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      Valentin

      

      Five men slaughtered, their blood splattered across walls, furniture, and children’s toys.

      Five soldiers.

      My men, those I’d trained to remain loyal, protecting my family and my wealth and I’d been unable to protect them against an inferior enemy.

      Revenge would be sweet.

      And bloody.

      In my world, peace was almost nonexistent, the act of war bred into my system. Very few people understood the power of influence and there wasn’t a single human soul who didn’t have a hidden agenda.

      There was something innately beautiful about violence, bloodshed based on the act of revenge. It brought a sense of internal peace to a vicious world, an understanding that betrayal wasn’t an option.

      I’d often enjoyed the thought of teaching lessons, providing an answer to a need that all men found locked deep within their darkest desires. I was passionate about the heavy burden, appreciating the fine art of destroying a human life while still able to control a small portion of humanity.

      The drive was insatiable, the satisfaction of inflicting pain personal, a sacred yet indulgent way of handling business.

      I’d been called the pain maker, a moniker that had remained with me my entire adult life.

      Tonight would certainly not change the tradition or the nickname, only further encapsulating the power I held in my hands.

      I’d taken over most of the family operations, my father pushed into an early retirement. He’d seemed weak, a decision made almost ten years before altering our future. The Vincheti family never accepted compromise and that wasn’t going to happen now. It didn’t matter to me about my father’s importance or his level of influence both in our city and up and down the East Coast. Now that I’d taken control, certain aspects of our business were going to change, treaties eradicated. Every betrayal, every single incident threatening my territory would end.

      Period.

      No matter the level of bloodshed was required.

      That’s why my dinner had been interrupted, my esteemed guests ushered from my grandmother’s restaurant minutes after the remains of a delicious dinner had been taken away, a rat brought into the kitchen.

      Five of my most trusted men had been assassinated inside their homes. Some fucking asshole had broken in, killing them while they’d slept next to their wives or girlfriends, taking the time to slaughter the women after using them like whores. I didn’t need a testament written down or a group of informants to tell me who was responsible.

      Casimine Adamos, the ruthless pig leader of the Polish mafia had declared war on my existence. Maybe that’s because my tactics were entirely different than my father’s. I’d already taken to cleaning up the streets of the crack cocaine introduced by the pompous asshole’s men. Drugs were not allowed in my territories under any circumstances.

      His response had been an unacceptable body count, picking off my men just to piss me off.

      Giovanni glared at me just before I walked into the kitchen, shaking his head, daring to roll his eyes. He jingled his keys in his hand, prepared to shut down his typical workday. “Don’t leave a fucking mess, Valentin. You know how your grandmother will react.”

      My grandmother, partial owner of the restaurant along with my cousin. His glare pissed me off. While he refused to become a part of the family business, his required respect was something he often forgot to acknowledge. “I suggest you spend time planning your next menu, Giovanni, instead of attempting to provide me with any demands. I assure you the place will be spotless.”

      “Good. I have a date with my girlfriend. I don’t plan on returning and cleaning up after your ass. Pick somewhere else to handle business. Will ya?”

      His girlfriend was a sexy blonde who’d come into his life like a firestorm. Ever since then, he’d done little more than show up at the restaurant, placing more of the burden on my grandmother. I’d deal with his appetite later, reminding him what was most important.

      I ignored his comment, pushing my way into the kitchen then glaring at the asshole who’d dared to dishonor me.

      I was in one cranky mood, finished with playing games with the sniveling man or anyone else for that matter.

      Giovanni snorted from behind me, uttering a string of curse words. We weren’t buddies, his holier than thou attitude because he’d once considered becoming a priest. Unfortunately, the family reputation had become a significant issue, especially after he was almost killed because of his bloodline.

      At least he was a man I could trust implicitly. I’d even required his expertise in marksmanship on more than one occasion. Family was family after all.

      I faced the fucker who’d dared cross me and sighed. He was quivering, his stark white face a direct contrast to his dark clothing. Fuck. He was already blubbering, the usual response when my second in command brought his hunting knife. Tonight, Brando was tapping the sharp blade between Dylan’s outstretched fingers, the implied threat forcing the man to sweat.

      “I’m sorry, Mr. Vincheti. I swear to God I didn’t mean to disparage you,” Dylan moaned, issuing the same statement for the second time in less than two minutes. I’d heard every excuse over the years, most of which I ignored, although there was a truthful sound to his pained voice that kept me from inflicting pain.

      Yet.

      However, there was nothing worse than a rat.

      “Please. I’ll do what you want. I don’t want to die.”

      Jesus Christ. I hated when they resorted to acting like whimpering children. He knew exactly what I expected out of my employees.

      In my line of work, a traitor usually meant an interruption in business, often leading to a tragic end. Unfortunately, for Dylan, that meant an end to his employment with my organization, his treachery unforgiveable. His punishment had yet to be determined.

      While I’d attempted to be fair in my determinations, my brutal nature refused to allow his lies to be ignored, and a message needed to be sent to others in my employ.

      Don’t fuck with me.

      I rubbed my jaw as I glared at him, taking my time to consider how best to handle his unseemly infraction.

      Dylan was shaking, his right foot tapping against the tiled floor of the kitchen, which was almost as annoying as his heavy breathing. He was a large man, someone who’d spent far too much time feasting on his own cooking. He continued to blubber, which was a typical reaction when found in my crosshairs. What I wouldn’t give for a man to act like a man, admitting their sins and accepting defeat.

      “What do you want to do with him, boss?” Brando asked, his gruff voice indicating he was itching to take the lead, removing one or several of Dylan’s digits. It was late, almost closing time, Tuesday nights the least popular. I hadn’t intended on handling the difficult situation inside Mama Lucia’s restaurant, but given his treacherous act, I couldn’t allow his egregious behavior to continue even another night.

      My men had dragged him here in the trunk of a vehicle, waiting until most customers had left, including the men I’d been meeting with, contracts signed for another commercial real estate development. Thankfully, only a few employees were left on the other side, clearing dishes and tablecloths, preparing to leave. They all knew to keep their mouths shut.

      I glanced at my Capo then back to the rat. “Dylan. I need to know the names of everyone that you felt compelled to provide detailed, sensitive information to, including the addresses of my soldiers.”

      He looked away, which was another sin for someone attempting to plead their cause. I moved toward him, my enforcers backing away. He’d been brought here solely because I’d been detained by the meetings, my men spending time working him over beforehand. I usually abhorred this part of my job, but war was brewing. Thankfully, it wasn’t often I was required to resort to physical confrontation, those in my employ realizing it was in their best interest to remain loyal.

      Brando dragged him away from the stainless-steel table, still holding the knife. When he pressed the tip against Dylan’s jugular, I shook my head.

      “Looks like you might keep your hand,” my Capo hissed.

      Dylan continued shaking, his eyes open wide with horror. “Please. Please. Please.”

      After backhanding him, I flexed then fisted my hand, furious with myself for not tightening security the minute I’d detected a breach. Dylan had been on my radar for at least two weeks, my informants providing details of his various… infractions. I’d been busy accumulating additional business but that shouldn’t have been allowed to interfere.

      I’d gotten greedy. That couldn’t happen again.

      He balked, his mouth twisting and his eyes dancing with a wildfire of fear and confusion.

      I smashed my fist against his cheek, shaking off the ache as I glared at him, drops of his blood splattering against my jacket. He tumbled backwards, slamming against the wall. He was nothing in my world, yet I’d accepted his employ, pretending I could be anything other than what I’d become, a ruler of the city. “Dylan. I have no more patience this evening. This is your last chance to tell me what the fuck is going on.”

      The four seconds I allowed to go by were four seconds too long. This wasn’t the time to go soft, not for anyone.

      “They made me, Mr. Vincheti,” he finally spit out, choking as he gasped for air.

      “Who made you spill your guts, Dylan?” I needed him to say it, confirming what I already knew.

      When he lunged toward me, my enforcers grabbed him by the arms, shoving him against the back wall. He hissed, dragging his tongue across his bloodied mouth.

      I was losing patience.

      “Tsk. Tsk, Dylan. That wasn’t very nice of you. I’m going to ask you one last time,” I said, lifting my arm and pointing my index finger toward his face. He broke into hives, his face immediately blotchy.

      Tick. Tock.

      After ten full seconds, I nodded to Brando, who shoved the knife directly under Dylan’s chin.

      “No!” he screamed. “Filip Adamos. He threatened my family. I didn’t know what to do. I’m sorry, Mr. Vincheti. I’m so sorry.” Dylan’s chest heaved and he dropped his head, openly sobbing.

      Casimine’s son.

      It seemed the Poles believed they could shatter the hold on the city we shared with the Bratva, even though there wasn’t a person in New York who didn’t know we were connected to the Russians by an unholy marriage, one that I continued to seethe about occurring. However, the sanctioned relationship had given both our families increased power, the South American Cartel backing down as if God above had a hand in the loss of hundreds of their soldiers.

      “Please, Mr. Vincheti. I’ll do anything. Anything!”

      I fucking hated it when they broke down. Next, Dylan would beg me for his life. I rubbed my eyes, my anger only increasing. I was getting nowhere with him, other than the confirmation he’d been forced to spill his guts. He knew nothing else, a pawn used to deliver a message. It was obvious, just an idiot in the wrong place at the wrong time.

      Suddenly, there was a pounding sound coming from the front of the store, the doors to the bakery, another goddamn irritant I didn’t need. People died when I was cranky. Filip was a merciless son of a bitch. He acted as if territories didn’t exist, often ignoring his father’s rules in search of more power. The single run-in I’d had with him should have ended with me putting a bullet in his head. Instead, I’d honored certain rules established by my father as well as the Pakhan of the Bratva, both believing that by coexisting with the smaller organized crime families, continued peace could be maintained.

      It was just another compromise I would never honor.

      Sighing, I looked away, pacing the kitchen floor. The space would need to be disinfected by morning prior to the employees returning to work. Shit. Mama Lucia would absolutely kick my ass. La Travitorria was her baby, not to be fucked with, even by her grandson.

      “How many additional addresses did you give him?” Goddamn it, the asshole was begging for me to kill him. “How many?”

      “That was it. They only wanted five. I swear on my mother’s grave and my baby daughter. I swear.”

      Brando lifted his eyebrows, shaking his head. Dylan had no way of knowing the names he’d selected had turned him into an executioner. If I didn’t put a bullet in his brain, his guilt would eventually force him into doing so.

      “You should have come to me, Dylan. That was your fatal mistake.”

      Just as I was prepared to make a decision on his punishment, I heard an unknown female voice, the strong, seductive tone yanking my attention away. I moved toward the swinging kitchen door, peering through the oval glass allowing a view of the bakery counter. While the lighting had already been dimmed in preparation of closing, the few overhead lights created a beautiful shimmer floating around her lithe body.

      My cock instantly twitched, the wave of hunger unexpected.

      “Thank you so much for letting me come in. I wasn’t supposed to be this late. Damn the airlines and damn this fucking city. I’m sorry.” The voluptuous woman laughed and immediately my balls tightened. “Please tell me you have eclairs. At this point I’ll pay anything for them. I couldn’t care less how much.”

      Brando glanced at me, lifting his eyebrow. I placed my finger over my lips, listening to the limited conversation.

      “No problem, ma’am. Looks like we have ten of them left.” Poor Michael’s voice was strained.

      “Thank God. Now I won’t have to go home with my tail between my legs.”

      The bakery closed an hour before the restaurant, the separate door supposedly locked. Yet as I moved toward the door, glancing out the small window allowing a full view of the limited space, my anger shifted to another level.

      The women with the sultry voice stood just in front of the counter, her mouth twisting as she peered through the glass. As she tapped her fingers on the surface, I took a deep breath. Damn it. Why in God’s name had Michael allowed her inside in the first place?

      Inhaling, I returned to the business at hand, images of the mysterious beauty remaining in the back of my mind.

      “This is your lucky day, Dylan. Trust me, there won’t be a second one. Take our guest to the warehouse. Put him on ice. I’ll handle this issue later,” I threw over my shoulder then pushed my hand against the swinging door. The moment it was open by two feet, Dylan let out an intense wail, begging for his life. “And shut him the fuck up.”

      I waited as my men dragged him toward one of two rear exists, Dylan continuing to wail. Fuck. It used to be easier handling issues. I rubbed my fingers down my jacket before pushing my hand in the swinging door and moving into the room.

      The dazzling customer lifted her head, her eyes penetrating mine, her long curls dancing across her shoulders from the limited movement. I’d expected to see a look of horror or at least fear on her face from what she’d heard, but instead she appeared curious. Or maybe she hadn’t paid any attention. As I walked further into the area, her body tensed, a slight smile curling on her lovely lips. She was a stunning woman, her long raven-hued hair glowing in the limited light above the counter.

      No, she was drop dead gorgeous yet there was a toughness about the way her jaw was clenched.

      There was a crackle of energy driven through both of us, not quite a thunderbolt but the shockwave was enough her eyes opened wide.

      While I was unable to see the color of them in the dimness, the way they twinkled added to her sultry appearance and voluptuous body. I was instantly drawn to her beauty, more so given her lack of fragility, which I was unaccustomed to. Just the way she was staring at me threw a gut punch, knocking the wind out of me. She dragged her tongue across her lips, defying the instant attraction.

      Tell me, il mio bellissimo angelo, do you crave a taste as much as I do?

      She was a beautiful angel, more so any other woman I’d come in contact with.

      “Is there a problem, Michael?” I asked the employee, not bothering to glance in his direction. He was nervous, fearful I would retaliate for his decision to allow another customer inside.

      “I would hope there isn’t a problem. It was two minutes before your closing time. While I apologize for coming in so late, rules are rules,” she said, the whiskey-laced molasses tone in her voice seductive and strong, managing to condemn me without even trying. The sound alone was enough to drive my cock to full attention.

      I found myself drawn to her more than I had been with any other woman in a long time. She dared to move closer, as if she was planning on protecting Michael should I bring down the wrath of God.

      An irrational thought pushed into the back of my mind. Fuck. I wanted a taste of her. That never happened.

      “No, sir. She pounded on the door and begged me for service. She’s right though. The doors were locked early.” Michael immediately looked sheepish, taking a step further away from me. In his hand was a box, several pastries placed inside, and he was shaking like a leaf.

      “Should I assume you don’t want my business?” she asked as she placed her hands on her hips, tilting her head and allowing me to see the long line of her neck.

      My cock ached, enough so my balls were tight as drums. I moved closer, expecting her to back away.

      But she didn’t. Instead, she lifted her head to ensure her eyes remained locked on mine. My God, this woman was feisty, enough so filthy thoughts ran through my mind.

      “Michael, you did the right thing, and you are correct. We shouldn’t have closed early. Please accept my apologies and the pastries are on the house.”

      She gave me a wry smile and purposely reached into her purse, pulling out her wallet. “Thank you very much for the offer, but I always pay for goods and services. How much do I owe you, Michael?”

      Yes, the woman had balls. I was more than intrigued. I inhaled her fragrance, jasmine with a hint of vanilla, and resisted grabbing her by the wrist, dragging her into my office in order to fuck her for hours. Eclairs, Mama Lucia’s favorite pastry, a delicacy only she knew the recipe to. The luscious woman had exquisite taste.

      Her look was one of amusement as well as disdain, a dangerous combination in my world. It was obvious she had no idea who I was or that she’d just found herself in a den of vipers.

      “Sir?” Michael asked, his voice quavering as he asked for my permission.

      “Allow our new customer to do what she feels is necessary.” I closed the distance until we were standing only a few inches apart. In crowding her space, I was able to detect a slight hint of fear; it wasn’t about the big bad man standing in front of her but the uncertainty of why her body was reacting to our intense connection. I lowered my head, studying the carved line of her jaw, the softness of her cheeks, able to catch a slight blush sliding up from the long line of her neck.

      However, she wasn’t budging, although she allowed her eyes to slide ever so slowly down the length of me. She was tossing my obvious interest back in my face. When her gaze drifted back to my face, she held a smile, one of unbridled interest.

      My sinful thoughts turned darker, hunger breaching the surface. While it wasn’t in my best interest to engage in any carnal activity, her tempting attitude and beguiling smile almost forced me to break my own rules. Sadly, I’d be forced to decline.

      I took a step away and judging by the smile sliding across her face, it would seem she believed herself to be victorious in backing me down.

      “Here you are, ma’am. Your change.” Michael backed away almost immediately after handing it to her, rubbing his hands on his apron.

      “Thank you for your hospitality, Michael. A little something for you.” She slid a twenty-dollar bill across the counter, turning her head and giving me another hard onceover before grabbing the box. Then she headed for the door, slanting her eyes down one last time then tossing her hair.

      Dismissing me.

      “Be careful. The eclairs have been known to lead to filthy activity,” I said with a slight growl in my voice.

      Laughing, she tossed me a look then opened the door. “I’m never careful in anything I do.” Now her tone was little more than a husky purr.

      Fuck. I wanted more than just a taste of her.

      I shoved my hands into my pockets, taking my time heading closer to the door. She had no idea how close she’d just come to being devoured by a predator.
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      Cassidy

      

      With power came danger and men who dealt in both exuded a seductive, dangerous aura. The man inside the restaurant was malevolent, virile, and strong, a predator who savored every moment of feasting on an innocent soul.

      I shivered from the alluring thought, incapable to finding the right words to describe him adequately. As I glanced toward the moon, the visions became reflective, filthy, and vile. And I loved every one of them.

      Life was cruel.

      I’d just met the man of my dreams and I’d never see him again. Even if I could, I couldn’t allow myself a taste. I wasn’t a danger junkie.

      Or was I?

      The breath caught in my lungs as I thought about him, doing my best to keep from turning around and staring at his intoxicating masculinity again. At least I’d kept my cool while he’d undressed me with his eyes, only it hadn’t been just about peeling away my bargain basement special skirt or one of the few nice silk blouses I owned. He’d stripped away my packaging as if opening a fine piece of chocolate, drinking in the aroma before daring to unveil the rich decadence inside.

      He’d been larger than life and the moment he’d walked out from behind the kitchen door, my entire mind had almost turned to mush. I’d allowed myself a crushing vision of him taking me into his arms, refusing to accept no as an answer, sliding the tough pads of his fingers across my skin. His hardened expression would seem cold to anyone else who’d come in contact with him, but I’d seen through the mask of steel he’d chosen to wear to the fire flickering inside. The man was a risky vice, but fantasies lived out in the lurid dark reaches of my mind.

      It was rare for me to consider a man stunning, but with Valentin, I was fully aroused from a single look, but he was the exception to any rule. When he’d approached, I’d felt the warmth pooling between my legs.

      Flames had erupted all around us, the ignition switch hot. Everything about the man screamed of domination and power, his aura crackling with electricity. He had obsidian dark hair, the thick waves highlighting his aristocratic high cheekbones and chiseled jaw. Even in the dim lighting, the way he’d looked at me had been destructive, all consuming. There was no hiding his sinewy muscles even under his perfectly tailored charcoal suit. His jaw was angular, chiseled to the point I could swear it would cut through stone.

      He was model gorgeous except that there was such an air of danger surrounding him that it took away from his natural beauty. Even his voice was like the softest velvet yet commanding in the way he enunciated words.

      His eyes had smoldered as he’d looked at me, an invitation of the very filthy activity he’d alluded to. They were the bluest I’d ever seen, holding an intensity about them. They also exuded as much power as the rest of him, a fierceness that had captured his soul a long time ago.

      In my mind, the stranger had devoured me, allowing me to see his predatory methods for a brief second, sinful images that should drive me straight to the confessional. There was no doubt he was a savage man, but that intrigued me even more. What was he doing running a restaurant and bakery in a fashionable section of New York?

      There was something terrifying about his dark beauty, the allure that threatened to pull me into a deep abyss. However, I could study him for hours, drinking in his angular jaw and broad shoulders. Jesus. His scent was breathtaking, leaving me tingling all over. I could still gather a whiff of his glorious aftershave even through the rich aroma of something incredibly delicious.

      My stomach rumbled. I hadn’t eaten all day, the package of goldfish crackers hardly fulfilling. However, the burning hunger swelling inside of me had nothing to do with the need for nourishment. I smiled at my lurid thoughts, dragging my tongue across my lips. The man was certainly edible. He exuded raw animal magnetism, which was something I’d never experienced before.

      Bad girl. Very bad girl.

      What did I care? I’d never see him again and what a shame. For some reason my palms were sweaty, my heart rate just as rapid as it had been before. I felt slightly dizzy and laughed at myself because it was all about being aroused by a mysterious stranger. I wasn’t that kind of girl. In fact, I’d barely paid attention to men at all, concentrating on making a name for myself in the competitive world of media.

      But this man, this delicious chunk of chocolate was perfect. I could spend hours licking him. Sighing, I admonished myself, almost dropping the pastries given my lack of concentration.

      He wasn’t just a typical bad boy. He was a man not to be trusted, someone who could twist me into indulging in a fantasy. I almost laughed. When was the last time I’d been out on a date, let alone had a wild night of any kind? The answer was depressing.

      Two years?

      I exhaled, only realizing at that moment that the taxi I’d insisted wait for me had sped off, leaving my single suitcase tossed on the sidewalk.

      “Bastard,” I snarled, yanking the case to an upright position. I was lucky no one had stolen it. I didn’t miss being in New York one bit.

      “Damn it,” I hissed, immediately searching for another taxi up and down the dimly lit street. It wasn’t late by any means in the Big Apple, but this location was obviously not highly trafficked at this time of night.

      I’d taken far too much time toying with Mr. Dangerous. Damn it. Sighing, I yanked on the handle of my suitcase, continuing to curse as I headed toward the corner. The plane had landed over three hours late. I’d thought I’d have plenty of time to find the freaking eclairs my mother had insisted on. With several bakeries closed and the others sold out of the pastry, this had been my last stop. Obviously, it had been for the impatient taxi driver, who’d cursed me out more than once. I should have forced my mother to learn to live with disappointment, even if everything had to be perfect in her world.

      After glaring at the pastries, I picked up my pace, determined to find an open bar before falling into bed.

      The eclairs smelled as sinful as they looked, the rich dark chocolate tempting, but not nearly as much as Mr. Dangerous had been. At least I could still dream. After wrangling with the box of goodies, I yanked my phone from my purse, moving toward the cross street. It looked like I’d be taking an Uber. I found the number and hit dial, struggling to keep the box under my arm.

