and arranged them on a plate, covering them with plastic wrap. Grabbing her purse, she took the brownies and headed to her car. If Carlo wouldn’t take her calls, she’d just have to camp out at his apartment until he talked to her. When she arrived, she saw his car on the street. Ignoring the pounding of her heart, she took the elevator up to his place and knocked on the door.
He answered the door in a pair of jeans and T-shirt that hugged the muscles of his chest and arms. She gasped when she saw his face. His eye was black and puffy and he had a raspberry on the corner of his mouth, as if he’d been in a fight. 
“What happened?”
An impatient shake of his head warned her off the topic. 
She swallowed. “I just want to talk.”
He leaned in the doorway, not inviting her in. “Summer…”
She thrust the plate of treats at him. “I baked you some brownies.”
He sighed and took the plate. “You’re killing me, here.”
“Will you just let me in? Give me a chance to apologize? I screwed up. I behaved badly at the party and—”
“I can’t do this, Summer,” he interrupted. “I appreciate the apology, but it doesn’t change the situation. The thing is—my feelings for you are too real. Summer, I—” He shook his head. 
Her heart thudded painfully against her chest. What was he saying?
“This wasn’t a new thing for me. I’ve cared about you for years. I picked the wrong time to show you my feelings. You’re not in a position to accept them. It’s okay. Maybe we can try again in the future.”
“I’m ready to try again now,” she pleaded. “I’m over John, I swear—”
He shook his head. “Let’s give it some time. We both need some time.”
“No, I don’t.” She was using that shrill, stressed tone he didn’t like, but he didn’t give her the warning look. He was done disciplining her. He was done with her.
He stepped back into his apartment and swung the door closed. “I’ll see you on Sunday.” 
And then she was facing wood, her eyes and nose stinging.
 
* * *
 
He hadn’t heard from Don Al since the night at Caruso’s, but he’d gone on as if he still belonged in the organization. Until he heard differently, he still had responsibilities. A high-stakes game to run, managing the grappa shipment from his great uncle they were smuggling in to avoid import tax. A new shipment of cell phones to be distributed to avoid taps or tracking. 
He was driving from the docks when his phone rang. “Uncle Junior.” His one tie to his old life, he hung onto Junior like a lifeline. 
“Carlo. Mario paid me a visit.”
“Fanculo.” Fuck.
“He seemed to think I’d been sending your mom flowers on her birthday.”
He cursed again.
“Well, I didn’t tell him anything. He’s family too, but what he did wasn’t right. We had a stare-down over ammazzacaffè and when he stopped questioning me over the flowers, he asked about my exports.”
Fanculo, fanculo, fanculo. “Well, if he comes, he comes. I’ll be ready for him.”
“That’s why I’m warning you.”
“Thanks, Junior. Everything on track for the next shipment?”
“Still on track. I’ll tell you when it’s in motion.”
“Thanks, Junior. Talk to you later.” He hit the end button and cursed again.
The phone rang again. Al. Shit.
“Carlo speaking.”
“Carlo.” Al sounded worked up. “I don’t know what the fuck you did, but my daughter is at my house crying her eyes out over you.”
His throat closed. 
“You have one hour to get your ass over here and make it right or I’m going to cut off your balls and shove them up your nose. Capisce?”
Ignoring the tightness in his chest, he said, “I’ll be right there.”
Summer. Fanculo.

He’d expected she’d have a hard time with it being over, but that didn’t mean she loved him, it just meant she wasn’t up for another rejection in her life right now. But hell, if Don Al told him to fix it, he had no choice in the matter. Yes, he’d rather win Summer’s heart fair and square, but claiming her by default would do in a pinch.
He maneuvered through traffic, his hands tight on the wheel. It took him 25 minutes to get to Al’s. He tapped on the door, then let himself in. 
Carmen popped her head out from the kitchen. “Hey Carlo.”
“Hi Carmen. Where’s Summer?”
But he saw her already, twisting to look at him from the couch. She was surrounded by wadded up tissues and her eyes were puffy and red. The uncertainty on her face ripped at his heart.
“Come here, bambina.” He held out his arms.
She started crying in earnest, but rushed to him, throwing her arms around his neck. He pulled her up to wrap her legs around his waist. She buried her face in his neck. He walked out the back sliding glass door to plop down on a pool chair, holding her cradled against his chest.
“Carlo—”
“Hush.” He didn’t want to talk about it—the pain of her rejection was still too fresh. Rehashing the whole thing would just send him into retreat again, and right now she needed him to soothe her. He rubbed slow circles over her back, just holding her.
She sank into him, pressing her body tightly against him as if she needed the closeness and reassurance. They sat there, bodies intertwined, breath synchronized for a long time, until the sunset turned the water of the pool a pale pink.
“Carlo?”
“Shh.” He pressed her head back down on his shoulder. 
“I’m sorry—”
“Don’t.” He didn’t want to hear her explanation or apology. He understood exactly where they stood. She was afraid to be alone. She needed him. He may not be the man she wished was in her life, but he was the one her father could make stay. It was enough for him. Enough for now. Maybe she’d grow to love him over time.
The sliding glass door opened. “Carlo, are you staying for dinner?” Carmen asked, poking her head out.
He craned his neck to see around Summer’s head. “Yes, please.”
“All right, come on in, then. It’s ready.”
Summer clung more tightly to his neck, forcing him to pry her arms off him to help her stand up on her own feet. He escorted her in and held out a chair for her. 
Madison and the twins looked at them curiously. Dona Teresa, Al’s mother, observed them with a sharp eye, but he thought he detected a nod of satisfaction from her. Don Alberto glowered at him, which he chose to ignore. If the Don wasn’t holding a gun, they were probably okay. He could take a few punches and his piss and vinegar.
Carmen acted overly bright, setting a dish of primavera with shrimp and angel hair pasta in front of Al. “Madison, you can start on the salad. Tommy, where does your napkin go?” 
The 11 year-old snatched his napkin from the table and spread it on his lap, grabbing the garlic bread at the same time his brother did and wrestling him for it. 
Carlo pulled Summer’s chair closer to his and draped his arm around the back of it, tickling her neck with the tip of her finger. 
She reached for his knee under the table. 
Her siblings gaped. Al and Carmen pretended nothing new had happened. It was not a bad turn of events, really. His worry over Al and Carmen accepting him for Summer had been turned on its head, not that he imagined his trouble with either of them was through.
Summer said little during the meal, but her noisy family filled the gaps in conversation. When the meal ended and they had cleared the dishes, they stood in the living room. She leaned toward him. “Are you taking me home with you?”
“Yes, bambina. I’m taking you home where you belong.”
She lifted her face to him, tears glittering in her eyes. He cupped it and kissed her forehead. “I’m not going to walk away from you again. I promise.”
 