      Then my hackles rose as I felt a presence behind me.

      Before I had a chance to react, the unknown assailant attacked, smashing something against the back of my head. I was pitched forward onto the sidewalk, the feel of cold hard steel pressed against my temple terrifying. I watched as the box tumbled to the street, the contents splattered from the force, my suitcase knocked against a parked car. The sight of the eclairs pitched onto the cracked asphalt pissed me off almost as much as being assaulted by some prick.

      “Just want your purse, bitch.” The voice was gravelly, quaking as if the asshole was on drugs. While I knew better than to fight back, self-defense had been ingrained my nature. Addicts could be unpredictable, but my gut told me this was something else entirely.

      Get control of the situation.

      “Sure,” I said through gritted teeth, struggling to get my footing, acting as if I was going to comply. I ached from the fall, but at least nothing was broken. As soon as I moved, I heard him laugh, the tone startling. Then I swung around, throwing a hard punch, managing to catch the asshole off guard. Unfortunately, my footing was off, the hit doing little more than pissing him off. I shifted quickly, racing toward the door to the bakery. He snagged my arm, tossing me against the brick wall.

      “Well, well. What do we have here? A real bitch. You’re coming with me.” His voice had changed completely, the ominous tone like the one I’d heard on the phone only a few nights before. “Someone needs to talk to you.” His laugh shoved a wave of terror deep into my core.

      My instincts had been spot on. The attack had nothing to do with drug money.

      This had to do with revenge.

      The threats had been real.

      Fuck, no, this wasn’t going to happen.

      I managed to get off a slight scream before he reacted, the bastard slapping one hand against my mouth, another around my hair. I threw out a second punch. This time I caught him just under the chin, his look of shock quickly turning to one of rage. Someone had followed me from Chicago or worse. Oh, God.

      “You’re going to regret that, bitch!” He raised his arm, prepared to strike when there was a blur of activity, a deep growl blasting into the night air a mere second before the perpetrator was dragged away, his body slammed against the brick façade. The man howled until he was tossed against the hard surface several times.

      Gasping, I scrambled to get to my feet, folding my arms and backing away.

      Mr. Dangerous had come to my rescue. He stood with one hand wrapped around the assailant’s throat, the other already retrieving the asshole’s weapon, tossing it aside. Then he pulled a gun from his pocket, pushing the barrel against the man’s temple.

      “Don’t kill him,” I said for no other reason than I wasn’t in the mood to spend the rest of my night dealing with the police. Granted, I didn’t think the sultry savior was the kind to allow the police to interfere, but I wasn’t willing to take that chance. “It’s not worth it. He just needs a fix.” I prayed the asshole would take the bait. Complications I didn’t need, including my father finding out. I could only imagine how he’d turn the city upside down, making both the assailant and my life miserable.

      “Drugs are bad for your health,” Mr. Dangerous stated with absolute authority in his voice as he glared at the asshole. Somehow, I could sense he wasn’t buying the excuse.

      “Yes, sir. I mean, you’re right, sir.” The asshole grinned before tossing a hateful look in my direction.

      Sir. I found it fascinating the perpetrator had lost his nasty tone. Maybe he was afraid of Mr. Dangerous. I let out an angry sound, the pain in my knees finally materializing.

      Mr. Dangerous threw me a look, his eyes slanting down toward my feet. Then he turned his full attention to the perpetrator.

      “Here’s how we’re going to play this. If I agree to let you live, you will promise never to show your face on my street again. If I even catch a single glimpse of you, just one, I assure you that you won’t like the kind of punishment you receive. Do you fucking understand me?” he stated calmly, with absolutely no emotion.

      While the assailant was huge, more than I’d realized, he was no match for the man who’d come to my rescue. The aura around the gorgeous hunk had only increased, giving him a few superpowers on top of his electrifying persona.

      I was still frozen, unable to think clearly. In all the years I’d lived in Chicago, I’d never been assaulted nor had my small apartment broken into. Just threatened with bodily harm. I hated the reminder, my inner voice echoing in my head. I remained on edge, woozy as I watched the scene play out in front of me.

      After Mr. Dangerous rolled the barrel down the side of the perpetrator’s face, shoving it into the asshole’s mouth, the jerk whined, nodding as much as he could given the situation.

      My hero waited for a few seconds to ensure the man meant what he was agreeing to before removing the weapon, shaking his head.

      “I’m sorry, Mr. Vincheti. I didn’t realize this was your street. I’m so sorry. I’ll never even walk within a block of this place.” The assailant coughed and sputtered, but still managed to throw a leer in my direction.

      Mr. Vincheti. Why did that name ring a bell? Exhaling, the pain in my head forced me to close my eyes. My mind was fuzzy, and I loathed the weakness.

      At this point, I knew the perp would agree to anything to get out of my hero’s clutches. Who was this guy anyway? As I watched the man’s actions, a cold chill scuttled through me. Whoever he was, he was more than just dangerous.

      Wait a minute. Oh, no. I couldn’t have this kind of bad luck. Vincheti. The name lingered in my mind.

      He was mafia, a member of one of the most powerful crime syndicates in New York.

      I should have caught it right away. That was my job, for God’s sake. I was usually very good at picking out a member of organized crime. I’d been far too attracted to the man to pay any attention to the usual behavior. A wash of anguish in my temple stopped all rational thoughts.

      I backed away, almost tripping on the sidewalk before tumbling against the side of the building. Shit. That’s when my legs started to shake, anguish crashing through my temple.

      Nothing usually bothered me, at least not physically, but this was… I took several deep breaths, spots appearing in front of my eyes. My legs seemed wobbly, and I pushed my hands against the cold brick, digging my freshly manicured nails into the mortar.

      Valentin backed away, letting the asshole go, the gun remaining firmly planted in his hand. I’d been a witness to several crimes, but there was something terribly frightening about this one. At first the asshole acted as if he was going to walk away. Then a quick movement pushed another yelp from my mouth as the creep yanked a second weapon from under his sweatshirt.

      Mr. Dangerous didn’t hesitate to react.

      Pop! Pop!

      “Asshole. You invaded the wrong place,” my hero huffed. “Se pensi di potermi mentire, ti sbagli.”

      He’d shot the attacker twice before he’d had a chance to get off a single shot. Oh, God. Oh, God. My entire world seemed to fade to black. I was suddenly falling, my body swaying toward the unknown. He’d just killed a man. Because of me. That wasn’t possible. It was… I started to pitch forward, my legs no longer able to hold me upright.

      Then I felt a pair of strong arms around me, holding me. I gathered an intoxicating whiff of his aftershave, the aroma thick with the scent of spices and sandalwood, further igniting my senses. I blinked several times until I realized what had happened, lifting my head until I was able to look into his eyes.

      I was mesmerized by the way Mr. Vincheti was looking at me, his eyes illuminated by the single streetlamp, his thoughts easy to read.

      They were all sinful things.

      He’d kept me from falling. Now he was close, so close that I could almost hear his heartbeat. The same explosive heat remained between us, yet I felt an odd chill trickling down my spine, tingling my legs even more than they already were.

      The fire I’d felt was even more combustible.

      “The fucker will never hurt you again, sweet angel. The pig was in the wrong territory. You’re going to be just fine.” He angled in, lowering his face even more, his tone husky and full of the same darkness that enshrouded his predatory nature. His touch seared my skin, every nerve ending erupting as if ignited from a firestorm.

      I didn’t want to push away from him, but if he held me any longer, there was a chance I’d never want to leave.

      “What did you do? What did you say to him? Did you kill him?” No. No! I was seeing things. Right?

      “I did what was necessary. And I reminded him that he was wrong in thinking he could lie to me.”

      “Thank you, but you didn’t have to kill him,” I managed, pushing my hands against him. His muscles were as carved as I’d thought, rippling through the thin cotton shirt. My heart was pitter pattering from the touch, the filthy thoughts trickling through my mind no longer a shock. He was the perfect chocolate eclair.

      What are you thinking?

      “As I said, I did what was necessary. I certainly couldn’t allow my newest customer to be assaulted just outside my restaurant,” he said, the gruff tone embroiling every one of my senses.

      “You can let me go now.” Don’t let me go. Kiss me instead. My dirty thoughts at least brought a smile.

      When he didn’t move for at least twenty delicious seconds, I tilted my head, adding gasoline to the fire. I could swear he was going to kiss me. I closed my eyes, the hard thumping of my heart echoing in my ears.

      Then everything faded to black.
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      Valentin

      

      Trouble.

      That’s what the beautiful woman was with a capital T. The reason was simple. I wanted her. The darkness inside of me craved to sully her in the worst ways, stripping her of any concept of innocence she might have left. The filthy thoughts continued to push through my mind as I took another look at the son of bitch who’d thought I’d buy his round of bullshit.

      Casimine had purposely sent him to the restaurant, likely to garner information. While the man was shit as a leader, even more brutal than I’d become, his conniving methods had already gotten on my nerves. I refused to allow my empire to be threatened, especially by a scumbag with a penchant for underage girls. I’d heard rumors the fucker had delved into human trafficking.

      As she lay limp in my arms, I let out a long hiss. While I was troubled by the asshole’s brazen act, what disturbed me even more was that it seemed like his target was the lovely creature who’d descended on the restaurant. I doubted it was coincidence.

      And I’d reacted like some Neanderthal, killing the son of a bitch in front of her.

      Why the hell had she provided him with an excuse of any kind? In my world, when things didn’t add up, people died.

      Fuck. At this point she could be collateral damage or worse, insisting on calling the cops. I could easily eliminate the problem, but the draw to her was a pull so deep a tether had already been formed between us. Nursing her back to health didn’t bode well for determining the next move against the Poles. I’d be forced to make an executive decision, providing more than a single message in order to get it through Casimine’s thick skull that fucking with the Vinchetis wasn’t in his best interest.

      I eased her to the sidewalk, brushing hair out of her eyes. At least the bastard hadn’t caused her significant injury. Huffing, I shook my head, glaring at the asshole’s dead body before yanking him into the alley, dumping his body behind the dumpster. Then I dragged my phone into my hand, pressing Brando’s number.

      “Yeah, boss?”

      “I need cleanup in the goddamn alley next to the restaurant.”

      “What the hell?”

      “One of the informants for the Poles. Make certain to make an example of his body but be certain the cops are backed off. This could get ugly.”

      “I’ll be right there.” His sigh annoyed the hell out of me, but he was well aware I was usually careful with how I handled eliminations, none of them in the proximity of prying eyes.

      After glancing down both sides of the street, I gathered her into my arms then headed for the restaurant. The night had been nothing but a goddamn shitstorm. Becoming a hero wasn’t usually on my agenda.

      As I yanked open the door, taking her inside, the feel of having her cradled next to my chest was far too enticing. I peered down at her angelic face, furious that the asshole had dared to attack someone on the street just outside. Given my reaction, I’d be forced to do a sweep of the entire block. Then I’d bring an end to the games Casimine was playing.

      She stirred in my arms, her eyes opening. The fact she’d passed out had yanked on the protector inside of me. I carefully eased her onto one of the dining room chairs, crouching down next to her. She blinked several times, obviously trying to focus. Then she jerked her head up, her eyes boring into mine.

      “What… happened?” she asked, her voice no longer holding the strong, confident tone as before. Her eyes were overtly large, her long lashes skimming across her flushed cheeks every time she blinked.

      “You passed out briefly.”

      “Jesus. I’m sorry. Bastard. Goddamn bastard.”

      “There’s no need to be sorry.” I brushed hair from her face, glancing to see if she had any bruises. At least she remained feisty. She also could have gotten herself killed by attacking him. “How’s your head?”

      “It’s fine, but my knees are worse for wear.” She laughed softly, the tone just as seductive as her speaking voice.

      I peered down at her scuffed knees, shaking my head. “Let me get something to clean those with.”

      When I started to stand, she snapped her hand around my wrist. The instant spark of electricity shot through me like a crack of lightning. She noticed the heated connection as well, her eyes growing even larger. I could sense she was quivering, trying to drag herself away from the enigmatic draw shared between us.

      As a warm flush swept along her jaw, she chewed her bottom lip, an adorable, nervous gesture. “You don’t need to do that. I can take care of it at the hotel.” She was searching for answers, trying to ascertain whether I was a hero or the devil.

      She wouldn’t like the answer.

      My reputation preceded me; my intolerance for any betrayal, whether from one of my own people or a stupid often unwilling accomplice, usually kept the peace.

      “You shouldn’t have fought back,” I admonished her.

      She rolled her eyes, taking several shallow breaths. “I’m not going to allow some jerkoff to get away with stealing money or worse. No way. I just need a damn taxi.”

      My instinct told me the something else wasn’t a subject she’d like to hear.

      “You’re not going anywhere until I make certain you don’t need a doctor.”

      Sighing, she remained embarrassed, her nervous tendency continuing. While she had no fear of me, there was an increased trepidation from when she’d been chiding me in front of the bakery counter.

      She kept her hold for a few seconds, finally peeling her fingers away. “Thank you again. My suitcase! My laptop’s inside. Oh, God.”

      “Don’t worry. I’ll get it.” I shifted out the front door, yanking her case and purse into my hand, studying the area once again. Whatever Casimine was planning, he felt the need to keep tabs on some if not all of my family. This wasn’t a single incident, but the attack on the woman differed from their usual method of operation.

      Which could also mean she was important to them for an entirely different reason than her stunning good looks.

      Sighing, I returned to the restaurant, locking the door behind me and placing her items on the floor. At this point, I didn’t need any additional complications. After a quick glance in her direction, I headed into the kitchen. I could sense her eyes remained on me, watching my every move. The magnetic pull I felt was unusual, and when she smiled, it was like a ray of sunshine pulling me in. However, the beast inside of me longed to feel her plump lips wrapped around my cock.

      “You’re one bad man,” I muttered to myself, grabbing a clean towel and a bottle of water, locating the first aid kit.

      While she was beautiful, she wasn’t the kind of woman who cared about dressing to impress. Her simple black skirt and heels along with her cobalt blue silk blouse were professional without being sexy. Perhaps she’d flown to New York on business. As I returned to the dining room, just the sight of her brought another round of filthy images dancing in the back of my mind.

      She was a temptation I couldn’t afford. I should simply tend to her wounds and call her a cab; ensure she was safe then walk away.

      But I was a Vincheti, firstborn of a powerful mafia family and I rarely if ever did anything as prosaic as following the rules I’d established for myself as well as those in my employ. I was used to having everything I wanted without question.

      “Drink some water,” I instructed and crouched to my knees, opening the first aid kit. She did as I asked, her eyes never leaving me as I cleaned her pavement burns, inspecting to make certain she didn’t have any glass or other foreign objects imbedded in her skin. Then she noticed the gun I’d carelessly returned to my jacket, her breath hitching.

      “A necessary tool in my world.”

      “Your world. It sounds like a brutal, terrifying place to be.”

      “Then you would be right.”

      Suddenly, she was nervous, as if realizing what she’d just witnessed. “Your restaurant must be very popular.”

      “A waiting list every night.” What the fuck was I supposed to do with her?

      “Do you always come to the rescue of damsels in distress?” she asked, although the question was more of a whisper.

      “I usually don’t need to.”

      “Hmmm… Mr. Asshole acted as if he knew you.” Now her voice was stronger, more like the way she’d been minutes before.

      I gave her a slight glance then closed the box. “I’m well known in the area. Valentin Vincheti.”

      She blinked several times then offered a slight smile. Her expression wasn’t exactly about recognizing my name, but I could tell by the look in her eyes that she was suspicious of who I was. “Cassidy Rochester.” She held out her hand, her jaw clenching as she waited for me to accept the handshake. The lovely woman was lying to me.

      While I accepted the gesture, my filthy thoughts continued. “Cassidy Rochester. The name suits you.” Just as she was planning a retort of some kind, her stomach growled loudly enough we both heard. Completely embarrassed, she pressed the back of her hand across her mouth, unable to keep from laughing.

      But I could tell she’d become uncertain of my intentions. Hell, I didn’t know what they were.

      But I did note that my desire for her continued to increase, making it impossible to let her go until I was finished with her. Yeah, I was one bad man. As I stood, I took a deep breath, holding it for a few seconds. “Have you eaten recently, Cassidy?”

      “I hate to admit it but no. I had work to do before I grabbed a flight. The bag of goldfish didn’t satiate my hunger.”

      The same thought of driving my shaft deep into her throat occurred, my balls aching from the intensity of the longing roaring through me.

      “From?” I asked, putting the box on one of the tables.

      “Chicago.”

      “Chi town. One of my favorite cities. Business or pleasure?”

      She hesitated, as if telling me anything personal could be used against her. I wasn’t usually in the habit of killing women, even if she did witness a murder. “My nephew’s graduation.”

      “It would seem you’re not interested in family gatherings.”

      “My mother makes a big deal out of every celebration and holiday. It’s overwhelming at times.”

      “Families can often be difficult.”

      “You have no idea,” she muttered. “You’re a restaurateur.”

      While she had a coy look on her face, I sensed she was fishing for information. All I could think about was having her body writhing underneath mine, enjoying the sound of her heavy breathing just before I drove the entire length of my cock deep inside her sweet pussy. I wanted nothing more than to bury myself inside, taking her several times until I was finally sated.

      “This is only one of my family’s businesses. Would you like a glass of wine or a drink, Cassidy? I’m certain your nerves are on edge after what you went through.”

      There was such an unabashed way about her and as she shifted to the edge of the chair, I had a feeling she was contemplating bolting. She would soon learn it was too late.

      “Bourbon,” she responded.

      “With Coke?”

      Her laugh was even more delightful. “Oh, God no. A single ice cube. Nothing should pollute a glass of good bourbon.” When her hand fluttered against the underside of her jaw, I found my muscles twitching with the growing need to touch her, brushing my fingers down the same long line of her neck. I envisioned swirling the tip of a single finger around her nipple. They were already fully aroused, both pressing against the soft material, the scent of her perfume drilling into my senses.

      “Bourbon it is. I’ll join you. Then I’ll make us both something to eat. Nourishment will calm your nerves.”

      “Please don’t tell me you’re the chef as well?” she asked, her tone almost accusatory. Her laugh was more nervous than before as if the thought of spending time with me was oppressive.

      There was a radiance to her that I wanted to delve into, a strong woman with a vulnerability that enticed the hell out of me. I moved behind the bar, taking my time selecting the bourbon before I answered her. “I think every one of us has a hidden talent lurking behind whatever we’re required to do in our lives.”

      “I suppose you’re right.”

      “However, I usually leave the preparation of food to those who are talented in the kitchen.”

      “Then what do you do?”

      “Everything else.” I’d considered myself a very good judge of character over the years, able to identify those who would dare to lie to me. There was a mystery about her, a secret or two hidden behind her dazzling blue eyes. While I couldn’t put my finger on what they could be, the realization gnawed at me.

      Even from this distance, there was a strong pull between us, a tether that extended beyond the obvious primal need. The attraction was strong, increasing the desire already roaring through me. She’d attempted to hide her yearning, but I’d seen the twitch of her upper lip, had heard the breathless sound she made just before walking out the door. I’d also felt the tremor coursing through her as I’d pulled her into my arms, and the way she’d tilted her head had been a clear indication she’d expected me to kiss her.

      Everything about this woman provoked the dark side of me, the beast allowed to leave his lair. Her obvious attraction made my nefarious thoughts acceptable.

      And what I was planning on doing to her voluptuous body.

      As I brought the drinks to the table, she did everything to avoid my intense stare until I sat on the chair opposite from her. Then her eyes were trained on me, inquisitive yet determined to act as if she couldn’t care less. Everything about her, including her smoldering eyes could stoke a thousand-acre fire. My attraction only grew stronger. I paid attention to her body’s reactions to my closeness, my balls tightening from seeing the way she fiddled with her long curls, a trait I doubted she even realized gave away her nervous state.

      As the hunger continued to increase, I realized my interest wasn’t just about fucking her. It was about owning her. That made no sense to me whatsoever. I’d shoved aside my yearning for myriad reasons, only one of which was highly personal.

      As well as painful.

      However, by the end of the night, the lovely fallen treasure would be writhing underneath me, begging me for more.

      And I’d enjoy every minute of her surrender.
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        * * *

      

      Cassidy

      

      What is wrong with you?

      The question continued to run through my mind. I’d shifted from being confronted by one dangerous man to another. And I’d found myself flirting with him. Being hit in the head had made me fuzzy.

      I wasn’t certain I wanted to believe what I’d seen, a man killed in cold blood because of the attack. Granted, the asshole had attacked me, but there were appropriate ways of handling crimes that didn’t include barbaric methods. Should I feel guilty? Sadly, I wasn’t certain if the man’s death was an act that would remain on my conscience. Maybe I’d become hardened to violence, the act of killing for revenge or redemption. I shifted my attention toward the man who’d protected me, loathing the fact I tingled all over.

      Valentin.

      The name sparked passion, the syllables trickling off my tongue.

      I should be terrified of him, but instead I found myself comfortable in his presence. Still, for all I knew, he’d take my life for what I’d seen.

      Then why did I feel such an intense connection?

      His stare was dark, more intense than he’d used before. It was also indecipherable, which made me extremely nervous. He exuded an entirely different kind of power than before, still predatory yet his thoughts had turned more savage in nature. Just being this close to the man made me lightheaded, the slight wooziness flowing into my stomach having nothing to do with my need for nourishment. Everything about him screamed of unbridled passion, including his voluptuous lips, the shade the color of ripe strawberries still on the vine.

      I forced myself to look away, trying to control the nervous tic I felt in the corner of my mouth. The silence between us was awkward, almost unbearable. He was testing me, determining if I could handle his brutal prowess. Even though I knew exactly who and what he was, the kind of savagery he performed as the firstborn son of a very powerful Mafioso family, I longed to reach out, tracing the angular lines of his face. I hungered to slide my fingers down his sculpted chest, savoring the feel of his rippling muscles.

      He was a beautiful man, even more so up close, my thoughts turning as lurid as his heated gaze had been the entire time. I had to force my mind away from the treachery it was providing, remembering that he was exactly like the monsters I’d reported on over the last two years. Perhaps even more so.

      I took a cautious sip of the bourbon, chastising myself for even thinking he’d poisoned it. He had no idea who I was, and it was going to stay that way. I’d purposefully given him a false last name for fear he’d believe my landing on his doorstep had been something other than an accident. Had I known he was the owner of the restaurant, I would never have stepped foot inside.

      I had far too many enemies as it was, several death threats sent over the last year. I certainly didn’t need a new enemy in another city.

      It would appear you already have one.

      I bit my lip to keep from making any sound. Maybe the attack had been random. Right. Keep lying to yourself. There was far too much to lose in my life, precious things that would gut me. I knew I should simply issue a polite thank you, calling a cab, but I was intrigued by him more than I had a right to be.

      A slow, ominous smile crossed his face as he leaned in. “Do I make you nervous, Cassidy?”

      “Are you trying to?” The gun alone made me anxious.

      When his smile changed, I took a deep breath, still tingling deep into my core.

      “No, I am not.”

      His words were direct, stated with authority. I had a feeling he was the kind of man that if he wanted you nervous, you were already dead. I thought about the way Valentin had shot the assailant, still shocked he’d done so without any hesitation. It was obvious his power extended throughout the area, which allowed him to stay under the radar.

      Or perhaps he owned a good portion of the cops.

      I hadn’t talked to my father about crime in what he considered his city in years for a reason. The stories he liked to boast about handling, bragging about disgusting scenes of murder had gotten out of hand. I’d wanted nothing more than to get out of New York, finding a smaller town to call home. I’d been happy for four months. Then the lure of working in Chicago had taken me to another crime-ridden city, more enemies and dangerous men ruling the streets.

      I’d stayed because I’d liked the job, at least at first.

      I was a fool for flirting with a man like Valentin, even if the sound of his voice alone increased my blood pressure. Everything about him screamed of danger.

      “What do you do for a living, Cassidy?” His question was casual, but I could tell he was searching for more.

      “I work for a publishing company.” At least it was only a half lie.

      “Sounds interesting. Fiction?”

      I watched as he dragged his hand through his jet-black hair and I marveled how thick it was, concentrating on the single strand that continued to slide across his high forehead, accentuating his carved features.

      Damn it, I needed to get a grip. He’d played the savior, but he was no saint.

      He was the devil in disguise.

      “Some, but some authors provide mysterious tales of woe and strife,” I answered casually.

      He swirled the tip of his index finger around and around the rim of his glass, the subtle gesture drawing my attention. He had strong hands, the kind that whispered of heated caresses. Swallowing, I forced myself to look away, realizing a single bead of perspiration had managed to trickle down from my hairline, sliding ever so slowly toward my lips. I was shocked when he reached out, slipping his finger through the salty bead. As if in slow motion, he brought the tip of his finger to his lips, darting out his tongue.

      Even the way his eyes were half closed as he savored the moment was far too seductive. I hid behind my glass, taking another sip then a gulp, praying the alcohol would calm my nerves. While I wasn’t his prisoner, my instinct told me I wasn’t going anywhere until he decided the time was right.

      “I do make you nervous. Perhaps in sharing a meal, you’ll learn I’m just a man.” With that, he stood, remaining hovering over me. When he bent down, my breath was stolen. “Please relax. Enjoy the music. I’ll return very soon, sweet Cassidy.”

      I continued to hold my breath, the pulse ticking in the side of my neck, unable to take my eyes off him as he walked away. Dear God, I was hot and wet, my heartrate skyrocketing. I hadn’t paid any attention to the music before he mentioned it, but the sultry sound of acoustic guitar was a perfect backdrop for seduction.

      What are you thinking?

      The inner voice continued to filter through my mind, asking one question after another.

      And I had no answers.

      After he walked in through a set of doors, disappearing from view, I closed my eyes, finally able to breathe a little bit easier. The nerves remained, enough so my stomach was in knots. I couldn’t just sit here, or I’d lose my mind. I stood slowly, my legs still wobbly. With the drink in my hand, I walked around the restaurant. Every adornment seemed hand-picked from the sconces on the wall to the oversized iridescent glass candleholders. Even the creative artistry on the walls added to the intimate, passionate feel of the restaurant.

      I was drawn to one wall in particular, dozens of pictures nestled in a particular pattern. There were several celebrities, dignitaries, and other powerful corporate moguls. I recognized almost all of them, including my own father.

      While my family had been extremely careful about pictures of the children being shown in public, another trickle of fear skated down my spine. My connection alone was enough to create an enemy. Although it did seem as if he was chummy with Valentin, the only other figure in the picture. Cringing, I walked away, trying to sort through why fate had brought me to this location.

      After another two minutes of being alone, I ventured toward the kitchen, slowly opening the door, unable to keep a smile off my face.

      Valentin had removed his jacket and tie, unbuttoning his shirt and folding the sleeves past his elbows. That alone added to his sex appeal, but the crème de la crème was the apron he’d tied around his waist. This was a sight I’d never expected to see.

      I remained in the doorway, staying as quiet as possible as he worked. He was humming a tune I didn’t recognize, Italian words spoken every few seconds. The sound of his voice shimmied across my skin, awakening every nerve ending.

      After grabbing pasta and turning a knob on the stove, he tipped his head in my direction, his nostrils flaring. Once again, I was able to see the dazzling blue of his eyes, so deep they seemed luminescent, his irises flecked in gold. There was something more powerful than anything he’d done about the way he slowly lowered his gaze, his lips pursing. For a few seconds, we were carried away to some incredible location, two people with dark cravings, needs destined to be fulfilled. Then he smiled, beckoning me with a single finger.

      And even if I’d wanted to ignore him, it was impossible, the draw too magnetic. I moved closer, easing my drink onto one of the stainless-steel counters, inching even closer. He had a way of undressing me with his eyes that wasn’t repulsive or typical for a man of his stature. It was sensual, alluding to passionate moments of intimacy.

      “Can I help?” I asked, doing anything I could to break my hypnotic state.

      “Absolutely. Grab an apron,” he suggested, nodding toward a smaller room. Then he resumed his work, chopping garlic and fresh herbs. It was impossible to take my eyes off him, the act so sexy I had difficulty tying the apron. Then I moved to the sink, washing my hands, continuing to fight my nerves.

      When I moved beside him, he pushed the shrimp in my direction. “Should I peel them?”

      “Definitely.”

      There was nothing fancy about what he was preparing, but as we worked alongside each other, the tension eased. He was enjoying making a delicious meal for a stranger he’d been forced to kill for, and it was about the most indelible moment that I’d ever experienced.

      After wiping his hands on his apron, he tossed the pasta in the water, moving away to grab a utensil. The move pushed his body against mine and for a few seconds, breathing became impossible, the feel of his hot breath and the electricity coursing through both of us igniting several embers.

      I continued peeling the shrimp, fighting the urge to reach out and touch him. When I was finished, I pushed them closer to his cutting board, my finger inadvertently touching his. Now I was strangled, a single subtle whimper escaping.

      He said nothing. Neither did I, but the connection continued to grow. I was insane.

      Leave. Run. Hide.

      That wasn’t going to happen. I wanted to experience something passionate and beautiful if for only once in my life.

      Even if it was only enjoying dinner with a dangerous man.

      “Plates are right there,” Valentin said, pointing toward a stack located above another preparation center.

      I grabbed two, almost laughing from the way my hands were shaking. After placing them close to him, my inner resolve screamed that I shouldn’t stand too close, but the butterflies in my stomach indicated something else.

      He tossed the shrimp in the pan, rolling the surface on the gas then flipping the seafood in the air. The man was comfortable in the environment, obviously accustomed to cooking. A part of me wanted to ask who he had the pleasure of preparing gourmet meals for.

      The quiet between us was dangerously seductive, the air hot and humid. I took scattered breaths, reaching for my drink more than once. I could tell his gaze was never far from observing what I was doing. After placing the cooked shrimp into a bowl, he wiped his hands on his apron, moving slowly and grabbing a fork from one of the drawers.

      “Would you like a taste?” he asked, but I could swear his voice was like a panther’s growl.

      “I’d love one.”

      He selected one for me, lifting the fork and holding it in front of his face. He was so intense, the same slight smirk crowding the corner of his lips. If this was about seduction, I couldn’t deny he knew what he was doing.

      “Blow, sweet angel. It’ll be hot and this isn’t the way I want to burn you.”

      Swallowing, I leaned forward, following his instructions. When I parted my lips, he seemed to take an exorbitantly long period of time before moving the fork closer. When he rubbed the shrimp across my lips, the breath caught in my throat.

      “Take a bite and be honest.”

      His voice was hypnotic, provocative. As I bit down on the end, juice rushed into my mouth, the aroma of garlic and herbs infusing my nostrils. The bite was succulent, several fabulous tastes exploding against my throat. I greedily finished with a second bite, laughing as juice slipped past my lips.

      As if in slow motion, he eased the fork to the counter, wiping the tip of his index finger through the juice then bringing it to his mouth. I bit my inner cheek as I watched his eyes half close, the expression on his face changing to something completely carnivorous.

      “Delicious,” I said without thinking.

      When he leaned forward, dragging his tongue across my lips, I was stunned, fisting my hand to keep from touching him.

      “Yes. Delicious.” Even the way he elongated the words was sexy as hell. His smile returned and he winked before becoming absorbed in finishing the preparations.

      Exhaling, I stood back, admiring the kitchen. Then I noticed what appeared to be blood on one of the walls. There was no mistaking the color, several spots still bright red. I’d heard a man’s agonizing wail only seconds after walking into the bakery side. I found myself drawn to the few strings that remained, crisscrossing in a damning pattern. A lump formed in my throat, and I feared my body was visibly shaking.

      He seemed to notice my hard gaze, taking several deep breaths. “In my business, Cassidy, sometimes there is a need to handle a difficult situation in ways that you would likely find reprehensible, but it’s necessary in order to keep the peace.”

      I shot him a look, studying his features. His jaw was clenched, but he continued the preparations as if this was normal. Nothing about this was normal. “Who are you, Valentin?”

      “A brutal man, but not at this moment.” As he dished up two plates, he seemed relaxed, used to the violent world he lived in. He dumped the water then moved toward me, untying his apron and tossing it into a hamper. “I hope you’ll enjoy what I prepared.”

      What was I supposed to say? I seemed frozen, incapable of moving. He chuckled darkly and closed the distance, reaching around me and pulling the knot on the apron. Vibrations danced along every muscle, the jolts of current even more exaggerated. After pulling it over my head and pitching it away, he lifted my chin with a single finger.

      “I assure you that you’re safe with me.”

      He was a dark storm, his eyes sweltering with the intensity of turbulence, smoky and alluring. As he lowered his head, my actions betrayed me. I arched my back, leaning in, longing for him to kiss me. When his lips were only centimeters away, I found my resolve, pulling back. I moved around him quickly, grabbing the two plates.

      He laughed softly, twisting his head and watching me. “I’ll select the perfect wine and grab some fresh Romano.”

      My legs were stiff as I headed into the dining room, the same brutal thudding of my heart echoing in my ears. I wanted to feel his touch, and I couldn’t understand the reason why.

      I wasn’t that kind of girl. I never strayed from the light, but the allure of his darkness was strangely appealing. Just the act of putting the plates on the table, as if we were on an intimate date, was a hard pull on my rational side. However, the scent of garlic and wine, fresh parsley, and the succulent shrimp was incredible.

      He wasn’t long, placing two wine goblets on the table, pulling a wine opener from his pocket. As I eased onto the chair, the attraction became so strong I was pulled into a surreal vacuum. It seemed he handled everything with a slight flair, his expertise at opening the wine an indication he’d been brought up surrounded by the finer things in life. While I knew little about his family, what I had learned confirmed the family’s worth was well into the high millions.

      Why the restaurant?

      Everything about him piqued my curiosity. As he poured two glasses, I tried to act as if this was a normal occurrence, refusing to allow my body to betray me any further. He took the opportunity to grind the chunk of cheese onto my food, glancing at me every few seconds. When he sat down, he took an exorbitant amount of time to unfold his napkin, placing it into his lap. Then he lifted his glass, the slight smile on his face highlighting a single dimple on his chin, a slight two-day stubble covering his chiseled jaw.

      And I was drawn into his world, ignoring mine.

      “Cassidy Rochester,” he said, his deep baritone sending pulses deep inside my pussy. “Here’s to the beginning of a scintillating evening.” He flashed a wolfish smile, as if he already had it figured out.

      His words were a promise of things to come, of carnal activities that would push our boundaries. Images of our naked, heated bodies flowed into my mind, some so vile and filthy they took my breath away.

      He was commanding.

      Powerful.

      Possessive.

      And he’d set his sights on ravaging my innocence.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER 4

          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

        

      

    

    
      Valentin

      

      Passion had always driven me, the exquisite need for dominance preventing me from accepting anything less than taking what I wanted.

      Cassidy was a gentle flower, a woman who had no idea she’d walked into a lion’s den. There was a hint of innocence behind her vivacious blue eyes, but there was also a knowing. She felt the crackle of electricity between us, but the sensible side of her had already issued a warning.

      Very few women would handle the sight of blood splashed against the wall of a kitchen without becoming emotional. Even though she’d stared at the ugliness of something I’d created, her reaction was calm and very collected.

      She’d been around more than one scene of violence in her life. That added to the excitement surging through me. I’d always been a cautious man when it came to women. It was her innocence that could destroy me, but the draw was impossible to deny.

      Sharing dinner with Cassidy had been more enjoyable than I’d imagined, her delightful laughter filling a void I didn’t even know existed. After the tension between us had eased, she’d allowed herself to enjoy being fed by a wolf disguised as a decent man. I couldn’t remember the last time I’d made a meal for anyone but members of my family.

      Midway through our feast, she’d relaxed enough she hadn’t filtered her answers as she’d done from the beginning. Then she’d helped me with the dishes, ensuring Mama Lucia wouldn’t become furious with me upon her arrival at four in the morning.

      As far as the blood, that would be handled by one of my soldiers. They knew what was required. The place would be spotless by the morning.

      She sat quietly in the leather passenger seat, staring out at the bright lights of the Big Apple, her hands resting in her lap. The way she continued to fidget indicated she remained nervous around me, uncertain of her body’s reactions. I dipped my head to the side, studying her intently. She had no way of knowing she’d delved into my darkness, sadistic needs I usually ignored. She was beautiful, yet in a carefree way, as if discovering let alone admitting how gorgeous she was would prove to be her downfall.

      I usually preferred gregarious blondes, their verve for life entertaining for a night, but it had never meant anything but fulfilling a need. I enjoyed giving pain disguised as discipline and as of yet, I’d never had a single woman complain.

      But no matter how kinky the event, I’d never been satisfied. So I’d tossed them away, refusing to think about the experience again.

      This girl was different. Maybe because she was from a different world or her lust for life was contained in the chains she’d placed around herself. I wasn’t certain nor did I care. I simply wanted to unwrap the package, exposing the sweet angel underneath.

      “Which hotel?” I asked casually.

      “The Central Park North.”

      I shook my head. Her selection told me many things, including she was frugal with her money. She certainly wasn’t the daughter of some asshole bigwig or even a mistress, which added credence to her story about arriving for a family get-together.

      The place was shitty in my opinion, clean but little more than a cheap whorehouse used by dignitaries in town for whatever meeting or conference they were attending. Men like that truly believed they could come in under the radar by using the less than stellar location. She deserved the finer things in life, a taste of my world. I said nothing as I shifted lanes, making a turn toward Central Park South. Only the Ritz Carlton would do.

      “Wait a minute. Where are you going?”

      “To another hotel.”

      “I had a reservation. I can’t afford to be charged for the room.” The almost desperate sound in her voice was quickly masked. “I mean, I’m not into luxuries.”

      I shot her another look. “You don’t need to worry about your accommodations, Cassidy. I’ll handle everything.”

      “No, you won’t. I’m not that kind of girl. I don’t care that you rescued me or made me dinner.”

      “Then tell me. What kind of woman are you?”

      She was flustered by my question, her mouth twisting. Chuckling, I continued driving, tapping my finger on the steering wheel.

      “Valentin. I’m serious. Maybe you can afford a five-star hotel, but I can’t, and I refuse to be in anyone’s debt. If you can’t understand that then please, just let me out of the car.”

      “I have no intention of allowing you to go anywhere but a location I know is safe. The decision is final, Cassidy. I suggest you begin to realize that I always get exactly what I want.”

      Her laugh was a reflection of her goodness, haughty yet still intrigued. She folded her arms, mumbling under her breath, but I continued to feel the rush of excitement tearing through her, igniting a fire she’d long since thought was dead. The asshole who’d mistreated her would eventually learn that he’d lost the best gift he would ever be given.

      Just like he would lose his life for tormenting her.

      Anger fueled my system almost as much as the increasing need, enough so I found it difficult to focus on anything but the woman sitting next to me. She had an intoxicating way about her, from the nervous tics to the way she continually brushed her hands through her curls. I’d remained rock hard during dinner, absorbing everything she’d told me.

      Of course she was hiding her real identity. I couldn’t blame her.

      But I would delve deep into her psyche, discovering every delicious element of her being. When I turned the corner leading to the hotel, she sat forward, shifting her arm away from the seatbelt. There was a glow in her eyes highlighted by the flashing lights as I drove closer. It had been a long time since I’d bothered to notice how beautiful portions of the city could be.

      When I pulled against the curb, she tensed just as she’d done before. I could tell she wanted to say several things to push me away. Instead she remained quiet, which only managed to entice the beast from his cage.

      I buttoned my jacket after exiting the vehicle, scanning the sidewalk in front of the hotel before moving around the front of the Mercedes.

      “Mr. Vincheti,” the valet said as I handed him the keys. “It’s good to see you again.”

      “And you as well, Brant.”

      “Will you be spending the night with us?” he asked, immediately heading toward the passenger door.

      “That remains to be seen. Keep the car up front.” I handed him a hundred-dollar bill then shifted around him, opening the door myself.

      “Will do, sir,” he said, heading to retrieve her bag from the trunk. The single suitcase she’d brought with her was expensive, but the condition was worn, as if the four-hundred-dollar bag had been given as a gift years before. The picture I had of her life in my mind was coming into focus. She’d been well educated, her family with enough money to provide her with everything she’d needed to become successful, but she insisted on doing things her own way. I took her hand, leading her toward the set of glass doors, Brant scrambling to open the door.

      As I led her inside, I was given respectful nods by several of the employees, the girl at the desk offering a bright smile as we approached.

      “Mr. Vincheti. Would you like your usual suite?” she asked, barely darting a glance toward my companion.

      I felt the heat of Cassidy’s glare. I didn’t need to look in her direction to know she was less than impressed.

      “That would be just fine, Gina. Thank you.”

      “Your usual suite? Let me guess. You bring every blonde bimbo here,” Cassidy muttered.

      “Here you are, sir,” Gina said as she handed me two keycards.

      “Just one will be needed, Gina. Please have a bottle of Krug Brut Rose send to Ms. Rochester’s room along with a crudité. And however many nights my guest is staying, make certain all her needs are filled. You can bill my account at the end.”

      “Of course, sir. Enjoy your stay.”

      I handed Cassidy the single key, studying her impassive expression. I hadn’t impressed her in the least.

      Not that I was trying.

      “Unbelievable,” Cassidy said as I led her toward the bank of elevators, another steward already trailing behind with a cart holding her suitcase.

      As soon as the doors opened, the steward walked inside, Cassidy following. I remained where I was, sliding my hands into my pockets.

      She turned around, cocking her head as the elevator doors started to close.

      “I’m not the monster you think I am.” My words seemed to surprise her.

      A series of emotions flashed in her lovely eyes. Then she shoved her arm between the doors, pushing one side away. “Valentin. I…”

      “It’s your choice, il mio piccoro fiore.”

      She chewed on her lower lip then lifted her arm toward me. “Come with me.”

      I contemplated what I was about to do, but the decision had already been made.

      I would enjoy breaking down her walls, showing her the kind of passion that only a man like me could provide. Then it would be over as quickly as it began. As I stepped inside, the electricity swelled between us, enough so the steward was visibly uncomfortable, keeping his head down.

      She backed against the elevator wall, her lower lip trembling. I planted my hands on either side of her, lowering my head as she tilted her chin. When she dragged her tongue across her voluptuous lips, I was forced to control my actions, refusing to expose even an inch of her beautiful body to a stranger.

      I wanted her all to myself.

      “Make no mistake, Cassidy. There’s no turning back. I’m the kind of man who takes what he wants. I suggest you remember that.”

      “I’m not for sale,” she stated defiantly.

      “And I’m not buying. I’m taking.”

      The offer of rebellion was in the look of raw need shifting across her face as well as the way she clenched her jaw. The beautiful flower had just sold her soul to the devil.

      Her breathing scattered, she delicately pressed her hands against my chest, her reaction as if her fingertips had just been seared by the light touch. I kept my lips less than an inch away, drinking in her exotic perfume, soaking up the hint of jasmine infused in her skin. I wanted to wrap myself in her body, exploring every inch, feasting on her sweet pussy.

      I would do that and several other vile things, allowing our dangerous passion to explode. While the girl had a bite, it was time for me to assert my control, requiring her surrender. As the elevator moved to the top floor, I hovered over her, savoring the moment of quiet innocence. There would be no more of them given my desires. When I finally brushed my lips against hers, her single moan was a delicious reward.

      She arched her back, her responses to me exactly as mine were. I adored her scattered breathing, the heat vibrating from every inch of her porcelain skin. A deep growl rumbled from my throat, my needs become uncontrollable. She had no idea what she’d done by inviting me into her world.

      “Be careful, sweet angel. I might ruin you.”

      “I’m not certain I would mind.”

      I captured her mouth, allowing the innocent moment to continue, but the lion inside of me was far too hungry. As I thrust my tongue inside, she wrapped her long fingers around my jacket, pulling me even closer. Her body fit mine perfectly and I couldn’t wait to have her sculpted legs wrapped around my hips as I fucked her relentlessly. My visions were cloudy, but there was no mistaking what I would do to her.

      As the passion roared between us, the heat became almost unbearable. The steward’s heavy breathing rattled in my brain, an annoyance. No one should be allowed to interfere with the moment. I dominated her tongue, but only for a few seconds, sensing we were getting closer to our destination. When I pulled away, I issued another guttural sound, a warning about what she could expect.