* * *
 
Al watched the exchange between his daughter and Carlo. It was hard to deny they had a genuine emotional connection. 
“Carlo, I need a word with you.”
Summer stiffened, glancing at the bruise still coloring Carlo’s eye and warily back at him. “Is it about me?”
“It’s between me and Carlo.” He edged his voice with authority.
“If this is about me, then I’m going to be there.” She thrust her chin forward with the stubborn look she often took with her mother but rarely with him.
“Summer.” Carlo cupped her chin and turned her focus to him. The defiance drained away under his gentle but quelling look. He pointed to the sofa. “Sit down and wait for me, bambina.” 
She looked from him to Carlo, uncertain.
He wasn’t sure what amused him more—that Carlo cocked a stern eyebrow at her or how quickly she obeyed him. So, his little princess had found a man who could handle her. Had he not seen how tenderly Carlo had just treated her, he would have kicked his ass for bossing his baby girl around. But clearly they had something special going on.
He led him to his study and shut the door, folding his arms across his chest. “You’re going to marry her.” It wasn’t like she was pregnant and they weren’t in the 1950’s, but the underboss fucking the boss’ daughter is disrespectful, to say the least. Carlo would have to prove his intentions were pure.
“Damn straight I am,” Carlo snapped. He paced the room like a caged tiger.
Al raised his eyebrows. The kid had never once spoken sharply to him in the eight years he’d been here. He’d never smarted off or been disrespectful, never surly. Never sulked, never got angry. And they’d been involved in some heavy shit.
The fact that he was agitated now only confirmed the depth of his feelings for Summer. He’d been willing to risk his position as underboss for her.
Al pulled out two cigars and trimmed them. Handing one to Carlo, he lit his and passed the lighter. Carlo took it, his face composed again into a blank mask. 
“Sit down.”
Carlo sank into a leather captain’s chair but didn’t puff the cigar. 
He chewed on the end of his and contemplated the young man he’d come to think of as family. He’d trusted Carlo implicitly. Thought he’d known him through and through. He knew the kid’s weaknesses, which were also his strengths. He saw the way Carlo looked over his shoulder at the other men, never trusting anyone but Al. And maybe Joey, because he wasn’t a threat. Even if his Zia Maria hadn’t told him why the boy had to come to America, he would’ve known he carried baggage related to trusting those closest to him. 
But this thing with Summer had come as a shock. Al never saw this one coming. But he supposed he’d been blind, because his ma said she’d always known the kid loved her.
“I wouldn’t have picked you for her.”
Carlo looked unperturbed, his usual cool demeanor returning. “I know.”
Al waited to see if Carlo had anything to say for himself.
Picking up the cue, as he always did, Carlo leaned his elbows on his knees and spread his hands. “I told you before, I’m not fucking with Summer. I will honor her and treat her like a princess until the day I die. I won’t cheat. I won’t let her down. You can count on me to take care of her and give her everything I have.”
He swallowed the lump forming in his throat. “You ever plan on moving back to Sicily?”
Carlo didn’t hesitate. “You know I don’t.”
“She loves you.” He had to admit the truth of what he’d seen.
He shrugged. “She might. She might just think she needs me. But I love her.”
“No. She loves you. She didn’t cry like her world was going to end when she finished things with the douchebag. And I saw her with you. She’s in love.”
He wasn’t ready for Summer to be married, but then, he hadn’t been ready for her to graduate high school either. Or college. Or to move in with her asshole ex. Carmen wouldn’t be crazy about Summer’s life continuing to be entrenched in the family business, but she loved Carlo as much as he did.
“I’ve always considered you to be like a son.”
Carlo didn’t move. His face didn’t change, but Al suspected the kid wasn’t breathing.
“I’d be proud to have that relationship formalized with marriage.”
A muscle near Carlo’s eye jumped and he moved swiftly to his feet, probably to cover the emotion. He extended his hand.
Al stood up and ignored the hand, embracing him and kissing him on both cheeks, Sicilian style. He clapped him on the cheek. “I love you, kid. I know you’ll take good care of her.”
When they pulled away, Carlo was blinking rapidly. 
“But if she ever shows up here crying her eyes out over you again—”
“It won’t happen.”
“I don’t care whose fault it was, I don’t want to see her like that.”
“I know, I know.” Carlo shook his head. “That was my mistake. I didn’t think she—”
He waved off the explanation. He really didn’t want to get in the middle of it. Clearly what Carlo and Summer had going was deep and intimate and not something in which he ought to be interfering. “I don’t need to hear it. Just make sure it doesn’t happen again.”
“Lo giuro su Dio.” I swear to God. Carlo’s face turned apologetic. “But we may need to talk about this grad school thing.”
Al chuckled. “It’s not her, is it?” Carmen had forced the idea upon their daughter and he had stood back. He knew better than to interfere with an Italian mama. But now that Carlo mentioned it, he recognized what he’d been ignoring—Summer had been suffering. “Does she want to quit?”
“Yeah. She hates it.”
“Okay. I’ll talk to Carmen. It may take some time for her to give up on her dreams for our daughter, but she’ll come around.” He smiled at Carlo. “I’m glad Summer has you to look after her.”
Carlo’s eyes reddened and he stepped back. “She’ll stand on her own two feet again soon.”
His chest tightened and he pulled Carlo in for another back thumping hug. 
 