      And I was rewarded with another beautiful, scattered moan.

      The steward cleared his throat just before the elevator pinged. I leaned back, darting my eyes across hers. Then I rolled the backs of my fingers across her cheek.

      “What did you say earlier in Italian?” she asked as I guided her into the corridor.

      “I called you my little flower.”

      “I’m no one’s anything, Valentin. You need to know that.”

      “That’s where you’re wrong.”

      Her insistence continued to be a powerful draw, my needs becoming unhinged. My balls were tight, so much so they ached continuously and had for some time. She refused to hand me the keycard, but I couldn’t help noticing her fingers were trembling. She even blocked me after the light remained red, cursing under her breath.

      When the light was finally green, she bolted inside, immediately tossing the keycard then backing away.

      The steward rolled the cart inside, moving to turn on a light. I flashed my hand, forcing him to stop, the bright lights of the city shining in through the open drapes the only illumination I needed.

      She was a forbidden fruit, which would make the nectar that much sweeter. I’d learned patience from my father, his insistence I learn how to handle my emotions parlaying me into the leadership position that had come early. However, waiting as the steward hoisted the suitcase into the closet, taking his time placing it on the rack was enough to infuriate me. I didn’t want to waste a second of the limited time I had with her.

      By the time he closed the door to the closet, I’d already shoved another C-note into his pocket, giving the door a nod. He scampered backwards, instantly embarrassed, sputtering to find words of gratitude. I trailed behind him to the door, engaging the lock as soon as he was gone.

      When I turned around, I sensed her increasing nerves, her body swaying from one perfectly boring black pump to the other. I unbuttoned my jacket, first removing my weapon, and placing it on the end of the dresser. Her reaction was another lick of her lips. She had no idea just how intoxicating the scent of her feminine wiles had become.

      “I don’t know about this,” she managed. “I think it’s a mistake.”

      “What are you afraid of, Cassidy?”

      “You.”

      When I removed my jacket, I took a deep whiff. The lovely woman was still afraid of me. Fear had a distinct aroma, which always fascinated me. That’s the moment when I knew someone was lying to me. This time was different.

      Her fear was based on letting go, terrified of being consumed by a monster.

      She had no idea how right she was.

      I advanced, keeping my actions methodical. The closer I came, the more intimidated she seemed, but the raw sense of her need filtered above everything else, her breath skipping.

      “Valentin,” she whispered. There was nothing like the way she said my name, the sound infused with desire. She pushed her hands against me, backing away.

      The brutal man inside of me wanted to strip away her defenses, shoving my cock deep inside, waiting until she begged me for more. The bastard had wanted to keep driving, locking her inside my house, chaining her to my bed.

      She would surrender to me, body and soul, only I would use what little patience I had left, waiting until the right time. However, the pleasure I’d provide would be an experience she’d soon be unable to resist.

      A part of me wanted to share something special with her, not to enforce the look I’d seen in her eyes, the worry that she’d just accepted a monster into her bed.

      Maybe I was a fool, but this woman’s innocence was exactly what I needed, a moment of salvation, a chance at some redemption of my soul. Accepting no as an answer wasn’t possible. The wolf was ready to feast.

      Her actions were quick, darting around me yet I easily managed to snag her arm, jerking her against me. “Tell me you don’t want me.”

      “I don’t want you,” she insisted, zero conviction in her voice.

      “Do not lie to me, angelo perfetto.”

      “I don’t know what you said but I’m not lying. This was a mistake.”

      “You are my perfect angel, and your body disagrees with you. I can tell by the way you’ve been looking at me, the deep-seated hunger burning deep within your belly.”

      She closed her eyes, struggling to bite back on a whimper, but she lost the battle. Her hands were fisted, her breath skipping, and I’d never wanted a woman as much as I craved this one.

      “That’s not possible,” she muttered.

      “Are you so certain of that?”

      The lump in her lovely throat was just as enticing as the fullness of her breasts, the way her nipples had been fully aroused for the few hours we’d spent together. I’d just lost my battle with keeping my patience.

      I cupped both sides of her face, pulling her toward me. Her lower lip quivered but her eyes blazed with longing. When she rolled her hands up my chest, I gripped her jaw, wrenching her head toward me. “I’m going to show you what real passion feels like. Then I’m going to fuck you.”
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        * * *

      

      Cassidy

      

      Something shattered inside from his touch alone, the words burning a hole in my mind.

      His accent wasn’t strong, but when he spoke the words of endearment in Italian, I wanted to melt. It was true what they said about a foreign accent, the powerful draw of a few simple words. I was lightheaded, trying to process how possessive he’d become. I wasn’t used to a man taking what he wanted. If I had any sense left in my system, I’d pull away, fighting to maintain my sanity, let alone my dignity, but the moment was simply too irresistible.

      His firm grip was dominating, so much so my breath caught in my throat. He’d captured me, already shoving aside the walls I’d built around myself over the years. Everything inside of me had been awakened by his touch, the pulse deep in my core igniting the fires of passion he’d mentioned. My nipples were sore, fully aroused. The weight of my bra against the sensitive buds was almost too much to take.

      I remained nervous, the man’s prowess reeking of domination. I wanted to hate him, to loathe myself for allowing this moment of insanity to push forward, but the longing to slide my naked body against his was the most powerful thing I’d ever felt.

      But I knew he was prepared to take what he believed already belonged to him.

      “Non vedo l’ora di assaggiarti,” he breathed.

      “What does that mean?”

      His laugh was deep and husky, driving a wave of electricity through me. “It means I can’t wait to taste you.”

      Valentin kept his hold on my jaw as he lowered his head, lightly brushing his lips across mine. He darted his tongue inside, exploring slowly, only intensifying the building need. I clung to him, my fingers fisting his shirt, tugging it free of the tight confines. The heat continued to build, becoming explosive within seconds as he crushed his mouth over mine.

      There was something powerfully intimate about the moment, drawing out the inhibitions I’d felt. My mind told me to shove him away and beg him to leave, but my body screamed for his heated touch.

      I rose onto my tiptoes, arching my back to get even closer. When I slid my arm around his neck, tangling my fingers in his thick locks, he growled into the kiss. Another vibration of current slammed into my system, my pulse racing. He continued to stroke his tongue in and out of my mouth, his needs becoming insatiable.

      Moaning into the kiss, I managed to slide my hand under his shirt, shuddering the moment my fingers came in contract with his skin. I pressed my fingertips against his muscles, intensifying my enflamed need. His actions became more brutal, the kiss capturing the true essence of the man. He was relentless, sucking on my tongue as he slid his hand to the back of my neck, digging his fingers into my skin. I was locked inside a room with a stranger, a man I knew to be violent and deplorable, yet unable to break free of the burning sensations engulfing both my body and my mind.

      This was so very wrong, but with the stroke of his hand, and the way he pressed the hard ridge of his cock against my stomach, I was lost in a sea of excitement. When he broke the kiss, he lifted my neck, pushing my head back until he was able to roll his lips along the line of my jaw.

      My legs were quivering, my mind as much of a blur as it had been before. The darkness did nothing to hide the aura of danger surrounding him. As he nipped and licked my chin, shifting his head until he was able to dart his tongue inside the shell of my ear, I closed my eyes, the pleasure that intense.

      He finally pulled away, leaving me aching inside, consumed by the heat he exuded. The smile on his face hinted of things to come as he yanked his shirt over his head, tossing it aside. To say he was a beautiful man didn’t do him justice, the shadows encroaching the room unable to hide his near perfect physique. He wasn’t just carved out of stone, an ode to some god. He’d been shaved out of the finest granite, time taken to form his muscular features.

      The sight of him tore through me as much as the connection we shared. His expression was carnal, but the seduction was beautiful, a dazzling moment straight out of a romance novel. If only this could be a lasting fantasy.

      His advance was even more predatory, ripping my blouse as he yanked it over my head. He couldn’t care less about the destruction. All that mattered was fulfilling his need to fuck me. The roughness of his touch was thrilling, adding to the unbridled need we both felt. He cupped both breasts, using his thumbs and forefingers to pinch my nipples through the thin lace.

      The pain was instantaneous, biting, yet as I threw my head back and moaned, my pussy clenched and released several times. The scent of his masculinity was overpowering, driving me into another plane of existence. There was no controlling my body’s reaction, the pleasure he’d already provided fulfilling a sense of need.

      He dropped his head, issuing a savage growl as he bit my nipple through the fabric. I was forced to grip his arms, struggling to stay aloft as the wafting wave of sensations coursed through me.

      “Oh…” I whispered, blinking several times as my eyes became cloudy. He yanked the material away with his teeth, another ripping sound filling the space.

      I eased my hand down his chest, sliding my finger along the edge of his trousers, unable to risk touching his cock for fear of falling into an abyss I was incapable of escaping.

      He was far too hungry, yanking at the button and zipper of my skirt. I finally managed to push my hands against his chest. “I’ll do it.”

      “Then you need to hurry,” he growled, his voice no longer recognizable. I was breathless, tingles ripping through me as I fumbled to obey him. His expression was completely primal, the electric connection we shared sending jolts of current from his heated body into mine.

      Even the way he continued to look at me burned a hole straight through me, the man all consuming. My muscles spasmed as I shifted my hips, still fighting with myself for allowing this to happen. I was insane, so much so I knew I’d regret this in the morning. But there was no stopping what fate had started.

      I managed to lower my skirt, more embarrassed than I’d ever been around a man before. I turned around, my stomach lurching as I reached around to unfasten my bra. Suddenly, his hands were on me, the rough pads of his fingers rolling along my shoulders and down my arms.

      “Relax, Cassidy. As I already said, you are safe with me.”

      He didn’t seem to understand that I wasn’t safe around him, the pull that magnetic. Goosebumps appeared on my skin, following the same trail he was using with his fingers. I was pushed into a crazy delirium, the blurriness in my mind destroying my ability to think clearly. He finished unfastening my bra, easing his hands over the straps and guiding them down my arms. I allowed gravity to take it to the floor, staring down at the torn lace. Even the heat from his body couldn’t keep chills from drifting down my spine.

      I still found it impossible to believe I was standing mostly naked in a room with a criminal. Nothing had prepared me for the intensity of emotions or the sickening desire that threatened to do me in. I wanted this. What did that make me?

      “Turn around, angelo perfetto. I need to see my prize.”

      His gravelly voice was too enticing to ignore. I bit my lip as I turned around, folding my arms across my chest. When he gave me a demanding look, I closed my eyes, lowering my arms.

      “Never hide from me, angel. You are far too beautiful.” As he lifted my chin, I shuddered visibly. He raked his fingers down my face, the tips full of explosive heat yet the touch as gentle as a feather. He took his time moving down my neck, rolling his fingers around one nipple then the other, then lowering them to my stomach.

      I sucked in my breath, uncertain of what to expect. When he slipped his fingers under the elastic of my panties, easing them down my hips, I couldn’t stand to watch him. I remained embarrassed, nervous around him. Then again, how long had it been since I’d allowed anyone to touch me intimately? Why this man? Why? It didn’t make any sense.

      His touch remained tender as he pushed them down even further, his breathing as ragged as mine. I finally opened my eyes, reaching out and rubbing my fingers across his chest. I didn’t need to be told to step out of them, but when I was completely naked, I took a deep breath, stars forming in front of my eyes.

      “Hai il corpo di una dea, dolce angelo,” he whispered then cupped my breasts as he’d done before, rubbing his thumbs across my nipples.

      “Please tell me what you said.”

      “I said that you have a body of a goddess, sweet angel. Fucking you is going to be one of my greatest pleasures.”

      I was under no illusion that what we were doing was anything but fucking, but just hearing the words became a sweet music that I hadn’t expected. I kept my hands on his chest, digging my fingers into his skin as he lowered his head, darting his tongue around one nipple then the other. He squeezed my breasts, the hint of pain quickly turning into a roar of pleasure.

      Valentin trailed his hand down to my hip, toying with me by rubbing his finger back and forth. I was spinning out of control, the scent of our combined desires potent, filling my system. The stars remained as he shifted his hand between my legs, whispering several words in Italian, the sound provocative.

      Delicious.

      When he pinched my nipple, twisting several times, I threw my head back, anguish rushing through me. As quickly as he invoked pain, his mouth took over, providing the lush kind of pleasure that shifted me to a moment of euphoria. Butterflies tickled my senses, my willpower fading. I crawled my hand down the length of his stomach, sliding the tip of my index finger down his zipper.

      “It would appear my angel is hungry,” he murmured.

      “Mmm… Maybe.”

      “You’ll have everything you desire, but not until I’m finished tasting you.” He pushed my hands away, pinching both nipples in punishment. I felt like I was crashing, no longer able to feel my legs. As he dipped his hand between my legs once again, I was overcome with the need to obey him, longing to wrap my hand around his cock. When I fluttered my fingers across his groin, he issued a tsking sound. He was having none of it, jerking first one arm then the other over my head.

      “I can tell you have difficulty obeying. Do I need to restrain you?”

      His words were little more than guttural growls, husky and inviting, leaving me aching inside. When he grabbed my wrists in one hand, I squirmed, but there was no breaking his hold. He shook his head, trailing a single finger down my neck, continuing the path until he reached my pussy. “I can give you great pleasure, my special angel, or I can bring you pain. Which would you prefer?”

      Did the man really want me to answer?

      “Don’t tease me, Valentin.”

      “You don’t seem to understand. You gave up your control the minute you asked me to step into that elevator.” He lowered his head again once again, alternating between biting down on my aching nipples and sucking them tenderly, the yin and yang proving his point.

      I was lost in the moment; certain I would have fallen to my knees had he not been holding me. My hardened buds were sensitive and sore, but he refused to stop, driving me to the point of madness. When he swirled his finger around my clit, a scream almost erupted from my throat. I bit my lip to keep from crying, my body swaying and he alternated between the very pain and pleasure he’d promised.

      “Oh, God. Oh. Oh…”

      He rubbed his finger up and down the length of my pussy several times before pushing past my swollen folds, driving deep into my core. My muscles immediately grabbed the slender invasion, clamping down several times.

      “So wet, my sweet angel. Do you want more?”

      “Yes.”

      “I don’t think I heard you. Tell me what you want.”

      “I…” He pinched my clit and I almost managed to jerk out of his hold.

      “Do not deny me, Cassidy. Would you like my mouth on your sex? Do you crave having my tongue driven into you hard and fast? Or do you want my cock filling you, fucking you until the early hours of the morning?”

      His filthy words only fueled the fire raging within me. After taking several gasping breaths, I couldn’t take it any longer, the pressure building to a dangerous level. “Everything. All of it. I want all of it.”

      There were no other words spoken, no hint of what to expect as he yanked me into the air, forcing me to wrap my legs around him. He took long strides across the room, pressing my back up against the floor-to-ceiling window.

      “Then my angel shall have everything she wants.” He shifted me up even further until my legs were resting over his shoulders. He was more aggressive than before, spreading my legs far apart then shoving his head between them.

      I was thrown by the roughness of his actions, slapping at the window as he thrust his tongue inside. “Oh, God. Oh. My. God.” I turned my head, gasping for air as he licked me. This was pure sin, the feeling of floating free in the air turning my stomach into knots. We were so high up, the lights of the city glistening in the distance. Everything was surreal, pushing my boundaries.

      His grip remained firm, his fingers digging into my legs as he feasted. He swirled his tongue around my clit several times before sucking, pulling the tender tissue into his mouth. Every sound he made was an incredible reminder of just how powerful his voice was, savage and raspy. I was thrown by the extreme pleasure, the sensations of falling consuming me.

      He growled several times, the sound floating between us.

      I drifted away in a hazy sea of lights and colors, my mind incapable of processing what was happening between us. Shivering, I writhed in his hold, still gasping for air. Within seconds, he brought me to a powerful orgasm, my entire body tensing. I pressed my knees against his face, smashing my hands against the window, scratching and clawing as the giant wave of vibrations tore into me.

      “Oh, God.”

      He refused to stop, tossing his head back and forth, lapping my cream as one climax rolled into a second. I cried out, unable to stop, no longer caring who heard our round of passion. He continued grinding his face into my pussy, his tongue continuing its delicious assault. I was already weak, struggling to breathe normally. The man was insatiable, refusing to let me go. The electricity was so strong, the jolts of current rushing from one of us to the other. I was still thrown by the intensity of our connection, no longer able to deny the unholy attraction.

      I was floored at the release, the ecstasy that I’d never felt before. As he slowly eased me down, I lolled my head, my heart thudding.

      He gripped my jaw, forcing me to look at him, crushing his mouth over mine. The sweetness of my climax filled my mouth as he thrust his tongue deep inside. The scent of my sex permeated the room, fueling his savagery. I finally broke free of the last chain holding my passion at bay, throwing my arms over his shoulders, scratching his skin.

      As he shifted his hips back and forth, grinding his cloth-covered cock against me, I was lightheaded, reeling from the intensity of my orgasm. He finally pulled away, yanking me into his arms once again, and storming toward the other room. When he hurled me onto the bed, I was in shock, scrambling to the edge.

      A smile crossed his face, the hard chisel of his jaw highlighted by the moonlight. It cast an eerie shadow around one side of the man, making him even more mysterious, heightening the danger level. I remained on all fours, watching as he undressed, taking his time to unfasten his belt. A strange series of sensations swept over me, visions of being spanked like a bad little girl rolling into the back of my mind. That was ridiculous. No man had ever touched me in that way before.

      My heart continued to thud as he unzipped his trousers, peeling away the material. When he rolled them down his hips, I sucked in my breath audibly. The moment his cock was freed, my mouth watered, another wave of enraged desire skittering through me.

      How could any man be so well endowed? His cock throbbed, his balls swinging low between his legs. He was so large, I couldn’t think clearly. The moment was a beautiful reminder that passion still existed, the kind of breathtaking experience that neither time nor space could deny.

      His legs were just as muscular as the rest of him, the deep V that led to his groin the purest example of his sex appeal. I crawled closer to the edge, more nervous than I’d been in years.

      He approached, standing over me and peering down. His chest rose and fell, his eyes slanted. I could swear there was a glow around him, highlighting his dangerous aura.

      “Make no mistake, my sweet angel. You now belong to me.”
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      Valentin

      

      Interruptions.

      I loathed them, was often furious when pulled away from my business to handle some issue or complaint. The knock on the door infuriated me. I was wired, hungrier than I’d ever been, my cock standing at full attention. The single taste of her hadn’t been nearly enough. Her scent lingered on my skin, the sweet taste of her nectar remaining in my mouth. I threw my head over my shoulder, taking several deep breaths.

      “The champagne you ordered,” Cassidy whispered, the sound even more seductive than before.

      “Oh, yes. Perhaps we’ll put it to good use.” I yanked my wallet from my pants, tossing them aside and heading for the main room.

      She said nothing, but I heard her slight laugh, likely surprised I would dare answer the door without clothes. What the fuck did I care? I owned half the employees, and a good portion of the hotel. No one ever questioned what or how I did it. I grabbed my weapon, remaining cautious after what had occurred near the restaurant. The instances of irritation from the Poles had been high enough every soldier had been placed on notice.

      Every indication was that Casimine had a particular plan in mind. Gathering information would soon become vital in order to disrupt his attempts at wreaking havoc on the organization.

      When I opened the door, allowing in the room service, I waited until they were in the room before turning on a light. The girl was shocked, her face flushing as she stared at me.

      “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean… I mean…” She laughed nervously, turning away. It was easy to tell she wasn’t wearing a weapon, but I hadn’t seen her before, which would remain in the back of my mind.

      I pulled out a tip then nodded toward the door. “It’s fine. Just leave.”

      She barely jerked the hundred-dollar bill from my hand, scurrying out the door, giggling as soon as she’d crossed the threshold. I had no doubt she was used to seeing various proclivities in her line of work, the hotel a destination for celebrities and politicians visiting our lovely city. After locking the door, I grabbed the bottle of champagne, stalking toward the bedroom.

      As I stood in the doorway, I took a few seconds to enjoy the view. Cassidy stood by the window, one hand on the glass as she peered out onto the darkly lit landscaping of Central Park. The moon was a perfect height in the sky to allow her silhouette to be highlighted, outlining every voluptuous curve, and the soft swell of her breasts.

      I remained enamored by her beauty, the sweetness that only an angel could afford. However, she was a lamb to the slaughter. I’d yet to determine what I wanted to do with her. I’d proclaimed her as mine and a solid portion of my body and soul had meant the statement. However, her presence was a weakness if nothing else, a tool that could be used against me. As ruthless as I was in business, I wasn’t a monster. She didn’t deserve to be saddled with a life that would never again be considered her own.

      But tonight I would enjoy a feast for the gods.

      I carefully unwrapped the foil around the neck of the bottle, twisting the thick glass until the cork popped and floated into the room.

      She stiffened, tipping her head over her shoulder. My God, she really was an angel, her face serene yet with a hint of mischief, her eyes gleaming from continued lust. I moved closer, taking long strides until she finally turned to face me. After taking a swig directly from the bottle, I closed the distance, wrapping one arm around her and pulling her close.

      When I lowered my head, her body immediately responded, her back arching just like it had done every time I’d held her in my arms. Her hand floated to my face, her delicate touch unlike the roughness I’d extended earlier. But it was just as powerful, maybe more so, tossing gasoline on the existing fire. I pulled her even closer, dropping my head and pressing my lips against hers.

      She pushed one hand against my chest as she parted her lips, allowing the bubbling liquid to flow into her mouth. I felt her shudder, her soft skin brushing against mine.

      All I wanted to do was devour every inch of her.

      As I swept my tongue inside, she tangled her fingers in my hair, her body language more insistent, her need increasing. I enjoyed the moment, our tongues dancing together as I explored her sweet mouth. Then I pulled away long enough to place the bottle on the nightstand, returning and immediately reaching for her.

      A laugh bubbled to the surface, and she managed to dart away, shaking her head in an effort to deny me what was mine.

      “You can’t have me,” she purred. While her actions were playful, she was pushing the lion to his breaking point.

      “Come here,” I commanded, remaining exactly where I was, studying her intently.

      “I don’t think so.”

      I shook my head, taking a deep breath. “So, you’re a bad girl after all.”

      “I am. It’s obvious you don’t know me very well.” She made a swift attempt at leaving the room altogether, one that almost proved to be successful.

      She didn’t know me very well either. I easily wrapped my hand around her wrist, yanking her back, crushing her against my chest. When I fisted her hair, she took gulping breaths, daring to drag her nails down my neck. “You’re a bad man.”

      “Yes, I am.”

      I hurled her onto the bed as I’d done before, prepared for her to scamper to the other side. Then I dragged her toward me by her ankle, pushing her onto all fours. “What you’ll learn is that disobedience has consequences.”

      I kept my hand wrapped around her long curls, using it as a tether as I brought my hand down against her rounded bottom.

      “What are you doing?” she demanded, still fighting me.

      “Spanking you. As I said. Consequences.”

      As I smacked her buttocks several times, she continued fighting, but her moans were a clear indication she was fully aroused, accepting the punishment knowing she deserved it. Her scent continued to fill my nostrils, driving me to a crazed point, my heart pounding into my ears.

      I delivered six in rapid succession, craving to use my belt. Heat built in my fingertips and as I caressed her skin, my heart thudded.

      “I’ll be good,” she muttered.

      “Yes, you will.” I raked a single finger down the crack of her ass, longing to drive my cock into her dark little hole. That would come later. Then I resumed her spanking, developing a perfect rhythm, shifting from one side to the other. Her scent exploded, filling the room, the fragrance so damn sweet I wouldn’t be able to control myself much longer.

      After continuing the round of discipline for a full minute, I slipped my hand between her legs, cupping her smooth mound and darting a finger around her clit. She clamped her hands around the comforter, stifling her whimpers.

      “Still so wet for me, dolce angelo. I think you thrive on pain.”

      “That’s crazy.”

      “Mmm… I’m never wrong.”

      She wasn’t nearly as nervous as before, but she continued to have soft whimpers laced with her hot breath. I pulled her over, immediately crawling onto the bed. The sight of her splayed out in front of me was a powerful draw, the savage deep inside encouraged to ravage her while the man wanted to take time exploring every inch.

      But the hunger was too great.

      I shifted my cock against her thigh, my balls pulsing from the ache that had started in the restaurant.

      “You’re too big,” she moaned, pushing hard against me.

      “Don’t worry, my sweet angel. You’re wet enough to handle me.” I brushed my fingertips along her stomach, teasing her by rolling them down her pussy. She turned her head to the side, pinching her eyes closed.

      I yanked her leg to the side and forced her knee against the bed, roughly dragging my fingers along her calf to her thigh. The moment she pressed her hands against my chest, all patience was lost. I thrust the entire length of my cock inside, throwing back my head as the explosive sensations powered into me. The feel of having her underneath me was unlike anything I’d experienced, pushing the boundaries as well as my needs.

      “Oh!” She fisted my hair with one hand, writhing under me as I pushed the full weight of my body against hers.

      “Potrei devastarti per giorni, angelo, portandoti all’estasi,” I whispered.

      I could ravage you for days, angel, driving you to ecstasy.

      The words spoken in my native language were the truth. I could spend days taking her to new heights of pleasure and it still wouldn’t be enough. I was a man without a conscience and fucking her was already one of my greatest joys. I should feel guilt for destroying the very innocence I’d craved, the flickering moment of uncertainty not something I was used to.

      I pulled out, easing onto my arms and staring down at her. “Look at me, sweet angel.”

      She acted as if she wouldn’t obey, her eyes clenched shut, her lower lip trembling. She had enough guilt for both of us, trying to pretend as if this moment didn’t exist, as if she could go back to her normal, happy, boring life.

      That was impossible.

      I nudged her knee further out, plunging past her sweet folds again. The utter elation as her muscles clamped down around the thickness of my cock was invigorating, creating a wave of electricity that confused the hell out of me. Maybe it was her softness, or the way she’d defied me from the beginning that kept me so aroused, but I couldn’t seem to get enough of her.

      “Look. At. Me.” My command was darker, more insistent.

      She turned her head, her mouth wrenched. I could swear there were tears in her eyes. I’d warned her it was too late. Nothing had changed. I shifted my weight, pulling all the way out, sliding my fingers between her breasts to her stomach, circling her belly button before moving lower.

      I slipped my fingers into her wetness, growling as I heard her soft pants. “Do you like that, dolce angelo?”

      “I can’t.”

      “You can’t or you won’t allow yourself to?”

      “Both,” she whispered, her eyes now glassy from fueled lust.

      “Then I guess I’ll have to remind you.” I swirled my finger around her clit several times, finally pinching the tender tissue between my fingers.

      She smashed her hand against my chest, jerking up. “My God.”

      Laughing, I slipped a single finger into her tight channel, my cock aching to the point I wouldn’t be able to restrain myself for long. When I added a second finger, she tossed her arm across her face, her entire body quivering.

      “Come for me, angel. Come.”

      “No.”

      I added a second finger then a third, pumping gently while I bent all three, easily finding the spot that seemed to bring her the most pleasure.

      Her body jerked, her arms flailing. She tossed her head back and forth as I continued pumping, her mouth twisting from trying to ignore the bliss.

      “Come for me, Cassidy. Now.”

      I was surprised when she obeyed without question, her entire body lurching as another powerful orgasm swept into her. My fingers were covered in her sweet cream, her muscles pulsing. I continued pumping for several seconds, studying her intently.

      “Tell me. Do you like that?”

      After a few seconds of hesitation, her entire face lit up. “Yes. God, yes.”

      “Then tell me what you want.”

      “Umm…”

      “Tell me.”

      There was no struggle left inside, her conscience losing the battle, her desire too great. “Fuck me. Please. Fuck me.”

      I pinned her to the bed, rolling my hips, grinding them against her heated body. My cock had a mind of its own, slipping inside, her muscles straining but accepting it easily. There was nothing like the rush of adrenaline, the crush of her voluptuous body against mine. I yanked her hands over her head, intertwining my fingers with hers.

      She never blinked, didn’t even consider looking away as I fucked her, driving my shaft so deep inside the force pitched both our heated bodies forward. She dug her fingers into mine, the tiny sounds she made dragging my beast closer to the surface. When she wrapped her leg around mine, I pivoted my hips, thrusting like a crazed man in search of a fix.

      I shifted into a slow and steady rhythm, savoring the ability to stare into her eyes, relishing what I was doing to her.

      The passion we shared was powerful, the connection unbreakable. I was relentless in fucking her, taking what I wanted while hungering to hear her scream out my name. Beads of sweat dripped from my forehead, trickling down both sides of her face. She continuously dragged her tongue across her lips, her moans escalating.

      “Come for me again, sweet angel. I need to hear you scream.”

      There was an innate control within her, an unwillingness to let go, but as my brutal fucking continued, her body betrayed her as it had done so often. Within seconds, every muscle twitched as she bucked underneath me, tossing her head back and forth as a climax burst into her system.

      “Yes. Yes… Yes!”

      Her eyelids were half closed, her mouth twisting as the moment of sheer ecstasy rolled through her. I was unable to stop, driving her hard until another orgasm tossed her into sweet nirvana. There was nothing like watching her face, the resplendent reaction to the pleasure that only I could provide. As the wave began to pass, I shifted beside her, taking several deep breaths.

      There was nothing like being on the edge, capturing a little bird seconds before its first flight. She was a beautiful dove, perfect yet fragile. And all I could think about was defiling her in every way.

      When Cassidy tried to roll over, her breathing uneven, I pulled away, jerking her onto all fours.

      “We’re not finished yet. We have all night to indulge.”
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        * * *

      

      Cassidy

      

      Exhaustion rode me hard, every muscle in my body shaking from the near violent lovemaking. The pretense hadn’t changed, the understanding that this was just an incredible one-night stand remaining in the forefront of my mind. But the moment was delicious, an awakening spiraling out of control.

      He was still stone hard, his cock so large my pussy muscles ached from the brutal round of fucking. The man wasn’t just insatiable; he was jacked up on his need for full control and the constant jolts of electricity that never seemed to end. When he tossed me onto all fours, I could barely catch my breath.

      There was a strange, formidable connection between us that couldn’t be explained. I had no fear of him or what he would do, yet there was an edge between us that heightened our almost desperate need. I’d never felt this euphoric, the mind-blowing way he dominated me igniting a thousand fires. Ten thousand.

      I slumped down, my arms weak enough I wasn’t certain they would hold me. “I can’t. I just…”

      “Breathe, my sweet angel. I’m going to shower you with the kind of pleasure that will rock your world for weeks to come.”

      Every word he said dripped with sexual undertones, so dark and devious that I was drawn into his brutal world as if I’d always been a part of it. I wanted more. I craved more, but there was no way I’d share that with him.

      If so, he might never let me go.

      He slid his cock deep inside as he’d done before, keeping his pace slow and sweet, allowing me to get used to the rhythm. The rush of emotions and need continued to destroy me, pushing me past the limits I’d had before. I couldn’t breathe, had no way of putting rational thoughts together. Within seconds, he’d shoved me into a wall of ecstasy, pushing harder and harder until I let go of every inhibition, the fear and worry of accepting my hunger.

      Valentin rubbed his hand down my back, the light touch so different from the coil of heat emblazed in my body. The combination was as explosive as what he was doing to my body. Panting, I dropped my head, blinking rapidly although I was seeing nothing. I couldn’t believe he remained hard, his balls slapping against me, the sound reverberating in my ears as much as his husky growls. When he rolled his fingers down the crack of my ass, I stiffened all over again, whimpering, my fingers clawing the bedding.

      He leaned over, pushing his weight against me. “Don’t worry, sweet Cassidy. I won’t hurt you.”

      The man had no idea what he was talking about. I’d never had a man fuck me in the ass. Not once. The thought had been repulsive.

      Until now.

      The bad girl side of me wanted to surrender, to partake in what my mother had called a forbidden sin. I was knotted up inside, fighting the anxiety. When he brushed his cockhead up and down, I sucked in my breath, my body shaking more than before.

      I was surprised he realized how anxious I was, taking his time to press kisses along my back, using his fingers to dance a sweet melody across my skin. I kept my eyes closed, allowing the incredible sensations to wash over me, barely cognizant when he shifted the tip of his cock against my darkened hole.

      Every part of me was wet and hot, incapable of wanting anything else but this moment. I fisted the bedding, taking several shallow breaths as he pushed inside. I’d expected him to be brutal, just like he’d been before, but he took his time, pushing in an inch then murmuring the sweetest words that I couldn’t understand, brushing his fingers up and down my back in a loving manner.

      I was thrown by his brutality, the savagery I’d seen, but the man who’d stripped me free of all rational thoughts was my lover, raw and passionate. I hated my fragmented thoughts, the ugliness of what lurked in the shadows. I could almost taste the danger, but it was the excitement of sharing something so primal that flowed through my veins.

      “Beautiful. Just perfect,” he muttered as my muscles expanded, accepting the wide girth of him. Strings of colorful lights shot into my periphery of vision, every one of them breathtaking.

      When he finally drove the last few inches inside, the single blast of pain quickly shifted into an indescribable rush of pleasure.

      I threw my head back and moaned, clawing the bedding, my legs shaking uncontrollably.

      “That’s it, baby. Take all of me. Every inch.”

      His cock throbbed, expanding to the point I knew I couldn’t take any more. As he pulled out, driving into me again, a series of strangled sounds erupted all around us. I was suddenly the animal, accepting the hard-core fucking, hungering for more. The rhythm was perfect, allowing me to accept his sinful act, pushing back against him with every brutal thrust.

      Suddenly, we were rocking together, our bodies as one. While I knew he was the devil, a man incapable of understanding kindness or generosity, he’d saved my life, protecting me against an unknown assailant. Then he’d cared for me, acting as if I was special to him. The events washed together, images floating in my mind.

      But they no longer mattered.

      Only this, our intimacy. Our extreme heat.

      I met every hard plunge, every nerve standing on end, my mind a beautiful blur. I had no idea how long the hard fucking lasted, but when I finally heard his breathing change, I dropped my head, squeezing my muscles.

      Valentin dropped over me, crushing my fingers in his, pounding even harder. Then he pressed his lips against my neck, adding to the constant wave of electricity. As he erupted deep inside, he murmured in Italian, but it was easy to understand what he was saying.

      “Tu mi appartieni.”

      You belong to me.
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        * * *

      

      Quiet.

      Peace.

      Beautiful mountains.

      A sunny day.

      Shifting, I tingled as a delicious wave of sensations tickled me awake. As I opened my eyes, I took a deep, satisfying breath. His scent was all over me as well as the fragrance of sex. Images of him floated into my mind, keeping me warm as I nestled in the covers. A slight ache pulled me further awake and when I shifted my legs, I could feel stickiness between them.

      Inhaling, I rolled over, wrapping my arms around the pillow. Then I finally opened my eyes, stretching out my arm to the other side of the bed. Sadly, I’d already sensed Valentin leaving sometime before dawn, but it hadn’t been before he’d taken me again.

      And again.

      I had no idea how many times he’d driven his cock inside. He’d remained hard long after filling me with his seed.

      I jerked up, yanking the sheets against my chest, the realization of what I’d done rushing in like a sledgehammer.

      I’d fucked a monster, but not just any horrible beast, the very kind of criminal I’d sworn to highlight, providing the truth behind the lies. A cold shiver jetted through me, the ache in my stomach worse than the night before.

      “What did you do?”

      I pulled my knees to my chest, dropping my head into my hands, rocking as I tried to put the pieces of my mind back together. I was in a suite he’d paid for. We’d finished one bottle of champagne, the man ordering another long after the bar was closed. He had such power over the staff. That was obvious. How much control did he really have over the city?

      Groaning, I wanted to stick my head under the sheets, pretending the night hadn’t occurred but by the height of the sun, I knew I was likely already late. I dragged myself out of bed, glancing at the clock. I had one hour to get to my parents’ house.

      When I heard a knock on the door, I stiffened, terrified he’d returned.

      Or maybe I wanted him to.

      He hadn’t said goodbye, just kissed me on the forehead. I’d felt him lingering after he’d dressed, could feel his heated gaze as he’d watched me doze. If I’d awakened, there was no doubt he would have taken me again.

      I grabbed the top sheet, ripping it from the bed and tying it around me, taking tentative steps into the other room. The sight of my torn clothes wasn’t the reminder I needed. A second knock was sharp, insistent. I bit my lip as I walked closer, hesitating before opening the door.

      “Ms. Rochester. These were left for you.”

      A different young man pushed his way inside, the wheels of the cart squeaking as he rolled it in. I held the sheet with both hands, trying to keep from shifting into a panic attack. Then I realized there were several packages on the platform. When the young man turned around, he handed me a bouquet of roses.

      “And I was told to hand deliver these to you, ma’am.” His grin was knowing, his damn eyes twinkling. I wanted to rip them from his head. I’d never felt so awkward, my night of sin highlighted not only by my lack of attire but by the gifts presented.

      As if I’d been the man’s whore.

      The thought was repulsive, my skin crawling. As the young man eased the items aside, I realized I didn’t even know where my purse had been dropped. “I’m sorry. I don’t have a tip right now.”

      He waved his hand then pointed to a box. “Mr. Vincheti has already taken care of that. He wanted to mention the eclairs to ensure they arrived with you to your family event. Please enjoy your stay.”

      He left without another word, but when the door closed, I couldn’t seem to stop shivering. If Valentin thought he could make a fool of me, he had another think coming. I was determined to ignore what he’d sent. Who cared? Thank God I’d never see him again. I could pretend the night had never happened.

      The box of eclairs came from La Travitorria. Incredible.

      And very sweet.

      And another reminder I didn’t need that I’d lost my fucking mind.

      I placed the roses on the table, determined to ignore them. There wasn’t even a card. Laughing, I brushed my fingers across several of the petals then tugged on the sheet again. At least the night would be memorable. Jesus. The last thing I needed to do was spend any time thinking about what had happened.

      As I started to walk into the bedroom, my hand reached out, grabbing the doorjamb. Then I twisted my head until I was able to see the various bags. Why was my curiosity getting the better of me? Even the incredible scent of the roses called to the darkness prodding the back of my mind. Damn it. I had to know what he’d purchased. I moved closer, tentatively pushing aside one bag then another. When I noticed a card, a quiver danced down my spine.

      What could the man have to say for himself?

      My fingers were stiff as I grabbed the note, the sheet almost falling away when I struggled to open the envelope. The card was simple, the handwriting in cursive. For all Valentin Vincheti’s foibles, his penchant for violence, he had a way about him that continued to draw me into his prowess.

      

      My sweet angel,

      I destroyed your clothes, which was ungentlemanly of me. Consider these a gesture of my feelings.

      Valentin

      

      His feelings? The man had feelings for me? That wasn’t good. No, the entire situation was disastrous. I backed away a second time, taking several deep breaths. Damn it. I was lightheaded, a little woozy from the champagne.

      And from the explosive sex.

      Oh, God. Oh…

      I couldn’t ignore the packages any longer. What I found inside floored me. He’d purchased a similar skirt and blouse as well as new lingerie, panties and bras. He knew my size. I wasn’t certain if that made me feel fabulous or if my skin should crawl.

      The last bag was unexpected, a beautiful dress meant for nights out dancing. A rush of emotions flowed through me as I held it into the light. The gorgeous dress was definitely something that should be worn to a fabulous club, dancing the night away. I closed my eyes, allowing the various images of the night to flow through my mind.

      The night hadn’t just been about capturing my body, releasing the wants and needs of the woman inside.

      The brutal man with the sexy smile and slight dimple had managed to awaken something else.

      And it scared me to death.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER 6

          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

        

      

    

    
      Valentin

      

      The late morning heat was entirely different than usual, the sun burning down fiery hot, the cloudless sky creating a somber glow around everything.

      By all rights I should be in a foul mood, still reeling from the realization Filip Adamos had ordered the execution of several of my men. Brando had managed to confirm it by visiting with two of our most trusted informants. Casimine had obviously shifted some of his leadership to his only son. I tasted blood in my mouth, the need to inflict pain and carnage firmly planted in my mind. Even so, a lightness had shifted around several of my synapses, refusing to let go of the sadistic passion from the night before.

      The combination was just as dangerous.

      I’d been unable to let go of the hunger, my cock aching even as I’d taken a shower only two hours before. I eased from my Mercedes, adjusting my Gucci shades, and glanced toward the sun as another wafting hit of her scent rushed into my nostrils. The woman was far too tantalizing, enough so focusing had been difficult up this point. That couldn’t last, not with attending two of the five funerals after handling Dylan’s punishment.

      It was time to play dirty, that much was evident. However, I needed to be careful how I played it. I headed toward Brando, studying my watch. I had a meeting with a fucking Russian in less than thirty minutes. While I loathed the thought of obtaining any assistance from the pigs, in order to keep the peace, I’d inform my new brother-in-law of the current activity. Nothing said that the Bratva wouldn’t be hit as well.

      “Any issue with last night?” I asked as I headed into the warehouse, a storage facility only used by employees of La Travitorria. Today, it was vacant by demand.

      Brando snorted as he kept pace. “Nothing I couldn’t handle. A nosy cop but he quickly realized his interests were best served elsewhere.”

      “And the ending point?”

      “I dropped him outside the gates of Casimine’s house.”

      Chuckling, I shook my head and powered through the stockroom heading for the cold storage facility. My second in command had a flair for the dramatic. “An interesting choice. At least that will get his attention. Put word out that I need information on a possible hit made regarding a woman who arrived in Chicago.”

      “Is that the reason for the dump last night?”

      “Yeah. I think so.”

      “Okay. Who’s this woman?”

      I stopped short, taking a minute before answering. “I’m not certain yet. Her name is Cassidy Worthington.” I hated that I hadn’t trusted her, but my instinct had been right. She’d given me a false name as I’d found on her driver’s license. At least she’d been telling the truth about arriving from Chicago only an hour before our meeting. There were myriad reasons why she’d lie, including the fact she’d just witnessed me ending a man’s life. However, I couldn’t take any chances given the recent activity.

      Besides, her last name put a bad taste in my mouth. Colin Worthington was the police commissioner, two mayors believing in his ability to clean up the streets. He’d started in one borough, managing to capture enough low-level players that he’d been labeled a hero. The last thing I needed right now was to shift higher on his radar.

      It had been too bad I’d yet to convince him to see the light, but he was a virtuous man.

      Virtuous like Cassidy.

      My instinct continued to leave a bad taste in my mouth.

      “Whoa. Please don’t tell me she’s not related to that son of a bitch,” Brando huffed.

      “I don’t know, but I need to find out. Even if she is, I’m not certain the attack had anything to do with her father.”

      “Fuck. The shit just got deep.”

      “We’ll see.”

      I stared at the thick vinyl flaps covering the doorway leading to the produce area. The temperature was kept at a constant thirty-five degrees to ensure the freshness of the produce. It seemed like the perfect location to allow Dylan to think about the error of his ways. He was lucky I hadn’t determined his penance the night before. This day was entirely different. A smile broke across my face, a gesture Brando noticed.

      “You’re in a damn good mood today.”

      “Actually, yes, I am.”

      “Uh-huh. Should I ask why?” Brando Lazio knew me better than anyone. I’d considered him a good friend for many years, trustworthy and loyal to a fault.

      “Not unless you want to face my wrath.” We both laughed, which was likely the only levity of the day. Depending on if Dylan had found the courage to provide information, and what it was, the outcome could mean a busy night.

      “It’s cold in there, boss,” one of my other men called. He was dressed in his winter coat, a stocking cap and gloves and still he was blowing on his hands.

      As soon as I walked inside, the other two men guarding him left. Dylan was sluggish, more from the cold than the hard beating he’d received.

      I wasn’t into messy this morning, just efficient. Maybe a small part of me was still riding on a high I shouldn’t have allowed, but the taste of my sweet angel remained in my mouth, her scent lingering. I envisioned her naked body writhing under mine and it was all I could do to keep my attention on business.

      I crouched down in front of him, the frigid air coming from his mouth reflecting the stench of the garlic he’d consumed the night before.

      “I don’t plan on taking much time, Dylan. As such, you should decide now whether or not you’re going to provide answers to everything I ask you or not. If you choose not to, keep in mind I will be forced to turn you over to my associates once again. I assure you that the punishment you received last night is in no way reflective of what you’ll face today. Do I make myself clear?”