* * *
 
Summer’s Nonna settled next to her on the couch and picked up her book of Sudoku puzzles. She flipped open the book and tapped her pencil on one of the pages. “He’s a good catch, Summer.”
“Non-na.” She gave her a warning look.
“What? The boy loves you. He always has. You’ve been too wrapped up in your other friends, you forget about La Famiglia.”
She bit her lip, one part of her smarting at the scolding, the other part thrilled to hear her Nonna say Carlo had always loved her. Could it be true? I’ve cared about you for years.
Why hadn’t she seen it? She’d been too busy pretending not to notice him, because she’d thought he was off-limits. Or maybe she thought he was unattainable. Yes, she’d found him beautiful and sexy and exactly the kind of man who could melt her like butter. She’d feared that allure. Men like him were heartbreakers in her experience.
And he had nearly broken her heart. But only because she’d failed to notice that he cared and acknowledge how much he meant to her.
Her father’s door swung open and the men emerged. With some relief, she noted that Carlo did not sport any new bruises. She’d been paranoid to think her father would be angry. 
“Ready, angel?”
She stood up and grabbed her purse, rushing to his side. She still couldn’t get enough of him, couldn’t be too near him. He seemed to understand, because he touched her more than usual, keeping her close in a protective or reassuring way.
He walked her to her car and opened the driver’s side door for her.
“Are you going to punish me? 
His lips twitched. “Probably.” He kissed her nose. “But not because I’m angry. Just because I like to have you naked and squirming underneath my hands.”
She pressed herself against him, her breasts flattening against his ribs. “I would rather have had a hundred punishments than have you break up with me. Don’t do that again.”
He brushed a strand of hair from her face. “I won’t. I’m going to marry you, bambina.”
She stiffened. “Because my father said you had to?”
“No. Because you belong to me. Now go home and get ready. I want you naked and on your knees when I get home.”
Her belly dropped and a zing of excitement shot straight to her core.
She drove home, the words you belong to me filling all the empty places in her soul. All her confusion about who she was, or what her future ought to hold fell away. None of it mattered when she belonged to Carlo, because he had the ability to make everything perfect. To make it right. To help her figure out her life and hold her to the highest standard. He knew her. He understood who she really was, perhaps better than she understood herself. So if she belonged to a man like that, she had nothing to fear.
She slipped inside his apartment and dropped her things. I want you naked and on your knees when I get home. 
What she really needed was a shower. She’d have to make it quick. Dashing into the bathroom, she turned the water on hot and stripped. When she stepped under the spray, she groaned. It felt so good, shedding the entire week of heartache under the spray of water. She didn’t dare stay in until the mirrors were fogged, though. Turning off the water, she stepped out and toweled off, then wrapped the towel around her head to dry her thick hair.
Hearing the key turn in the lock, she tossed the towel back into the bathroom and dropped to her knees, palms up on her thighs, waiting.
Carlo took his time coming in. She heard the sound of dropping keys, of envelopes being ripped open. 
Her heart pitter-patted in fluttery anticipation.
At last he came in, sauntering up in front of her and shoving his fingers through her damp hair. “Good girl.” He grasped the hair and pulled her head back. “Who do you belong to?”
“You, Carlo. I belong to you.”
He pinched both her nipples, pulling up. “Does this body belong to me?”
“Yes, sir.”
“When I give you an order, what do you do?”
“Obey.” The word alone carried a charge for her, sending streaks of fire to her pussy.
He unzipped his pants and let his cock spring out. “Who do you serve?”
Her breasts ached as she reached for him, gripping the base and squeezing, hard. “You, sir.”
“Good girl. Suck me off.”
She swirled her tongue around the underside of the head of his cock, flicked the tip and blew on it to let it cool, then engulfed him completely. He groaned, his fist tightening in her hair. He let her set the pace for a while and then he began thrusting, holding her head immobile and using her like a fuck hole. She gagged and her eyes watered and the degradation made her wetter than a faucet. 
“That’s it, bambi, take my cock like a good girl.”
She may have orgasmed a little just from his words. Her pussy pulsed in time with her heartbeat, her clit throbbed with need. Empty, empty. Her pussy felt so empty. She hollowed out her cheeks and sucked hard, even with his hectic thrusts.
“I’m going to come,” he warned and she sucked even harder, accepting the hot salty offering and swallowing it down.
When he slid out of her mouth, she nearly collapsed, her thigh muscles straining, her knees stiff. He grasped her upper arms and lifted her to his chest, holding her against him and kissing her damp head. His warm hands stroked down her naked back, cupping and kneading her ass. 
“What do you think, bambi? Do I punish you by sending you to bed without your orgasm?”
Her head jerked back to look at him. “You wouldn’t.”
His lips curved into a wicked smile. “No?”
“Please don’t, Carlo, that would be cruel. I can just use my fingers, you don’t have to do anything.”
His chest rumbled with laughter. “You do not have permission to touch yourself.” He picked her up and tossed her backwards, onto the bed. Crawling over her, he pinned her arms up by her head. “If you get off, it will be because I punish you with my cock.”
She arched, lifting her lips and moaning wantonly. 
“You want that?”
She licked her lips. “Yes, sir.”
“I will fuck you to shreds,” he warned. “I’ll pound into that greedy little pussy until you can’t walk straight.”
“Oh God.” She struggled against his grasp on her wrist, thrust her pussy toward his cock. “Do it now, Carlo.”
A smile glimmered on his face. “After your clit torture.” He released her wrists and crawled down between her legs, wrapping his arms around her thighs to hold them open. He licked and flicked, sucked and nibbled at her clit until she writhed in agony, desperate for release. She knew it probably served to give him time to get hard again after his climax, but it seemed so cruel when she was desperate for him.
“Penetration. I need you inside me. Oh please, Carlo, why won’t you fuck me?”
He chuckled. “I’ll fuck you, bambina. I want to feel your hot little cunt squeezing my cock.”
“Now, Carlo.”
He grabbed both her ankles in one large hand and lifted them in the air, delivering a flurry of sharp slaps to her exposed ass. “Do you get to order me around, bambina?”
She was babbling incoherently now, her brain disconnected, or maybe it had just traveled south to her pussy. “No, sir. No, I don’t. Please just fuck me. Oh why won’t you just fuck me?”
He continued to warm her ass with painful smacks, making her dance under the onslaught. His palm connected with her pussy, spanking the delicate folds of her labia along with the lowest portion of her ass.
The heat, the impact, the state of her dizzying arousal all came to a crisis point and she squirted in an embarrassing display of female ejaculation. Even then, she couldn’t stop begging, couldn’t stop writhing for him to take her.
Finally, he obliged, dropping her ankles and flipping her over. “Up on your knees and forearms,” he commanded. Grasping her hips, he buried his cock in one deep stroke, but there was no pain. She was long past wet and ready. She was the slip and slide at the waterpark and he was pumping into her, the slick sounds of their contact accented with the smack of flesh against flesh.
He did punish her with his cock, fucking her hard, fucking her ruthlessly. He bent her wrists behind her back and gripped her elbows for leverage, giving the feeling of a forced sex act. 
Her eyes rolled back in her head. Even before her orgasm, she rocketed to outer space, losing all rational thought, all coherency, flying higher and higher until he cracked her open and she exploded into pure sensation—ripples of release, even more gushing fluid, the endless squeezing of her muscles around his cock.
He gave a shout and found his own finish, buried balls deep, pushing her down to her belly, where he covered her like a blanket. 
“Mine,” he murmured.
“Yours.”
He eased out of her eventually and gathered her up into his arms. 
When words and thought returned to her, she murmured, “You were wrong.”
“Mmm?”
“About my heart.”
He stiffened.
“I don’t love John. I don’t think I ever did. I thought I did. I thought he mattered, but I was wrong. I was totally wrong. And I’m sorry it took almost losing you for me to figure that out.” She felt like crying, but the tears wouldn’t come. The orgasm had vanquished them, or maybe she’d just cried them all out that week.
“It’s forgotten. Forgiven. I don’t want to talk about it again.”
She feared that meant he was still hurt by it or that he didn’t believe her yet, but she would find a way to prove her love. Because Carlo was her man, like no other man could ever be. 
 