      “Ya… Ya… Yes… Sir.” His teeth were chattering, but at least the cold had allowed the blood to coagulate around his facial injuries.

      “Excellent. What additional information did you provide to Filip?”

      He rolled his swollen lips, trying to focus. “I don’t… I mean…”

      “Take your time. You need to get this right.” Fuck. It was goddamn cold.

      Dylan tried to look around the area, his legs starting to shake. I almost felt sorry for the man, although a rat was still a rat on any given day.

      “Don’t know much, sir. Just…” Wheezing, he took a few seconds under the duress of a coughing spell, spittle oozing from his mouth.

      I sighed then returned to a standing position, moving toward the rack of paper towels, yanking off several. As I returned, Brando lifted an eyebrow as he watched what I was about to do. I wiped the asshole’s mouth, tossing the towels aside.

      “Let’s try this again. I have a nice blanket waiting for you once you answer me. What else did you tell them?” Fortunately, the man knew very little. He’d been a low-level player over the years, working in the accounting department within the corporation that handled the traditional business affairs. He’d been a logical choice for pilfering information, someone who should have remained off the grid. Only Dylan wasn’t a good conman, opening his mouth about his crimes to a man he’d thought he could trust.

      Who in turn had almost pissed on himself before gleefully providing me the information seconds before he’d been executed.

      Dylan took a deep breath then nodded, trying to offer a smile. “I told him about the problems you’ve had with the union.”

      The union. While it was doubtful the Poles could gain any influence given their constant battles with the Irish who held control of every major union organization in the city, it could provide Casimine with an idea of my future business dealings. The Poles had been directly responsible for acquiring land I’d had my eyes on for years. That meant I possibly had more than one snitch inside.

      The Poles were playing every angle, determining how much of a hold we had on various organizations within the city. What the fuck were these people planning?

      “Anything else?”

      “No, sir. I swear. They wanted me to tell them more, but I didn’t know shit. I swear.”

      Sighing, I rubbed my eyes. This used to be easier. “Unfortunately, I don’t believe you, Dylan. You see, your good buddy, Wally, wanted to provide the truth. He did what I asked, indicating you were paid very handsomely for supplying the names of several of my soldiers to the Adamos family, a full list of names. I need to know who else is on that list.”

      He lifted his head, doing his best to look me in the eyes. “I swear to God, sir. That’s not true. It wasn’t me. It was Wally. Please. Please.” When he started blubbering, I’d had enough.

      There were days I didn’t like the fact I’d turned into my father. “Then you should have come to me immediately. Now, I have no choice but to punish you. Brando. Finish what you started last night.”

      I wanted a message sent not only to Filip and his fucking father, but to my other employees as well.

      “Yes, sir,” Brando answered, a gleam in his eyes. The man enjoyed the aftermath of my decisions far too much.

      “Don’t worry. I’ll take care of your family.” I walked away and into the heated portion of the warehouse. “When you’re finished, have him cleaned up and drive him home,” I told my other soldiers. While they knew better than to question a single decision I made, I could tell they were as surprised as Brando.

      “You got it, boss.”

      Brando walked into the other room, his eyebrows lifted.

      “Don’t look so surprised, my friend. He’ll be lucky if Filip allows him to live.” I headed toward the exit, trying to figure out how best to handle the situation. “Make certain the rest of our soldiers are put on notice to watch their backs. I refuse to lose more of them.”

      “Understood. What do you want me to do after dealing with the rat?”

      “Find out every scrap of information you can on what the fuck the Poles are doing. If they want a war, they better get prepared for a shitstorm.”

      “Then I better hit the road.” He started to walk away then turned to face me. “Does your good mood and generosity have anything to do with that woman?”

      Smirking, I pointed toward the produce room. “Go. You know I don’t talk about my personal life with anyone.”

      “That’s because you no longer have a personal life, my friend.” He backed away, his two hands in the air. Unfortunately, he was right. Other than for glitzy appearances, I couldn’t remember the last time I’d given a damn about anyone.

      I had my reasons. I just didn’t care to share them with anyone.

      As I headed to my Mercedes, my thoughts drifted to Cassidy. If I’d known her real identity, would it have changed my mind?

      Likely not.

      I enjoyed living dangerously. However, the last thing I needed to do was to get involved with the woman, even if my sadistic needs were only breaching the surface.

      Following my own rules could prove to be difficult.

      I remained in the parking lot, not surprised when Alexei Kozlov screeched tires as he pulled into the parking lot. The Russian had a flair for life, his cavalier attitude similar to mine, but our hatred of each other would never change.

      Even if our families were not united.

      Smirking, I slid my sunglasses into place, forcing him to come to me.

      “Valentin,” Alexei stated, eyeing me through his dark shades as I was doing with him. “Your phone call held interest.”

      “Interest.” There was sense in taking his bait. My baby sister Giada was happy with her new husband, Alexei’s younger brother, the woman still trying to convince me that she was living in the lap of luxury instead of being treated like a pawn. The bitter taste of the deal my father had made with the Pakhan would remain with me until the day I died.

      “What are the Polacks doing now?” he asked, glancing at the warehouse with interest. The damn rehearsal dinner had been at La Travitorria, Alexei acting as if he couldn’t tolerate the food. The evening had almost turned into a brawl. However, his dislike of Casimine was as strong as mine.

      “Picking off several of my soldiers as a warning.”

      He turned his head slowly. “That is more than just interesting. For what reason?”

      “It would seem they are planning a takeover.”

      “Dur’ nesusvetnaya,” he huffed.

      Bullshit.

      I’d learned enough Russian to understand the bullshit they tossed in our direction. “If I had to guess, Alexei, I’d say they were coordinating with other family members.”

      He snarled, realizing I could be right. The Poles had a heavy hand in the politics of Chicago, their numbers and control much more significant. While there was distance between the two cities, there was also the potential for hundreds if not thousands of soldiers. If they formed a single crime syndicate, they would be difficult to eradicate.

      “What do you need from me?” he asked.

      “Nothing. Not a damn thing. For now. There may be a time I need your assistance. For the family’s sake of course.”

      His grin was laced with his usual contempt. “Of course. Keep in mind assistance comes with a price.”

      I walked closer, removing my sunglasses. I wanted him to see the lack of anger in my eyes as I made him a promise. “I suggest you tread water very carefully, Alexei. I’m not my father who succumbed to using negotiation skills based on scare tactics. I prefer the old school way of handling things.”

      He tipped his head, a wry smile crossing his face. “A formidable enemy. That will make it much more enjoyable when I bring you to your knees. I will provide you with assistance, my brother. And I suggest that you remember the favor will be returned.”

      When he stormed off, I took a deep breath. On the day the Italians declared war on the Bratva there would be celebration in the streets.

      And the rain coming down from the sky would be tainted with their blood.
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        * * *

      

      Cassidy

      

      “There you are, sweetheart. I was getting worried about you.”

      My mother continued to worry about me as if I was a child, not a woman who’d been living on her own for years. Granted, I was the only girl in a large family. We were close, or at least had been up until the loss of my brother in the Marines four years before. Then the family get-togethers and celebrations had all but stopped. That’s why this one had been deemed so important.

      “I’m fine. I just got in late and was exhausted.” I gave her a bear hug, eyeing the oversized backyard. My older brothers all had kids of their own, one of my nephews only a few years younger than I was. They all seemed happy while my life had been derailed.

      “You’re alone. Why?”

      “Because it was necessary,” I snapped, hating the fact I had. She didn’t deserve my wrath. “I have my reasons.”

      Like safety. I couldn’t risk it at this point.

      I put the eclairs on the buffet table, noticing she stared at the label on the box.

      “At least I didn’t forget the eclairs.”

      She pulled away, her brow furrowing. “You went to La Travitorria?”

      Why was she shaking? “It was about the only place open by the time the plane landed. Why?”

      I’d never heard my parents talk about the location, but the look of fear on her face surprised me. It was a lovely restaurant, no matter what family owned it.

      “I wish you came back to New York,” she said absently, ignoring my question.

      “I’m happy in Chicago, Mother. Very happy.”

      “You’re all alone and that work you do is terrifying.”

      “And I love it,” I insisted. “I’m not a cop like a brother of mine I know.”

      “Leave her alone, Mom.” Josh grinned at me from the doorway of the kitchen.

      “Speaking of the cop,” I teased.

      “Detective first grade, thank you,” Josh said, his eyes twinkling as he laughed. He’d wanted to be a cop from the time I could remember. While he’d been promoted at least three years before, I couldn’t help but to tease him.

      “You were always on her side,” my mother said, acting as if she was exasperated. I knew better. Josh had her wrapped around his little finger and always had.

      “Mom was ready to send out a search party for you.” Josh lifted me off my feet. He’d been my champion, arguing with our father about the career I’d chosen. It had always been assumed I’d become a doctor or God forbid an attorney. At least my second oldest brother had accepted the position of doctor instead of me, eliminating some of the pressure.

      My thoughts drifted to Valentin like they had far too many times over the past few hours. I was even wearing the lingerie he’d purchased for me.

      “Where’s the graduating senior?” I asked as I pushed Josh away, feeling the old familiar creep of embarrassment crowding my cheeks.

      “His usual. Playing football.” Josh grinned, winking at me as he nodded toward the outside door. “He has more reason to hone his skills now, so what the heck?”

      “Oh, my God. He got a scholarship?” I asked, ready to jump out of my skin.

      “Ohio State University, baby!”

      “That’s fantastic. I’m so happy for you guys.” I’d never seen my brother this excited. I waved to the rest of the family, pulling on Josh’s arm to keep him back for a few minutes. I was an investigative reporter. My mind was still fuzzy from the night before and I needed a clear reason to stay away from Valentin.

      “Yeah, he worked hard. Even managed to pull his grades up. I’m proud of him. You okay? You seem out of sorts.”

      Sighing, I studied the backyard. My parents had moved there after I was a teenager, but I’d always imagined growing up with a huge backyard, a swing set just like the one my father purchased for the grandkids. “I’m fine. Just working a lot.”

      “And Molly?”

      “Mischievous as usual.”

      “You didn’t bring her,” he said, narrowing his eyes.

      How could I tell him that I’d sent her to stay in a place that was safe just in case the threats were real? I could barely stomach what I’d been forced to do. That wasn’t any kind of life. “I’m here for a little more than a day. Maybe I wanted a little time alone.”

      Chuckling, he shook his head. “Now that I understand. By the way, I heard what you said to Mom. Is everything really okay?”

      “Stop worrying. I can take care of myself. I do have a couple of questions.”

      “Okay, shoot.” He eyed me warily.

      “What do you know about the Vincheti family?”

      Josh cocked his head, giving me his brotherly look. “Why in God’s name are you asking?”

      “Just curious.”

      “You forget I know you, sis. When you put your mind to something, it usually gets you in all kinds of trouble.”

      “Very funny.”

      “I’m serious. That’s how you ended up with that asshole.”

      “Don’t say his name. Don’t do it.” My ex had hidden his demons, finally losing his life to a crack addiction after cleaning out our bank account. That had left me limited choices and I’d refused to come crawling home.

      He chuckled, sliding his hands into his pockets. “What do you want to know?”

      “The eclairs I bought. I know the family owns the restaurant. She acted as if I’d walked into a den of vipers in doing so.”

      “Well, ordinarily I wouldn’t put much stock into what Mom is worried about because of how she is, but they’re bad news on every front. They control almost one half of the city while the Bratva hold the other. Even if the other crime families worked together, they wouldn’t have the kind of power and influence the Vinchetis do. Pops has been beating them down for years and it hasn’t mattered. They’re organized, have more money than common sense, and use blackmail as their main weapon, but not always. However, the restaurant is what some call a safe zone.”

      “What the hell does that mean?”

      He laughed, rubbing his jaw. “It means the location is used for various deals, other notorious groups using the facility as well as the family. I don’t know why the Vinchetis provide such a place, but it helps keep the peace, or so Pops had told me more than once. It’s been raided a single time and there was nothing there. Clean as a whistle, run by one of the nephews, but it’s the brainchild and baby of Martina Vincheti’s mother. They call her Mama Lucia.”

      “You seem to know an awful lot about the family.”

      My brother issued another laugh, only the sound was far less jovial. “Yeah, well, I found out the hard way not to mess with the people having dinner.” Only when I appeared confused did he continue. “I arrested a con artist inside the place when I was first made detective. I got the wrath of God from my captain.”

      “Wow. Even the police are under their thumb.” I hadn’t realized just how powerful they were. I’d only been able to spend a short amount of time doing any research on the ride over, but I’d found enough to pique my interest.

      “It’s called helping keep the blood off city streets, Cassidy. Don’t tell me you’re suddenly preparing a news report on them. Aren’t you satisfied with taking down a notorious Chicago crime family?”

      Taking them down was a strong phrase. I’d had nothing to do with leaking the information Lazor Adamos had mentioned in my notes. Someone else in the station had. That was the reason I was being threatened. I knew it. A cold shiver trickled down my spine, the attack from the night before looming in the back of my mind.

      “Just leave it alone. Okay? I’m just curious about the Vinchetis.”

      I could tell my brother was playing the cop at this point. He knew me better than almost anyone. I refused to get anyone in the family worried about my stupidity. Maybe that was foolish. I thought about the phone number I’d programmed into my phone, the opportunity that had presented itself only three days before I’d left Chicago. The job of a lifetime. A possibility to work on the Today Show.

      I’d turned down the interview but had kept the number. My sudden possible good fortune was all because of the goddamn interview I’d done with Lazor Adamos.

      “I have a feeling you’re playing with fire and I’m going to give you my honest opinion. Let it alone. If they get whiff of who you are, especially given who our pops is, you’ll disappear. I don’t know for certain if there’s anything active going on and maybe I don’t want to know. It’s more likely there’s an issue with one of the families out of Chicago stepping foot on their territory here.”

      “It’s my job, Josh.”

      “Self-appointed from what I understand.”

      He was right, at least in the beginning, but I’d proven myself to be a damn good crime reporter, making a name for myself. Hence the threats, stupid girl. “Not any longer, big brother. I even won an award recently. I’m just trying to put a few pieces together. The Irish and the Poles run Chicago for the most part. I don’t think the Irish want to tackle the unions.”

      “You’re too smart for your own good. No, they wouldn’t, but the Polish mob isn’t as aggressive here, although I heard rumors they took out some of the Italians recently. If that’s the truth, the Vinchetis will be on the warpath. Even if the Poles are considering combining forces, I’m not certain it will have much if any effect. However, that’s not my area of expertise. Just watch yourself. The Vinchetis are dangerous. People disappear around them.”

      I shuddered from the thought. Valentin definitely had two sides. I wondered how often they collided together. “Duly noted. Just curious.”

      “As I said, I know you. Try not to get yourself into any trouble while you’re here. I’d hate to skulk into whatever precinct in the middle of the night trying to make certain Mom and Dad don’t find out about an indiscretion.”

      I punched him playfully in the stomach. “You’re never going to let me live that one down, are you? I was fifteen.”

      “Not a chance in hell and you were old enough to know better. Come on. It’s a party.”

      I hung back, chewing on my inner lip. Why did I have the feeling I wasn’t done with having Valentin interrupting my life?

      Even more important: why didn’t that bother me?
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        * * *

      

      Valentin

      

      “We need to talk, Valentin,” Brando said as he closed the door to my office. I could tell by the concerned look on his face that whatever he’d discovered about Cassidy would disturb me. In his hand was an iPad, which meant he’d found a photograph of some kind.

      “What is it?” A part of me didn’t want to learn the truth about her, although it was necessary. I’d enjoyed pretending to be someone else if only for a short while.

      “Just look.” After a few seconds, he turned the iPad in my direction.

      The lovely face staring back at me was Cassidy. She stood with a microphone in her hand, standing in front of a courthouse. The wind was lightly blowing her long strands of hair in her face, the bright sun casting a shimmer across her porcelain skin.

      He turned the sound up, forcing me to face the obvious.

      “While the Adamos family has held Chicago in the palm of their hand for years, strangling the economy with their vicious crimes, it would seem that today, justice might prevail.”

      The voice was the same, her tone exactly as it had been the moment I’d walked out of the kitchen the night before.

      Defiant.

      Angry.

      Confident.

      He allowed the newscast to continue for another full minute before shutting it off. “Is that her?”

      After casually giving it a quick glance, I sighed. Whatever he was going to tell me would only add to the difficult situation. “Yes. That’s Cassidy.”

      “She’s one hot mama, Valentin.”

      I bristled, snarling as I threw him a harsh look.

      “What I mean is, she’s on the number three rated local news program in the entire United States. I checked her out extensively. There’s talk this chick will be sent to the networks in a matter of months. She’s gritty, doing a lot of her own investigative work. Somehow, she got close to the Poles. She even scored a goddamn interview with Lazor Adamos, which was used against him later. That takes balls. He lost a son and his second in command in a recent assassination, which might be the reason for the interview, but it still shocks me.”

      Lazor Adamos. Casimine’s brother, who was reported to be more of a pig than Casimine. “Yes. It also places a target on her head.” I moved toward the window, absorbing the information.

      “No shittin’ me. I’m surprised that woman isn’t dead by now. You know that can’t be a fucking coincidence that she ended up here while the fuckers are threatening us.”

      “A possibility.”

      “Come on, Valentin. She came to La Travitorria on purpose. You should do something about it.”

      “You need to stay in your lane, Brando.”

      I stood staring out at the New York skyline, trying to guess what the hell Casimine was up to, especially if Lazor was involved. At this point, I didn’t like what either of them was planning. There were rumblings that the Chicago Poles were attempting to merge their territory, but I’d heard that years before and it had proven to be false. While that should surprise me about Casimine and his penchant for control, the Don of the Chicago brood offered extensive power as well as connections. Together, they could be a force to be reckoned with.

      And blood was definitely thicker than water.

      “I’m sorry, okay. But you asked me to find out about her. There’s something else you need to know.”

      “Meaning what?” I asked, slowly turning to face him.

      “Meaning I was right. She is the only daughter of Police Commissioner Worthington. The man who has been yanking our chain for years?” He studied me intently, waiting for my reaction, sighing when I didn’t respond quickly. “At least she didn’t lie about arriving in town. Her plane was late. What do you want me to do about her? I’ll handle everything.”

      While I wasn’t prone to emotional explosions of any kind, he knew I’d been more on edge lately. At my father’s insistence, we’d removed the selling of narcotics from our business, concentrating on the casinos already in operation, online gaming, and other even more lucrative ventures I’d undertaken with the development deals over the years. We’d even made Mama Lucia’s restaurant a haven, a place of peace. That also allowed us to keep watch on what was going on in our city.

      Even amongst other criminal organizations.

      The benefit had been real, although there’d been added tension over the past few months. We had a tentative agreement with the Bratva, who had a firm hold in place, but the other crime families were always vying for another piece of the pie. It was just a matter of time until one or more attempted to move in with force.

      Exhaling, I closed my eyes briefly. It was impossible to get her out of my mind for more than a few minutes. While my instinct about her had been correct, I wasn’t ready to make a decision that would alter the rest of her life.

      As well as mine.

      When I didn’t answer, he snorted, rattling off more data. “She started out as a typical crime reporter, at least from what I can tell. Small shit. Now she reports on some pretty heady shit about the local mafia organizations. You know she’s pissed off more than just the fuckin’ Poles.”

      What fascinated me was that finding out about her profession didn’t shock me, nor did it infuse my vision with red, my need for blood increasing. No wonder she hadn’t provided her real identity.

      “I don’t think you need to be so alarmed, Brando, although I am curious if the reason she gave for her trip is the truth,” I said more to myself than my second.

      “She’s not on assignment, if that’s what you mean. Still, she’s bad news. There’s nothing official on the street about her, but she doesn’t pull any punches. That might not mean anything in New York, but if she really had something to do with Lazor’s second in command being arrested, additional charges pending, then they want blood. Maybe she found out about their plans. God help her if that’s the case.”

      “Yes, God help her.” I looked away, pacing the floor. Even if she had no plans on creating a scathing report while in town, her presence could set off more than a few red flags. The fact she’d been attacked meant she was being watched. It also meant there was a possibility that we’d been seen together. Her image flushed my mind of all rational thoughts, my cock twitching.

      “At minimum you need to question her.”

      “It would seem you continue to forget your place, Brando.”

      “Maybe because I give a damn about your family.”

      My family. I found his words curious.

      A low growl erupted from my chest, and I fisted my hand, trying to pull my mind out of the filthy locations it remained. “I’ll handle the woman, Brando. That’ll give you time to learn your place. However, I won’t change the course of my business practices based on an interesting fact.”

      “An interesting fact? Why do I have a feeling this girl means more to you than just finding out why the dirtbag tried to kill her?”

      “I find her… fascinating.” He was the one person who could get away with challenging me, but for some reason even his mild condemnation pissed me off.

      “Why does that make me nervous?”

      I rubbed my jaw as I thought about how to handle the information. Was it entirely coincidental that she’d shown up on my doorstep late at night? If she was the one who had a target on her back, the man sent to kill her had either followed her from the airport or she’d made the mistake of doing some undercover reporting while in town for her family celebration. What I knew about the Poles was that they refused to stop until their target was dead. “Keep searching. I want to know everything the Adamos family is doing, and I do mean everything.”

      “So you’re going to leave her alone.” He dropped the photograph of her he’d copied on my desk, shaking his head.

      I stared into his eyes, trying to keep my anger from presenting itself like a fire-eating dragon. The dark cravings I had extended beyond all common sense, but the bold intensity of my longing transcended business. “That sounded like an order, Brando. I certainly hope I’m wrong.”

      He walked closer, planting his hands on my desk. “What the fuck are you doing?”

      “I suggest you change your tone.”

      “She could ruin you.”

      “She’s a woman. Nothing more.”

      “That’s bullshit. Even if you won’t admit it, I certain as fuck will.” Brando’s voice had risen.

      I walked around my desk, prepared to snap my hand around his neck. He stood up straight, feeling the full three inches of my additional height, his face strained. “Who I fuck is of no concern to anyone.”

      “This isn’t about fucking, Valentin. I’ve never seen you this way. You need to stop thinking with your dick.”

      The hard punch I gave him sent him reeling back by several feet. He slapped his hand across his jaw, throwing a nasty glare in my direction. “I’ll be damned. You’ve already fallen for this girl.”