* * *
 
The sweats had just started. He needed to pick up more H before the nausea hit; but first, he was going to teach that dago dickwad a lesson. Because of Carlo Romano, the police had put a fucking tail on him. Forced him to relocate the girls.
So, it was simple: Carlo lost Alexei’s girl; Alexei would take one from Carlo. 
Tonight was the WOP’s high-stakes poker game, so he’d be out. 
Alexei pulled out his key-making equipment. It took longer than usual because his fingers were shaking, but eventually he cut a key for the place and slid the lock open. Pushing the door in, he walked into the asshole’s apartment. 
It looked like a man’s place—he didn’t see many female touches, but in the bedroom he found girl clothes. And more than you’d have from a one-night stand. Yes, makeup in the bathroom. Bingo. Carlo had a girl.
And soon Alexei would own her. Viktor would get over his temper tantrum over the loss of Anya. He’d already shaken the cops from his tail without Viktor finding out they had the girl. Everything would be all right.
He yanked out drawers and searched the place for cash or drugs, but found neither. Where did the asshole keep his money? Because he sure as hell wasn’t depositing that shit in the bank and paying taxes on it.
The sound of the key turning in the door made him yank out a long knife. He had a gun on him, but knives were better for women—more terrifying. They were more worried about scars on their pretty faces or blood on their clothes than they were about dying. A gun wasn’t real to a woman. A knife was.
He waited beside the door. A young woman walked in—beautiful, if you were into brunettes, which he wasn’t. She would do, though. He covered her mouth from behind and put the knife to her throat. “Shut up,” he said in her ear over the muffled screams. “I said shut up.” He forced her down to the ground and put his knee in her back while he worked the duct tape out of his jacket pocket. 
The bitch got in a loud scream before he smacked her head against the floor and silenced her. Good. It was easier when they were unconscious.
He taped her wrists behind her back. 
Her eyelids fluttered back open, which was good, because he had no intention of carrying the girl to the car. “Get up.” He hanged her roughly to her feet. “Let’s go.”
She lurched forward when he shoved her, tottering, as if having her hands tied behind her back threw off her balance. 
He tossed his jacket over her shoulders to hide the taped wrists. “You make one sound—one single sound—and I’ll cut your tongue out. You understand, yes?”
Tears leaked from her eyes and she bobbed her head. 
He yanked off the tape and dragged her out of the apartment and down to the street. Looking both ways and not seeing anyone around, he popped the trunk and shoved her inside, slamming the door. 
Of course she screamed now, but it didn’t matter. In a moment, he’d be driving, on his way to get more H, and she’d be on her way to their slave-house.
He pulled his phone out of his pocket and texted Carlo. “You took my girl, so I’m taking yours.” He hit send and started the car, counting down until the Italian mobster got his message. No one fucks with Alexei.
His phone rang five seconds later. “Where is she?” the Italian snarled. Foolish man thought they’d be bargaining. He wasn’t holding her hostage. He was keeping her. And he’d only told the fucker that he had her so he’d remember. No one fucks with Alexei.
“She’s mine now. Your mistake.” 
“You took the Don’s fucking daughter. If you touch one hair on her—”
He ended the call and tossed the phone on the seat beside him. The Don’s daughter.
The better part of his brain registered that was a problem. He’d just triggered a war. But he couldn’t bring himself to give a shit. Once he got a fix, he’d figure it out... 
 