      I shook my head, loathing I’d lost my temper, but no one was going to challenge me. No one. “As I said, find out more about the Poles. I need to make a statement.”

      “I’ll see what I can find. A statement?” He continued to rub his face, shifting his jaw back and forth.

      “Send a message to Casimine that I request a meeting at Club Raven tonight.”

      He snorted then his eyes opened wide. “You couldn’t care less about Casimine. You’re trying to draw Filip out into the open.”

      “That’s exactly what I’m trying to do. It’s time to deal with this head on.” Filip was a cautious man, more so than any other member of his family. He stayed in certain boundaries, protected to the point he was almost unreachable. The man had a God complex, but he was also lured by the thought of garnering power.

      “Risky. What if he surrounds the place?”

      “His father and my father do have a certain amount of respect for each other. I’m going to put that to the test. Make certain there are several soldiers keeping watch on the club. If the man wants a war, allow him to bring it to us.”

      “At the club.” He stared at me incredulously.

      “Even Filip won’t start a war with innocent bystanders. His father won’t allow it.”

      “You don’t know that.”

      “They own four smaller clubs, their claim to fame. They know exactly what will happen if they dare attempt any violent uprising against me in my own club.”

      “Whew. Your father will not approve.”

      “My father isn’t in control any longer, Brando.” I lifted a single eyebrow, staring into his eyes. He was pushing boundaries given our friendship. That was becoming a problem. “This is your last warning not to cross me. If I’m forced to tell you again, I think you understand better than anyone else what will happen.”

      The tension between us was palpable. This is what Cassidy had driven me to.

      “Yes, boss,” he snapped, pulling away. “I was out of place. Do you want me to keep tabs on her?”

      “Not necessary. I’m certain her family will have that under control.”

      The knock on my door only pushed my mood further into the toilet. “Yes? Do as I commanded, Brando. Nothing more. Nothing less.”

      “Fine.”

      I noticed my assistant standing in the doorway. She had a sense of urgency on her face, shifting from foot to foot. What the hell was wrong now? “Just do it. Then be prepared. We may be hunting tonight.”

      He glanced over his shoulder, finally nodding. “Look, I don’t mean to challenge your authority, Valentin.”

      “Then don’t. Next time could mean I carve my name into your chest as a reminder of who you work for.”

      “Jesus Christ,” he said, glaring me in the eyes, “I get you deserve a personal life. We all do. I know you’re still grieving, but for God’s sake, be careful. You met that woman less than twenty-four hours ago, but you’re acting as if she’s more important than business. You’re playing with fire on this one.”

      Careful. When the hell had I ever been careful? Fire was a tool that I’d used over the years. Now it threatened to consume me for an entirely different reason. “Noted. Let me know what you find.”

      “Yeah, I will.”

      “And send Casimine the invitation.”

      As soon as he started walking out, Julie rushed in. “I’m sorry, sir, but there’s a detective here to see you and he’s fairly insistent.”

      I laughed. It had been some time since I’d had a visit from a member of law enforcement at my office. What the heck? I was spoiling for a fucking argument. “Send him in.”

      “Yes, sir.”

      Even though we owned a good portion of the police department, there were always rogue detectives who believed they could undermine my family’s operations. As the man walked in, I smirked, studying his every move. Finnegan Walsh was the firstborn son of a prominent Irish family, his father the head of the buildings and trades council, and a constant thorn in my side. I glanced at the picture, fingering her face before shoving it into my desk drawer.

      “What do I owe this pleasure to, Detective?” I asked, shifting behind my desk.

      He wasn’t the typical disheveled detective I’d often been faced with. He was formidable in his own right, well-educated and refusing to succumb to the requirements demanded by my father from early on. However, he was still arrogant, a trait that would be his ultimate demise. Still, he wasn’t my enemy. Eliminating him would only be self-serving.

      “I won’t waste much of your time, Valentin. I know you’re a busy man,” Finnegan said with utter contempt in his voice.

      “Good to hear.”

      “What do you know about the death of Jakub Dabrowski?”

      Given the Polish name, I was certain his inquiry had to do with the man I’d toasted outside the restaurant. “I’m sorry, Detective. His name doesn’t ring a bell.”

      He laughed, taking a few seconds to study my office, which he’d been in at least twice over the last two years. “Casimine Adamos is accusing you of the man’s murder.”

      “Is he now?”

      “Where were you last night between the hours of eleven and two?”

      “Do you have a warrant, Detective?”

      “Do I need one, Mr. Vincheti?” he shot back. “I can make that happen.”

      While his father held a certain level of importance within the unions, his chief was a man I’d enjoyed bringing into the fold. I had no worries about Detective Walsh and what he thought he would be capable of doing, but I did enjoy yanking his chain.

      “That sounds like a threat, Detective. I’m certain you don’t want to do that.” I gave him a hard look. When his upper lip twitched, I considered that a win. “Where was I?” I tapped my fingers on my desk, keeping my wry smile. “I was enjoying an evening with a very beautiful woman.”

      “I’ll need her name.”

      “As you might imagine, Detective Walsh, I’m not in the habit of identifying people I care about. Now, if you think I had anything to do with the man’s murder, you would be wrong.” I found it curious that Casimine hadn’t disposed of the body, refusing to allow attention to be drawn to his business on any level. That was a clear indication the Poles believed they had the upper hand.

      He seemed to contemplate my statement. “Neither you nor your family are capable of hindering an investigation. I will need her name, or I’ll be forced to bring you down to the precinct for a further… discussion.”

      I moved from around my desk, never allowing my eyes to leave his. “You have nothing on either myself or my family, Detective. Your attempt at thwarting my family’s power is a testament to your need for success. I dare say you’ve missed your mark on this particular endeavor. The man’s blood isn’t on my hands.”

      The detective had grown a larger pair of balls since the last time he’d landed an accusation. As he walked closer, the look on his face similar to the one on mine, I had the distinct feeling his fishing attempt would continue.

      “If you think you’re going to start a war in this city, then expect the entire New York City police department including the commissioner to come down on your ass. I don’t give a shit what becomes necessary, I will bring you and your family down, Mr. Vincheti. When I do, I’ll be able to wipe the smug expression off your face.”

      The commissioner. How fascinating the man had come up in yet another conversation. I was beginning to think my angel was a vixen in disguise.

      “I look forward to the challenge of proving you wrong, Detective Walsh.” If the man had wanted to rile me, he’d failed. Although the fact Casimine had contacted the police would remain in the back of my mind.

      The Polish mob leader was trying to play me.

      He’d soon learn that attacking a viper had dire consequences.
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      Cassidy

      

      The air was electric, vibrations from a heavy drumbeat cascading through the night sky. The moon reflected across the heavy trafficked street, neon lights infused with flashing signs promising everything from wine and beer and hot cross buns to the world of kinky sex. You could find anything you hungered for in New York City on two blocks alone.

      Money.

      Companionship.

      A contract killer.

      All while doing your laundry.

      That’s what I loved and hated about New York, the real city of sin and debauchery. That’s exactly what I’d experienced the night before.

      And what I craved.

      I envisioned him, the man who’d awakened my senses.

      The man who ruled the city.

      The man who killed because it was his job.

      He was brutal.

      Powerful.

      Carnal.

      And I found it impossible to think about anything else. The cataclysm of thoughts had driven me to near madness all day, especially after listening to my father talking about the Vincheti family as if they were the scourge of the earth. He’d laughed about planning on bringing them down, the vendetta as strong as his resolve.

      That had only kept images of Valentin in my mind, sweeping through a dense forest of thick underbrush, all leading to a sharp cliff that I felt myself heading toward. My thoughts were crazy, irrational, but I wanted to see him again.

      As the light breeze floated across my skin, I glanced down at the fire engine red dress clinging to every curve, my long legs highlighted not only by the single slit on the right side but the stilettos one of my girlfriends had allowed me to borrow.

      We’d been forced to park three blocks away, but the walk had allowed me to drink in the atmosphere, the delicious then raunchy fragrance of food and trash, gasoline and fresh brewed coffee. I’d homed in on the sounds, so many sirens, people arguing and singing. From every corner I was able to hear a would-be American Idol, trying to sell whatever wares to make a buck or two. I thought about the years of growing up in such a lively, crime-ridden location.

      And realized why I’d left.

      I noticed several men standing like soldiers in dark corners, nonchalant in their actions but definitely there for protection. The lack of activity held my attention. What were they waiting for?

      “Ugh. There’s a line,” Trinity snarled as we rounded a corner.

      “There’s always a line. This place is the spot to dance the night away,” Sara purred, the lilt of her voice the same as always. The two women had been my best friends during high school and college. Then life had taken over for all three of us. While it was nice to reconnect, being dragged out to an unknown club hadn’t been on my agenda.

      “I can’t believe you convinced me to go to a club,” I hissed under my breath, Sara’s firm grip on my arm irritating the hell out of me. I wasn’t a party girl any longer. I had far too much to lose for a simple night out on the town. While I adored my two best girlfriends, my hackles remained raised. That was a side effect of the business I was in, but it had kept me alive more than once.

      “Oh, come on,” Trinity snarked. “Like Sara said, this is the hottest club in New York.”

      I glanced at the long line of beautiful people waiting to get in and shivered. “We’re never going to get in. It’s almost midnight.” I glanced across the street, able to detect at least two dark vehicles with one or more occupants. It was possible it had nothing to do with the club, other businesses in the area open, but my instinct said otherwise. If I had a brain, I’d refuse to go into the club, but I couldn’t stand living my life under some cloud because I’d delved into the minds of monsters.

      Including Valentin.

      When would his name cease to cross my mind?

      As I shifted my gaze toward the club entrance once again, I noticed a man standing alone near the streetlight. He made no bones about the fact he was staring at me. While as well dressed as anyone in the crowd, he was entirely different. Wearing a suit and a dark shirt, everything about him screamed of the same kind of danger I’d felt around Valentin.

      “We need to party,” Sara chimed in, pulling my attention away from the stranger.

      When I stole a quick glance again, he was gone. Stop it. You’re being paranoid. But was I? The attack from the night before rushed into my mind. The asshole hadn’t been some random junkie. He’d targeted me. My mouth was suddenly dry, my throat tightening. At least I was in a public place with friends. However, I couldn’t wait to get behind the locked doors of the hotel room.

      “We’ll get in and don’t forget, New York parties all night long.” Trinity laughed, the sultry sound attracting more than a few lust-filled looks.

      “See those two bouncers up there? Well, they love dazzling women and that describes you,” Sara chided.

      “She’s right. It’s all about using your God-given talent.”

      I glared at Trinity. She was serious. I was getting too old for this.

      Sara pushed me playfully on the arm, pursing her lips and whistling as she shifted her hand back and forth across her face, giving me a hard stare down to my shoes. “Where did you get that gorgeous dress? You are one hot babe in red. That’s your color, but I thought you didn’t have any money.”

      A slight cringe swept through me. I hadn’t brought anything with me that would remotely work for a night out on the town. But the dress Valentin had bought me sparkled in the neon lighting above the entrance. I’d thought more than once about tossing the glorious piece, refusing to accept an expensive gift from the dangerous man.

      But it seemed like a waste, especially when I adored the dress.

      And it reminds you of the fabulous night.

      Exhaling, another image of his face as he thrust his cock deep inside swept into my mind.

      “Just something I picked up,” I answered, feeling more self-conscious than usual. Or maybe I wanted to catch a glimpse of Valentin, gauging how I looked by his heated reaction. “And what do you want me to do with the bouncers? Flirt?”

      “Uh-huh. You’re hiding something from us,” Trinity added.

      “You know, flirting. Or have you forgotten how?” Sara wrinkled her nose. “I told you that you made bad choices.”

      “We’re not talking about the past. If you want to have fun, then let’s have fun. And I’m not hiding anything.” Liar. I rolled my eyes, a guilty conscience rushing in. I’d spent the entire afternoon hearing about my father’s latest achievements, which had included arresting four members of the Bratva. He’d been more enthused about the subsequent harsh sentences than he had his own grandson’s graduation and celebration of the scholarship. It was one of the many reasons I’d left New York in the first place.

      “You’ve been quiet all night, looking at your phone as if expecting Prince Charming to call.”

      I glanced at Sara, grinding my teeth. She was the girl I’d never been able to lie to, so good she’d been able to ascertain the kind of night I’d had by the expression on my face. “Just let it go.”

      “You met a man. Didn’t you?”

      “Now, how would I meet a man from the time I arrived at the airport, which was after ten at night mind you?” I was growing uncomfortable with the conversation.

      She moved in front of me, her eyes darting across mine. “You did. Don’t lie to me. Confess.”

      I shoved her aside, trying to keep some handle on my privacy.

      “Cassidy. Come on.”

      “Leave it alone, Sara. Okay? What do you want me to say to the big butch boys?” I asked, rubbing my arms given the chill in the late-night air. Of course they’d chosen me to flirt. I’d been the girl who tried everything in college, but I was no longer a pampered princess, my parents able to keep me protected from all the horrors in the world. I’d seen enough over the last four years to last a lifetime, even if only from a distance.

      “Just go challenge them,” Trinity cooed.

      “What the hell does that mean?”

      “That means,” Sara pushed me away from the crowd, “that you need to use those gorgeous looks of yours to get us in. Just like you used to.”

      “Are you out of your mind?” I had to admit, I was almost ready to pretend I was that girl one last time, tossing aside all the responsibilities and necessities of remaining a professional. What the hell harm could it do?

      “Nope. All you need to do is toss your hair a few times and give both of them a mischievous smile. That should do it.”

      I turned my head, glaring at her. “I’m not that kind of girl.” I burst into laughter, unable to pull it off.

      “Yeah, right. You are tonight,” Trinity huffed. “It’s cold out here and we don’t have coats. What can it hurt?”

      “Exactly,” Sara added.

      I wasn’t twenty-one any longer. Hell, I’d passed twenty-eight. Groaning, I knew they’d remain relentless until I gave in. They’d been that way since high school, pushing me to do unspeakable things, including the incident when my brother had needed to bail me out of jail. I stared at the two beefy men, contemplating the worst that could happen.

      Okay, so I’d enjoyed being a bad girl every so often.

      “Do it. Do it. Do. It,” Sara huffed in my ear.

      “Fine. But if this is an epic fail like I think it is, you’re buying the drinks tonight. If we get inside, you’re buying drinks tonight.” If we even got in. I noticed a couple of celebrities also standing in line. If they weren’t getting past the hulking creatures, I wasn’t certain how I’d be able to.

      “You have a deal, girlfriend.” She made a whooping sound as I started to walk away, prompting me to give her a death glare.

      I licked my lips, tasting the lip gloss Sara had lent me. Strawberry. As I walked closer, I thought about the taste of Valentin. I felt a sharp stab in my chest like a hundred knives jamming into my heart from the thought of him. There was no reason the ache remained. He hadn’t attempted to contact me. He’d left no phone number just like I hadn’t given him mine. Yet I’d found myself staring at my phone more than once.

      The man could obtain anything he wanted without question. That much was certain. My hopes had been dashed when sunset fell, splashing dazzling hues of ripe tangerines and luscious peaches across the sky. I’d felt a sense of sadness, ugly sensations slicing through me. It was ridiculous. We’d shared a night together. That’s all it had been. Admitting I wanted more was as mind boggling as sharing the night with him had been.

      Maybe I’d been fooling myself that I could find a sense of normalcy while taking a couple of days off. As always, I’d drifted toward the bad boy, men who were incapable of showing real emotion, their inability to remain human disallowing any real happiness.

      Of course, Valentin was entirely different than my ex, but that didn’t make the pain any less, the heartache any different.

      I threw my head back, tangling my fingers in the long strands as suggested, planting the sexiest smile on my face possible as I approached the hulking men. While they didn’t appear to have weapons, I had a feeling they could kill a man or five with their bare hands.

      The larger of the two noticed me first, his expression highlighting how unimpressed he was with my approach. “What do you want?”

      I shifted my gaze to the less formidable asshole, noticing he had his nose buried in his cellphone, scrolling through his messages as if he believed he was an important man. Meanwhile, at least fifty people were growing antsier by the minute. I envisioned the crowd tossing the two of them aside, storming into the club and taking over.

      At least the ridiculous image gave me a smile.

      “So, you’re going to play the Billy Badass routine?” I asked as I slapped my hand on my hip. I sucked at being an actress, but I might as well pretend I knew what I was doing while I was here. It would be a long time before I had another chance to enjoy a night out on the town.

      He grinned at my response, giving me a hard onceover. “A little spitfire, eh?”

      “You don’t really want to find out, now do you?” I inched closer, the heavy dose of aftershave he’d used repulsive. “Or maybe you do.” At least I sounded like a lioness in heat.

      His laugh was just as suggestive as my words.

      “I suggest you allow me and my friends inside.” I gave him a sexy smile, shifting my hips back and forth.

      The brute shifted his face toward Sara and Trinity. “Oh, yeah, or what are you gonna do about it? Might be fun to see you try.”

      I felt Sara nudging my back and almost snapped at her. Then I became the bad girl I’d been the night before, inching closer and lifting my head so I could stare in his eyes. He was a solid six inches taller, but I’d been told I had a mean glint in my eyes. “As I said. You don’t really want to find out. Do you?”

      It was easy to tell I continued to amuse him. He pulled his head back toward the door. “That’ll be twenty bucks. Apiece.”

      Jesus.

      “I got it,” Trinity said, shifting around me, squeezing my arm.

      “No,” I stated with as much authority as I could muster, shifting in front of my friend. “My new friend isn’t going to charge us a dime. Now, are you?” I allowed my gaze to fall to the massive bulge in his crotch. I’d been the girl to never make waves, making it a point never to stand out. Even as a child, my father had been someone ‘up and coming,’ a man to be reckoned with. My brothers had all excelled at academics or sports, while I’d floundered until tenth grade, uncertain what I wanted to be in my life. That’s when the bad girl had taken over and I’d become a handful for my parents.

      Until that point, I’d kept my nose hidden behind the pages of a book or a Kindle, pretending I was the gorgeous heroine who ignited the powerful hero, saved just in the nick of time before disaster struck.

      Last night had been a breach in everything I’d ever pretended to be.

      Maybe I was no longer heroine material.

      Who was I kidding? I’d never been.

      As my bravado seemed to wane, I searched for the stranger again, eyeing him smack in the middle of the crowd hoping to get inside. And he was still staring at me. My heart was driven into my throat for a second time.

      “The little lady doesn’t know what she’s in for by crossing the threshold of this establishment.” There was more than a hint of sarcasm in his booming voice, but I sensed approval in the glint in his dark eyes.

      “I think I can handle myself just fine. But I’m certain if I run into an issue, I can cry for help. Can’t I?”

      “Jesus,” Sara whispered from behind me.

      “Way to go,” Trinity mused.

      The bouncer lifted his head, offering another toothy grin. I had to wonder who’d come out the victor in the fight that had left him within two teeth. “I like your style, lady. Go on. But don’t think this is going to be an every night occurrence.”

      “I wouldn’t dream of it.”

      As the doors were opened, the powerful pumping music immediately pulsed in my ears. I walked inside as if I frequented the location on a weekly basis. Meanwhile, a part of me was still locked inside my parents’ study, indulging in whatever glorious location my heroine had found herself in.

      Still, I couldn’t ignore the intensity of the drumbeat or the blue strobe lights creating ominous, yet breathtaking shadows reflected against the various corners of the room.

      Every exotic fragrance was represented, a light mist showering down into the crowd every ten seconds. The excitement in the air was palpable, sex oozing from the speakers.

      “That was amazing,” Sara was forced to shout.

      I stood where I was, drinking in the crazy atmosphere, and allowing myself to smile. There were hundreds of people inside, all enjoying the tribal beat, all prepared for a sin-filled night.

      “Let’s get a drink,” Sara encouraged.

      I trailed behind the other two girls, still tense but after pushing my way through the crowd, I felt more at ease. Every heated look I received boosted my excitement, the wildness of the moment sending a rush of adrenaline into every cell, my heart thudding to the exact beat of the savage drums.

      I paid no attention to whatever Sara ordered. I couldn’t care less about the alcohol. As I turned around in a full circle, scanning every inch of the fabulous place, I understood why this was the hottest club in town. There were three floors, people dancing everywhere, sequins and flashy outfits catching the strobing lights. There was one massive bar centered in the middle of the downstairs, so large there had to be at least twenty bartenders, every one of them sexy as hell. Men. Women. All dressed provocatively, all working at a frantic pace, able to keep up with the orders as they flew in.

      At least the dangerous stranger was nowhere in sight.

      The DJ booth was high in the sky, three people situated on the platform, keeping the music pumping and the sweat pouring. You could get lost in the moment, pretending to be anyone you wanted. Maybe that’s exactly what I needed.

      “Here,” Sara yelled, pushing something into my hand. “Let’s get closer to the dancefloor so we can select our perfect beefcake for the evening.”

      “Forget it. I’m not going home with anyone,” I quipped.

      “Oh, darling. Live for once,” Trinity chided. “How long has it been since you’ve gotten laid? Do you even know what delicious sex is all about?” Her teasing laugh would normally make me cringe, but my thoughts were immediately shifted to the night of passion.

      “Very funny.” It was impossible not to dance as we pushed our way through the crowd, people bumping into us every step of the way given the intensity of the crowd. There was almost no space left, but Sara managed to drag us to the corner of the huge dancefloor, her squeals drawing attention from at least a dozen men.

      All of them carnivores.

      “This is amazing,” Trinity huffed, already gyrating to the music.

      “I told you it was hot as sin.” Sara shifted her hips back and forth, lifting her glass as she twisted.

      I took a sip, almost gagging from the sweetness. My drink of choice had changed over the years, frilly daquiris and fruity cosmopolitans no longer consumed. After a few minutes, a standing table opened up a few feet away, Trinity able to grab it before someone else did.

      There was no adequate way of describing the atmosphere except for electric. As I scanned the crowd, my pulse ticking higher, I became absorbed in the music.

      “There you go,” Sara teased. “I told you that you’d have a good time. It’s all about relaxing. Getting in the mood.”

      “And hot men. Would you look at those hotties over there?” Trinity pointed away from the dancefloor.