* * *.
 
Carlo threw the oak poker table onto its side. Sonny and Vinny jumped back. “What is it, boss?”
“The cazzo Russian picked up Summer.” He was already moving to the door. The guys jogged behind him. “Game is cancelled.”
He pulled out his phone and dialed the cop’s number. 
“Carlo.”
“The Russian picked up my girl—the Don’s daughter. I need a location.”
Detective Bailey blew out his breath. “We lost the tail on him earlier, but there are two locations he frequents. I’ll text you both addresses. My money would be on the first as the place where they keep the girls.”
He walked swiftly to his car but Sonny darted in front of him, cutting him off. “I’ll drive, boss. So you can strategize.” 
He handed the keys over. Every second felt critical. Every fucking second the Russian had Summer meant... he couldn’t even go there. To the detective on the phone, he asked, “Are we going to have a problem?” Meaning—if I kill this motherfucker are you going to nail me for it?
“I’ll give you ten minutes from when you get there before I call it in. After that, it’s on you.”
“I’m not leaving this guy alive.”
The cop sighed. “I know.”
He hung up and climbed in the car. Vinny got in the back seat and Sonny sat behind the wheel. He gave him directions to the house and texted the same to every soldier they had.
Russians took Summer La Torre. All guns needed at 5458 Lakeview Drive.
He hit send and called Al before the guy called him. “What the fuck?” Al yelled.
“I don’t know. He’s a junkie.” That was the only explanation he could come up with for the shit-brain’s actions. “I’m going to kill every last one of them.”
“Not if I get there first.” Al hung up.
Sonny screamed through the streets, running red lights and screeching the tires around curves. He took it down a notch as they approached the house, to avoid alerting the Russians.
The address was in a seedier part of town, but not the worst. They jumped out of their cars. Across the street, a man sat behind the wheel of a dark sedan. 
He aimed his gun, squinting in the darkness.
The interior light of the car came on, illuminated the face of Michael Bailey, the detective. 
He lowered the gun. Okay, then. Ten minutes.
He could definitely take care of business in ten minutes. He palmed his Ruger and went in, shooting the lock off the door and slamming his shoulder into the wood to break it open. 
Gunfire made him pull back but not before he’d aimed and fired at the guy pulling the trigger. Guy went down. 
Carlo went inside as three men stormed up a flight of stairs that led from a basement. He jumped back when one of them fired. Wood from the doorframe splintered in his face. Sonny and Vinny crowded behind him. He shoved his Ruger around the corner and risked a quick look to aim. He pulled the trigger as more shots rained from them. 
From the sound of it, one body hit the ground. Vinny shot another. The third guy fired until his gun ran out of ammo, and Carlo stepped out, shooting him between the eyes. 
He darted past their tumbling bodies, not waiting to see how far behind Sonny and Vinny lagged.
In the basement he found a dozen or more girls, scantily dressed and looking high. Alexei had been passed out on a couch, but he stumbled to his feet at the gunfire and screams of the women. He fumbled for the gun at his holster.
Where in the hell was Summer?
Carlo shot each of Alexei’s kneecaps. The man screamed, falling to the floor and writhing. He took the guy’s gun and two knives, then kicked his ribs, hard. “Where is she?”
Sonny and Vince ran through the basement, checking for more men or Summer. “No sign of her boss,” Sonny said.
“Keep looking,” he yelled at the guys. “Check upstairs.”
Alexei groaned and mumbled something.
He kicked him again. “Where is she?” he snarled between clenched teeth.
The bastard chuckled.
He dropped to his knees beside him. Carlo searched the guy’s pockets. He found a bag of heroine. He pulled out his phone, but the last call made was to Carlo’s phone. Nothing of interest in the texts. 
He grasped his shirt in his fist, picked up his head and slammed it back into the floor. “Who has her? Where’s. My. Girl?”
Alexei’s unfocused gaze swung around the room, scanning at the girls huddled around the room. He looked genuinely confused.
“He didn’t bring a girl,” one of the women said in a thick Russian accent.
Cold fear pierced his heart. “What?” he surged to his feet.
She shrank back and he had to stop himself from advancing on her and scaring her further. “He came alone—no girl.” She shook her head emphatically.
Fanculo.
“How long ago did he arrive?”
She looked at him blankly.
“When? When did he get here?”
“Thirty minutes, no more.”
Thirty minutes. Was that time for him to have sold her to someone? His drug dealer, maybe, since he’d obviously had a fresh supply.
He ran up the steps, two at a time. “Go sit on the Russian, see if you can make him talk,” he yelled at Sonny as he passed him.
Outside, The cop still sat in his car, watching. Al had just pulled up. Oh God, how would he tell him his daughter wasn’t safe yet? He wanted to kill the fucking Russian a million times over.
“I’m going to try the other address. The guys are downstairs trying to get the bastard to talk,” he said, jogging to his car.
“Carlo!” the muffled sound came from the trunk of the car he was passing.
“Summer,” he bellowed. He slammed his hand down on the metal. “Are you in there?”
Al and his men raced over. Across the street, Detective Bailey climbed out of his car.
“Carlo, Carlo, please. Get me out of here.” 
Oh God, the fear in her voice made him want to rip the car apart with his bare hands. He yanked on the handle but it was locked. He didn’t want to risk shooting the lock out, not with her in there. 
Al shot the window to the driver’s side out and reached in to pop the trunk.
He threw it open. Summer lay inside, her hands and feet duct taped together. Blood covered her face. She blinked at the light, struggling to push herself up. 
“Hang on, baby.” His voice shook as he cut through the tape. 
She threw herself into his arms the moment he had her free. “I knew you’d come for me.”
Her words cut him like glass. This had been his fault. He wasn’t the hero here. 
“I’ll take care of the Russian,” Al said, murder on his face.
Carlo wanted to do it himself, but Summer was his priority. 
“Make it fast—the cop’s here,” he said tersely, lifting his chin toward the detective. 
Al swiveled to take in Detective Bailey, who stood five feet back, observing. He nodded once, gravely. “Detective.”
“Don Alberto.”
They hadn’t met before, but Carlo had filled Al in when he’d taken the Russian slave, and any detective who worked on organized crime would know Al’s name and face.
“I need to take care of something, and then we’re through.”
“Two minutes.”
“Appreciate it.” Don Al stalked toward the house, his pistol in his hand, two men flanking him. 
Carlo turned to the detective. “The girls are in the basement. The rest of the house will be clear when we’re through.”
The cop nodded and pulled out his radio, calling in to the station.
He wanted to thank the detective for his help, but the moment was too dark. Besides, the understanding and mutual respect between them seemed clear. He didn’t doubt they’d continue their cautious relationship in the future.
He carried Summer to his car and climbed into the backseat with her, cradling her on his lap.
The guys emerged from the house and convened outside the vehicle. 
“It’s done. Bring her to my place,” Don Al said.
“No. I’m taking her home.” Summer was his now—they’d already agreed. He needed to take care of her, even if Al pistol-whipped him for disobeying an order.
He saw the conflict on the older man’s face, then he swore. “I’ll meet you there.”
Sonny and Vince got in and they left the scene behind.
“I knew you’d come,” she whispered again.
He held her closer. “Where are you hurt?” Her forehead sported a bruise and her nose had bled, but didn’t actually look broken.
“My face. That’s all.”
Grazie, Mary, Queen of Peace. He lifted his eyes to heaven. 
The guy must’ve been so high he forgot about her in the trunk. Thank God he hadn’t violated her, or Carlo would never have forgiven himself.
He rocked his girl, trying to make the images of what could have happened to her leave his mind. Praying she wouldn’t forever be traumatized by this.
 
* * *
 
Her father showed up at Carlo’s place and the two men took turns pacing, looking grim and making sure she held ice to her nose and forehead. Carlo poured her a jigger of grappa, which took the edge off the adrenaline.
She knew they both felt like they’d let her down, but she was okay. She really was. She hadn’t been raped. Her face throbbed, but it wasn’t anything more than a few bruises. Her nose wasn’t even broken. 
She curled up on the couch with the kittens purring in her lap. “I’m hungry,” she announced, since it seemed like they needed something to do. 
Carlo hightailed it to the kitchen and re-emerged with a carton of cookies and cream ice cream and a spoon.
She beamed at him for knowing she wanted something sweet.
At last her father left and she curled back up in Carlo’s lap and soaked in the strength from his warm embrace.
“Bambina... I’m so sorry,” he choked.
“It wasn’t your fault,” she said quickly, looping her arms around his neck. “And I’m fine.”
Maybe it was a sign of what a spoiled mafia princess she really was, but she’d had every confidence that her father and Carlo—one or both of them—would show up to rescue her. She hadn’t doubted it for a minute and that faith in them had cushioned her from experiencing any emotional trauma about the thing. 
She should be shaken up over the deaths of the Russians, but she felt buffered from that somehow, too. Those men deserved to die and Carlo had done what had to be done. She didn’t question it or judge it. She’d known he was a warrior, like her father. Not a man to stand back when confronted.
He stroked her face, looking beyond the bruises and truly studying her for the first time that night. His hazel eyes held concern, but some of the anguish fell away as she looked steadily back at him.
“I’m okay.”
“You’re so brave.”
She shook her head. “No. I just knew you’d come for me.”
He blinked rapidly and leaned his forehead against hers. “I won’t let anything like this happen to you again. I promise.”
“You can’t control everything, Carlo. Bad things happen. But I know you’ll always be there for me, and that’s what counts. You’re my man.”
The corners of his lips lifted in a sad sort of smile. “I have something for you, cara.”
“Is it a present?” she asked with exaggerated childishness.
He shoved his hand into his pocket and pulled out a little box. “Not a present. A promise. My claim on you.”
She opened the box and stared at the glittering engagement ring—a diamond surrounded by smaller sapphires. Prying it out, she slid it on her finger. “It’s perfect,” she breathed.
“Does that mean yes?”
“I don’t recall you asking me anything,” she teased.
He grew grave. “Marry me, bambina.” Behind the intent stare, she saw he had much more to say, but as usual, he remained the man of few words.
“Yes.”
His face broke into a smile.
“Si?”
“Si. Yes, I will marry you, Carlo Romano.”
“Soon. I want to marry you soon. No long engagement and a year’s worth of planning.”
“Afraid I’ll change my mind?”
He grinned. “Maybe. A little. Or maybe I’m sick of waiting. For me it’s been eight years.”
Her eyes filled with tears and once again, she wondered how she could have missed this miraculous affection he held for her.
He cupped her face and stroked his thumb along her cheek with a tenderness, a reverence. “I love you, Summer La Torre.”
“And I love you.”
 
 



Chapter Seven
 
Carlo stood in front of the hotel mirror and tied the bowtie on his tuxedo. He’d checked into the honeymoon suite before the wedding to bring their suitcase and put the 1988 Moet and Chandon Dom Perignon on ice for later. 
He picked up the boutonniere—a pale pink rose—and pinned it on his lapel. Summer had chosen pink roses as her wedding flower because that was what he always brought her. Not wanting to disappoint, he’d had the suite filled with dozens of them and petals scattered on the bed, across the counter of the sink and in the tub.
He checked his phone. It was early, but there was nothing left to do. He might as well head to the church where he could greet the early arrivals. He picked up his keys and headed to the elevator. They’d been lucky enough to nab a hall at the Ritz Carlton for their reception, thanks to a last minute cancellation. Normally the hotel was booked nine months out.
Carmen had been pissed about the short engagement, but Summer had been perfectly serene in facing down her mother. Once they’d had the graduate school showdown, Summer had found her stride with separating from her parents’ desires for her. Actually she’d been perfectly serene in general. Any last misgivings he’d had about her not really loving him, only needing him, had faded as he’d watched her anxieties disappear and a quiet happiness bloom. 
Not even the stress of wedding planning had bothered her—she’d approached it all with enthusiasm. Carmen had wanted things big and fancy and Summer had her own ideas, but they’d found ways to compromise.
Her career had shifted, too. All on her own, she’d picked up several teaching gigs, working mostly with teenagers, and she planned to apply to a Master’s program in Dance/Movement Therapy at Columbia, her alma mater. 
Her friend Maggie had been upset about how quickly she’d agreed to marry him, but once they spent some couple time with her and Pete, Summer had received her approval, which he knew was important.
In the car, he removed his gun and holster and stashed it in the glove box. He’d worn a gun in church before, but at his own wedding, it seemed wrong. HIs bride shouldn’t have to be reminded of the danger in his life on the day she committed to make a life with him.
 
* * *
 
It was colder than a witch’s tit in Chicago in December. Mario and his two capos sat in the rental car with the heat on full blast outside Alberto La Torre’s house. There had been a lot of activity—vehicles coming and going. People carrying boxes out to cars. Carrying hairdryers and curling irons inside. Now a white limo sat out front. Must be a big occasion—a wedding, perhaps.
He’d tracked his Uncle Junior’s grappa exports to the La Torre family in the Chicago area. Oak Park, to be precise. The don was some kind of relative of his Zia Maria—a nephew, maybe. 
This might be a wild goose chase—he had no evidence that Carlo was in America—but he had to come check it out for himself.
The door swung open again and he lifted the binoculars, feeling more like a cop than the don of the most powerful crime family in Sicily. Several people exited, getting into the various cars parked within the gated property. Sure enough, a beautiful girl in a fluffy white wedding gown emerged, flanked by an older couple who must be her parents and a younger girl in a bridesmaid dress.
He put the car in drive and pulled away, turning down a side street, where they wouldn’t be noticed. If Carlo was part of the La Torre Family, he’d be at the wedding and Mario and his men could probably blend in, unnoticed. There would be no better place to get a bead on his baby brother.
He idled until the limo passed and let two more cars follow before he pulled out to stay on their tail. They wove through the suburb with its towering trees, the branches glittering with a coat of ice. Snow had begun to fall—big wet flakes that melted on his windshield as soon as they landed.
The limo pulled into a parking lot of a Catholic church bearing the name St. Mary’s Cathedral. He accelerated and drove past, taking a trip back to the main street to get a coffee. Better to show up late to the wedding than be noticed as early arrivals. 
An hour later, they drove back. Good thing they’d always dressed sharp, so they looked ready for a wedding.
They headed in and sat on the bride’s side in the very back, just as the wedding march music began.
The bridesmaids filed in—a young blond and a teenage girl who resembled the bride. Then twin boys, looking no more than 11 years old.
Two little flower girls giggled and threw pink rose petals which caught in their froth of white skirts.
And then the groom. He stopped breathing for a moment when he realized the groom was Carlo. So his baby brother was marrying into the La Torre family. That’s one way to secure his place.
His brother looked older and yet unchanged—still the same proud face, their mother’s hazel eyes looking out with cool appraisal, even on his wedding day.
He shifted behind Tony, who Carlo didn’t know, to block the view of his face. 
Carlo walked to the altar, dropped to his knee and made the sign of the cross. When he erected himself, he had eyes only for his bride, who was walking down the aisle on Alberto La Torre’s arm.
He’d assumed the marriage to be political in nature, not that he doubted his brother would play the part of doting husband to a “tee,” but Carlo’s stoic mask crumbled as he watched the beautiful young woman walk toward him. His eyes reddened, his nostrils flared. The two stared at each other and she, too, grew teary, then giggled a little and leaned on her father.
He hadn’t doubted Carlo would find success wherever he landed, but seeing him in love made his chest tighten. His life hadn’t been a complete misery, then. 
A fat lady sang Ave Maria and the ceremony proceeded in Latin. Carlo’s focus remained on the priest or his bride until he’d kissed her and turned to their guests. Only then did his gaze land on Mario and his body went perfectly still.
His new wife smiled tearfully as he walked her down the aisle, but Carlo’s face was made of stone. 
Mario’s aisle was the first to exit and they were handed little plastic bottles of bubbles with the instructions to wait outside the church and blow. Instead he walked to their rental car and leaned against it. He had no doubt Carlo would find him there.
 
* * *
 
“Give me your gun,” Carlo whispered urgently, grabbing Sonny’s arm and yanking him back into a church hallway. 
“What is it?”
“My brother is here from Sicily.”
Sonny looked at him blankly.
“He wants me dead. Give me your fucking gun.” He yanked it out of the guy’s holster and shoved it in his jacket pocket. 
“There you are. We’re supposed to be doing photos,” Al said, sticking his head around the corner. He must’ve noticed Carlo and Sonny’s expressions. “What’s going on?”
“Mario’s here. My brother.”
Al’s hand went to his gun. “I’ll take care of it. You go take care of my daughter.”
Carlo gritted his teeth. “No. I have to go.” He pushed past his father-in-law and found an exit to the church, his fingers closed around the handle of the gun, safety off.
Al and Sonny were right behind him. 
“Hey what’s—” Joey caught them in the hallway and joined the parade.
Carlo paused and put his hand on Sonny’s chest, stopping him. “You’re not armed. You stay in here. Joey, do you—”
Joey flashed his gun. 
“No, Joey’s not supposed to be involved in this shit. Give your gun to Sonny,” Al ordered.
“What the fuck is going on?”
“Carlo’s brother showed up.”
Joey pursed his lips and reluctantly turned his gun over to Sonny. “I’ll stall the women. Make this come out right—it’s a fucking wedding.”
“Like we need advice from you,” Al muttered as they filed out the door and into the parking lot. 
Mario stood by a car, flanked by his two men, clearly waiting for him.
Someone ought to pray for his soul, because he aimed his gun at his brother’s forehead, right there outside St. Mary’s Cathedral. He walked swiftly forward, his gun arm steady.
Mario didn’t move. His men stiffened, looking warily at the three armed men approaching. None of them reached for their guns.
“I’m not here to kill you,” Mario said when he arrived and pressed the muzzle of his Ruger against the guy’s skull. “If you want to commit murder on your wedding day, that’s on you.”
He sucked in his breath, the searing pain of his brother’s betrayal still as fresh as the day they’d tried to kill him. Suddenly he was that young man again—shocked to the core, unable to believe his own brother wanted him dead. Slowly grasping the enormity of his loss, because even though he’d lived, his life had been stripped from him.
Mario held his palms up, without making any quick movements. “I came to make amends. I was wrong. I sinned against you, and our mother and our father, God rest his soul.” He spoke in Italian, his voice so achingly familiar. He sounded like their father.
“Stronzata.” Bullshit.
“Truth.” Mario touched Carlo’s gun hand and eased it away from his face. Snowflakes fell into his hair making it look salt and pepper gray. Or maybe it was salt and pepper gray now. ”What I did was wrong. I own it. Not a day goes by I don’t remember how I betrayed you. I was terrified about leading the Family, and about Pops dying. I didn’t feel worthy. And then when I thought you were trying to push me out—I just lost it.”
Mario’s two soldiers stared at their boss in shock, clearly as surprised as Carlo to hear him admit any wrongdoing.
“I’m tired of seeing our Ma cry on her birthday because she hasn’t heard your voice in eight years. I’m tired of the guilt of depriving you of Pop’s last days. I have sons now—three boys and I hate to think they would ever have bad blood between them like I have with you. So I’m here now. You wanna shoot me, you do it. Otherwise, I’m gonna hug you and say congratulations because you have a beautiful fucking bride.”
It was a sign of his total weakness that his knees buckled and he wanted to weep like a baby. He was good at reading people, but he hadn’t guessed this outcome. 
Mario pulled him into a hug and then he was crying as his brother thumped him on the back over and over again.
“Gesù Cristo, you fucking guy,” he said, referring not to the attempt on his life, but to him showing up and making him cry on his wedding day.
“I hope someday you’ll forgive me.” Mario kissed his cheek, his own eyes wet. “I’m unarmed, so if you wanna bring something down on me, do it.” He spread his arms wide, as if inviting Carlo to punch him. 
Carlo shook his head, swallowing the lump in his throat. 
“So, you gonna introduce me to your new family?” he asked and looked pointedly at Don Al.
He swiped his eyes with his thumb and middle finger. “This is Don Alberto La Torre, my father-in-law. And this is Sonny, my number one.” The men shook hands, Don Al and Sonny putting their guns away. 
“He’s not allowed to move back to Sicily, so that better not be why you came here,” Al informed Mario.
Mario grinned. “Duly noted. Maybe just a honeymoon? Our Ma would sure like to see his ugly mug,” he said, slapping Carlo’s cheek.
He drew in a deep breath of the icy air, struggling once more with his emotions. Bringing Summer home to visit Sicily would be a dream come true. She still complained she didn’t know him well enough. He would show her everything, until there were no secrets about his past or who he was under the tough exterior. 
“Come in and I’ll introduce you to my beautiful wife.” 
He led his brother back up to the church where he’d just married the young woman who’d always held his heart. There could be no happier conclusion to the best day of his life than to be reunited with his family, which he thought he’d lost forever. 
Summer had gone to the door, but Joey blocked her, shielding her behind his own unarmed body. 
“It’s all right,” Al said. 
Joey stepped aside and Summer came out into the cold, scanning their faces with a creased brow. 
Carlo gave her a smile and held out his hand. “Angel, my brother Mario decided to crash the wedding.”
She looked uncertainly from him to his brother, but took his cue and attempted a smile. 
“Signora Romano,” Mario said, opening his arms.
She giggled at the new name, throwing him a glance as she stepped into his brother’s embrace, accepting his kisses. 
“Welcome to the family.”
“Let’s go inside,” she said, looking at him. “I’m sure you’ll want your brother in the photos.”
He smiled and tucked her against him as they walked together back into St. Mary’s. 
There was a time when he thought forgiving his brother would be impossible, even if he’d died a miserable death. But on a day like this, with the perfect woman beside him, surrounded by his new family, it was hard to hang onto his old grief. Mario’s actions had sent him here—to Summer, his everything. And for that, he had to be grateful.
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