      As I turned my head, a sudden stillness swept into the room. There were two men moving through the crowd, both of them very tall and broad shouldered, dressed impeccably but my instinct told me they weren’t at the club to dance the night away. There was something familiar about them, dangerous given the aura surrounding them.

      And almost everyone around them parted, allowing them through without pushing or touching, as if the Red Sea had flowed into the room, only the liquid contained was blood. The thought was startling, enough so I found myself moving closer, longing to see exactly who these people were.

      “Where are you going?” Trinity called from behind me.

      I ignored her, shifting my way through the crowd, trying to look over the various people who got in my way. When I was only a few yards from the group, the man in front stopped, throwing out his arm. Then he turned his head in my direction.

      Every nerve in my body stood on end, my pulse exploding as the realization set in.

      Valentin.

      There was no mistaking his identity. He was larger than life as he’d been the night before, his perfectly tailored suit incapable of hiding his muscular physique, only adding the same allure of danger.

      And power.

      My breath caught in my throat as he tipped his head, studying the crowd. He had an aura that was dominant, powerful. A part of me wanted to move closer, to thank him for the beautiful gifts if nothing else, but I sensed tonight this was all about business. Or was I wrong? Was he here looking for another woman?

      That was crazy.

      The second man he was with indicated this was all about business.

      Suddenly a cold chill slammed against my spine.

      Fate was fucking with me again, driving a knife into my gut.

      I turned around on purpose, doing everything I could to ignore my desires, reminding myself that he was no Prince Charming.

      Just the devil in an expensive suit.
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      Valentin

      

      Boom. Boom.

      The goddamn music had already gotten on my nerves. I yanked out my keys, hearing but not listening to Brando attempting to provide the latest information he’d acquired. I knew he’d sent the invitation to Casimine, but at this point, I couldn’t be certain the man had accepted the meeting. Perhaps I was risking innocent lives in initiating our conversation at a busy club, but anything else could result in the start of a war.

      I slipped my key into the lock, heading into the private section of the club holding several offices and additional storage space. I’d purposedly come in through the front door after searching the surrounding area to ensure there weren’t any of Casimine’s or Filip’s men waiting in an attempt at an ambush. While I had additional soldiers everywhere, the crazy fucking Pole could bring a tank in for all I knew.

      When the majority of sound was blocked out as the private door was closed, I finally tuned into what Brando was telling me.

      “There’s a lot of shit talk on the streets, Valentin.”

      “Regarding?”

      “The Poles are buying up real estate right and left, forcing the tenants to pay exorbitant fees.”

      I headed into my office, hissing under my breath. One way or the other, I’d have to deal with Casimine.

      “They’re throwing a pitch in the dirt, hoping we’ll play our hand, Brando. Nothing more.” I moved toward my desk, immediately flipping on the monitors. Cameras had become a necessity over the years, not only to provide advance warning of any enemies choosing The Raven as their party zone for the night but also to keep riffraff from destroying the safe reputation of the club. Tonight it would be used to provide additional advanced warning of any mystery guests.

      I moved to the bar, making a quick drink then turning my attention to the screens.

      “You’re not taking this seriously enough,” Brando accused.

      “Brando. I learned a long time ago that patience can be a virtue. So can allowing others to play their games while I watch from afar.”

      “Do you really think Casimine is going to show?” He half laughed.

      “No, but he will send someone. If it’s Filip, then the night could become interesting.” I threw him a look, rewinding a few of the machines to double check who’d arrived before I’d come in.

      “What did you decide to do about the woman?”

      “She’s leaving tomorrow on an early flight. That’s what’s going to happen.” I’d checked on the information Brando had provided, including talking with a couple of associates. While I’d had limited time, what I’d found confirmed everything Brando had told me. She’d graduated from New York University with a degree in journalism, quickly leaving New York for a job opportunity in Indianapolis, lured to Chicago almost five years before where she’d worked her way up to being considered one of the most reputable news reporters in the Midwest.

      What I hadn’t been able to find were details on her personal life. At least the girl was smart, hiding her address given her occupation. Unfortunately, she had no idea just how easy it was to retrieve almost any information desired. You could find anything for a price.

      I wasn’t in the business of delving into her personal life. As long as she left town.

      Fuck. As if I wanted her to.

      I’d almost stopped by the hotel to take up where we’d left off. Snorting, I continued moving from screen to screen.

      “My God. Fine. Do what you want.”

      Whatever had crawled up his ass lately, he needed to handle it, or I’d be forced to do so and he wouldn’t like me very much if I did.

      “How long do we wait?” he asked.

      “As long as it takes.”

      “Fucking fantastic.”

      I ignored his comments, taking a swig of my drink. Then I paused the frame. What the fuck? I inched closer, rolling it forward very slowly. When the girl turned her face toward the camera, a snarl erupted from my throat.

      “What the fuck is wrong?”

      After throwing him a look, I tossed the remote on the desk, almost pitching my glass against the wall. Maybe Brando was right after all. “I have something to deal with. If any visitors arrive in my absence, put them in the storage area.”

      “The storage area?” When I didn’t answer, he shook his head. The location was soundproof, not that it was absolutely necessary given the music, but I was a cautious man.

      “Just do it.” I moved out of my office, heading toward the club. Whatever the hell Cassidy thought she was doing, she’d soon learn that I wasn’t in the mood for a reporter to hound me.

      It didn’t matter what we’d shared of how much I craved her.

      Fucking with me or my family would force my hand.

      As I moved through the crowd, scanning the area, I allowed my anger to remain. The woman needed discipline in her life. Hell, she needed a goddamn keeper. What the hell did she think she was doing playing with fire?

      I pushed my way through the crowd, heading toward the dancefloor.

      Then I noticed her; the strobing lights from under the floor highlighted her frame, including the dress she was wearing, the one I’d given her.

      There was no rhyme or reason for the intensity of the desire I felt, the need that threatened to consume me. She shouldn’t mean anything to me, yet I couldn’t get her out of my mind. Something had changed within me, a tear in my psyche that could never be repaired.

      Suddenly, everything else seemed to fade away. I wanted the woman, the craving even more intense than before. As I advanced slowly, I studied her movements, the way she tossed her hair over her shoulders, the slight movement of her hips. Then I noticed a man heading in her direction.

      I knew at that moment, she belonged to me. There was no turning back, no regard for my business or my family.

      She’d made the mistake of entering my world.

      And her life would never be the same.
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        * * *

      

      Cassidy

      

      Desire refused to leave me. I’d never felt this way, the now unwanted sensations driving me to the point of madness. I couldn’t think clearly, which was totally unlike me. All I could think about was him.

      God, what the hell was wrong with me?

      The pulsing lights had allowed me a quick glimpse of Valentin’s eyes, the cerulean blue exploding, piercing mine with the kind of intensity that stole my breath.

      Hungry.

      Possessive.

      Determined.

      I’d been pulled into a vacuum, all sounds shut out but the rapid beating of my heart. There was no one else around, the direct line to the man a thick chain yanking me closer and closer. I had no fear, only the same dark attraction that had lured me into his lair.

      “What are you doing?” Trinity barked in my ear as she grabbed my arm, pulling me back into reality.

      Blinking several times, I tried to resume breathing. “Just looking.”

      “At that man in the suit?” she asked.

      I licked my lips, finally nodding. Get a grip. He’s a monster.

      “Yeah? Well, you don’t want to get any closer. Don’t you know who that is?”

      “Um… Maybe. I don’t know.” The last thing I needed to do was confess what I’d already done. Sleeping with the enemy wasn’t in anyone’s best interest.

      When he’d turned his head away, resuming whatever business he’d come to the club to handle, I’d felt dejected. That was crazy. I wasn’t eighteen any longer, crushing on some guy.

      She yanked me so hard I almost dropped the glass. “Listen to me. The man you were staring at with lust-filled eyes is Valentin Vincheti. He is without a doubt the most ruthless bastard this town has ever seen. You don’t want him to notice you. You don’t need that beast in your life. Jesus. I thought you wrote stories about those kinds of assholes.”

      “Mafia?” I hated playing the innocent fool.

      “Keep your damn voice down. He owns this club. Those bouncers out there are trained killers. Didn’t you notice the weapons they carried?”

      “Then why did we come here?”

      “Because he never comes to this place. Ever. He’s too busy destroying lives, killing people.”

      “I’m nobody to him, anyway. I was just looking.”

      “That doesn’t matter, Cassidy. If he decided he wanted you, then there would be nothing you could do about it. Trust me. He’s nothing but a monster.”

      As she continued pulling my arm, I took several deep breaths, finally allowing myself to be dragged back to the table.

      “Wow,” Sara huffed. “You know how to pick them.”

      “I think he picked her,” Trinity said. “Maybe we should go.”

      “That’s ridiculous. He didn’t even notice me,” I retorted, trying to keep from glancing over my shoulder.

      “My guess he did and if so, that’s all it takes,” Sara added. “I don’t know what she told you, but he’s bad news.”

      “So I heard.”

      “That’s why I think we should leave. There are other clubs to go to.” Trinity was shivering. What in God’s name had the man done to have this kind of fearful reputation follow him into a club?

      “That’s ridiculous. We’re here. We’re going to enjoy ourselves. My God, ladies. He’s just a man and I was just looking, nothing more.” I pulled away, purposely moving toward the dancefloor.

      A few seconds later, I noticed a man approach, the same one I’d seen outside in the crowd, the one who’d been staring at me intently. Shit. He was after me. What the hell was I supposed to do at this point? He hadn’t done anything wrong, but my instinct screamed this wasn’t about pleasure. I glanced in his direction, taking a hard look. He was sexy enough, although the scar on the side of his face indicated he’d lived a rough life. My hackles remained raised, my mind processing why I’d been attacked. Who would follow me to New York?

      I had to get a grip or I’d ruin the evening.

      I’d be damned if the man didn’t approach, moving so close I was forced to accept a strong whiff of his cologne. I ignored him, turning the other way. The man was trying too hard, shifting in front of me, refusing to allow me to avoid him.

      “We’re dancing,” he stated, as if I would follow his order without question.

      “I’m not in the mood.” Forced to yell above the music, as soon as I issued the words, his expression hardened.

      “You don’t understand. You have no choice.”

      The fucker dared to grip my arm, giving me a hard yank. “Get off me.” I jerked my arm away, immediately backing toward my friends. While he didn’t follow, he glared at me as if my denial wouldn’t be accepted.

      “What the hell?” Sara asked, glaring at him. Both Trinity and Sara moved in front of me.

      “He doesn’t bother me.” I shifted between them, offering my own look of disdain.

      My words seemed to be lost on deaf ears, Sara’s eyes opening wide. “Uh-oh,” she whispered, but I could hear the two labored words.

      “What’s wrong?” Now I was getting annoyed.

      “I don’t think Mr. Vincheti was happy with you being accosted. He’s coming this way. Maybe we should find a back door.”

      “I’m not going anywhere.” Swallowing, I kept my hand on my drink, taking a sip then another as the two girls backed around the table. I was shocked by their reaction, the look of horror in their eyes.

      The man from before had his eyes pinned on me, his stare sending a shiver down my spine. Within seconds, Valentin approached the mystery man, his body language indicating he was pissed off as hell.

      “Whoa,” Trinity huffed.

      It was obvious Valentin was furious I’d been approached, acting as if I belonged to him. While there was no fight, I could tell they were in a heated argument. After a few seconds, I turned around, taking several deep breaths. A strange series of sensations rushed into me, butterflies in my stomach. Valentin was so possessive, even though we hadn’t exchanged phone numbers or whispered words of spending additional time together.

      “Wow,” Sara said, exhaling then gripping my arm. “That asshole is being led out of the place. Let’s get out of here.”

      “No one is going to push me out.” My defiance was overcompensating, my legs shaking.

      Then I felt him, his presence skimming over me like a warm blanket tickling my senses.

      “Uh-oh,” Sara huffed again.

      My heart in my throat, I turned around, overwhelmed by the sense of his being, the way he held my gaze as if he’d caught me in a web of deceit. The few seconds his eyes pierced mine were a subtle, daunting reminder that he’d managed to capture and own a part of me. And that he’d awakened the darkness and need I’d shoved aside, fearful of allowing my desires to overwhelm my fears.

      He remained quiet, but his expression spoke of the delicious passion we’d shared, the intimacy that few people ever had the pleasure of experiencing. When he lifted his arm, another wave of vibrations skittered through me, leaving me aching and breathless, incapable of shoving him away even though the consequences of allowing even a single touch could prove to be damning.

      As he brushed the rough pad of a single finger down my cheek, I was lightheaded, fearful my body was swaying. I could feel his hot breath even from the few inches that parted our heated bodies. The same all-consuming sensations coursed through me, another tether that wouldn’t end well.

      Then he took my hand, leading me away from the table and into the middle of the dancefloor. As I’d seen before, the crowd parted, watching our every move as he took purposeful steps, pulling me into his arms. The music was more tribal, a savage reminder of primal needs, an explosion of hunger that couldn’t be refused. As we started to dance, I couldn’t take my eyes off him, unable to read his expression. Maybe I didn’t want to, Trinity’s words remaining in the forefront of my mind.

      Had I become his possession, a creature he would never allow free from a cage? We moved around the floor in time to the music, swept away by the savagery of the beat, the lights pulsing underneath our feet. It no longer mattered there was anyone else in the club, eyes constantly observing our actions.

      Valentin cupped my jaw, his hold dominating and as he brushed his thumb back and forth across my lips, I fell into the moment, lost in his prowess. As he lowered his head, I tilted mine, hungering for the touch of his lips, the crush of his mouth. He was in full control, enjoying the moment as his grip remained firm.

      I was going nowhere.

      He slid his other arm around my waist, yanking me closer until the heat became explosive, his cock pressing against my stomach. Then he finally captured my mouth, taking his time to invade my lips, tasting them. Consuming them. When he slipped his tongue inside, I yielded to him, wrapping my arm around his neck and tangling my fingers in his hair. The taste of him was enigmatic, the hint of bourbon infused with the raw scent of his masculinity.

      There was no denying our connection, electricity soaring through every cell and muscle. As I clung to him, the kiss more intimate than before, he consumed my mouth, devouring my tongue. I kept my eyes open for fear he’d disappear. He turned several times, the rush of heat from his body becoming explosive, the feel of him dazzling my senses. Pushing him away wasn’t possible, unacceptable in his world.

      When he broke the kiss, he shifted his lips to my neck, nipping my ear. There were no words spoken, none needed. Only second later, he pushed me against a hard surface, grinding his hips back and forth. I bent one knee, pressing it against his thigh, so wet and hot that my skin shimmered from perspiration, my heart hammering against my chest.

      Every action he made was deliberate, sliding his hand down my arm to my hip, drawing the material of the dress he’d purchased into his fingers. The second I felt his fingertips easing between my legs, I moaned, shaking from the condemnation that I’d experience later. He rubbed my panties, pressing the lacy material into my swollen folds. The touch became more insistent, his fingers rolling up and down until I was tossed onto a precipice.

      My vision foggy, I clung to his shoulders, heat coursing through me, embarrassed by my carnal needs. There was no stopping the man, his fingers yanking on the material until he was able to slide his fingers inside.

      “Oh. Oh…” The sound was ragged, echoing into my ears. No longer able to see clearly, the lights pulsing, the music thumping into my chest, I felt the freefall of my needs, a climax ripping through me.

      He pumped a single finger inside, shifting the angle until he found my G-spot. I was mortified yet so alive, tingling from the filthy moment. He rubbed his lips across my cheek and jaw, adding a second finger, thrusting until a single climax pushed into a beautiful wave. Panting, I blinked several times, the rush of sensations so intense I could no longer feel my legs. I wanted to feel his cock buried deep inside. I craved his forcefulness, his predatory nature as he consumed me.

      The moment seemed to last forever, pushing me to an out of body experience. Only when I stopped shaking did he shift his head, his breathing as scattered as mine. When he lifted his hand, I dragged my tongue across my lips, unable to stop trembling. He brushed his fingers across the seam of my mouth, his silent command requiring obedience.

      I opened my mouth, accepting his fingers, the sweetness of my cum assaulting my senses. As I licked them clean, he took several deep breaths, his chiseled jaw clenched as if determining what he was going to do with me.

      He pushed his hips against me, the hard ridge of his cock throbbing. As he rubbed his fingers around my lips, he kept his head low, nipping my earlobe. Then he grabbed my hand, dragging me behind him, pushing his way through the crowd.

      I was breathless, excitement surging through me. Being with him was exhilarating, pulling me into a wondrous frenzy. All the fear I’d had was pushed aside, all the anxiety of if I was doing the right thing shut out of my mind.

      I’d never felt so alive before, incapable of embracing the concerns of my family or friends. They didn’t know him, the other side.

      The wondrous side.

      He pulled me into the men’s room, growling at the two others inside. “Get out.”

      There was no hesitation, the clubbers leaving without saying a word, refusing to make eye contact. They knew him and what he was capable of. That only added to the intensity of the excitement.

      He issued a primal growl, shoving me hard against the wall, planting his hands on either side of me. “I’m going to fuck you, Cassidy.” He made the statement as if I would dare say no.

      There was no wait for my reply, no stopping the powerful man.

      Not that I wanted to.

      I was electrified by his presence, his carnal needs exactly like my own. He eased his fingers down my face to my neck, pulling one side of my dress down my arm, exposing my breast. “So fucking beautiful. I can’t keep my hands off you.” His growl permeated the space, echoing in my ears.

      When he pinched my nipple between his thumb and forefinger, my pussy quivered, the rush of current jetting through every cell and muscle. The expression on his face was barbaric, a possessive man taking what belonged to him. When his upper lip curled, he lifted his head enough to stare into my eyes, twisting the tender bud until I issued several strangled moans.

      The pain was delicious, adding to the sheer indulgent moment.

      I rubbed my hands down his chest, my fingertip scorched from the heat he exuded even through his crisp white shirt. The spontaneous event was cathartic, a telling of how intense our passion had become. My vision foggy, stars floated in front of my eyes as he lowered his head, rolling his tongue around my nipple before taking it into his mouth and biting down.

      “Oh, yes…” I struggled to lower my hand, finally able to brush it across his massive bulge. He was rock hard, throbbing, the thickness of his shaft straining his tailored trousers. I wanted to destroy his zipper and force him inside, driving me to the point of madness.

      But he was very much in control, forcing my hand away.

      “Bad girl,” he whispered before shifting his fingers across the bodice of my dress to my other arm, yanking the material down and releasing my other breast. He took his time enjoying tormenting my nipple, flicking his finger back and forth several times.

      Panting, the anticipation of pain was a delicious reminder of how powerful he was. My mind was a massive blur, incapable of thinking any rational thoughts but I couldn’t care less, my hunger that significant.

      He was like a raging bull, trying to keep his control, his chest heaving as he pulled and plucked my hardened bud, shifting the hint of discomfort into raw anguish. I didn’t want him to stop, mesmerized by the moment. When he slipped his hand under my dress, caressing my mound, I couldn’t resist wrapping my hand around his wrist, holding him in place.

      “You should know better than to play with bad men.” His words were more of a warning, a subtle yet wicked reminder of who and what he was.

      “I can handle all the heat you can dish out.”

      He lifted a single eyebrow, chuckling darkly. “I have a feeling you have no idea what you’re suggesting. Be very careful what you ask for.” With that, he jerked one arm over my head then the other, giving me a stern look. “Keep them there, little girl, or I’ll punish you.”

      I had no intention of keeping my hand away from his gorgeous body. As he kneaded his hand against my lace-covered pussy, I dared to tease him, trickling my finger down his cheek, rolling the tip along his jaw then down his chest.

      He reared back, shaking his head. “Tsk. Tsk. Don’t say I didn’t warn you.” He yanked me away from the wall, tossing me over the edge of the granite countertop, tugging my dress up to my waist. Then he lifted a single finger, forcing me to see his reflection in the mirror. There was something filthy about his smile, providing a sense of things to come.

      Then he used that finger to further torment me, sliding it under the thin elastic of my panties, snapping his wrist. I wasn’t shocked given his possessive nature, but a fresh wash of crimson slid along my jaw, the heat oppressive. He had a way about him that tore through me, my core pulsing. I was so wet, juice immediately trickled down the insides of my thighs, my hot breath skipping along the mirrored surface.

      Everything was a delicious blur as he pressed his hand against the small of my back, kicking my legs apart. Then he brought his hand down masterfully, forcefully, the jarring sensations setting my world on fire. The music continued booming, the tribal thump of drums and the heady guitar licks matching the pulse in my neck. The setting was as electric as the connection we shared.

      “Oh, God.” This wasn’t a romantic spanking, but one to prove he had utter control over me.

      And that I was required to obey him.

      I was stunned by how elated it made me, my heart beating erratically. How could I want anything like this? How could such a ruthless man make me feel this way?

      I didn’t know and at this point I didn’t care.

      He shifted his heated gaze into the mirror, his nostrils flaring. I could swear the man was going to devour me whole. And dear God, I wanted him to.

      “Bad behavior requires stern consequences.” There was something demanding about his husky growl and as he smacked me several times, my legs refused to stop trembling.

      The pain shot through me, but almost instantly there was a wave of pleasure taking its place. It was crazy and amazing, pushing my boundaries. I kept wondering when someone was going to walk in, but I had a feeling people knew better.

      The brutal spanking continued, his large palm covering every inch of my bottom. It was on fire, and I knew it would be for hours to come. I could tell he wanted me to remember this moment, to never forget his dominance.

      And I wouldn’t.

      Sexy.

      Crazy.

      Amazing.

      So many words flooded my mind as he brought one after another. I was so hot and wet I couldn’t breathe, finally slamming my hands on the glass with enough pressure it rattled. I bit my lower lip to keep from moaning, but with the next four harder than the ones before, I couldn’t hold back. The strangled sound seemed to fuel a fire that burned deep within him, pushing him harder to finish the round of discipline.

      I finally dropped my head, staring into the sink as if it would provide answers. I had a feeling I’d never find them, the rational explanations for why I wanted this.

      When I heard his zipper being pulled, I licked my lips, clawing down the mirror and studying his reflection. I’d never seen a man so intent on what he was doing.

      I caught a glimpse of his luscious cock, the tip purple, pre-cum already glistening in the dim light. My mouth watered to taste his shaft, but the longing to have it buried in my pussy was too great.

      “Tell me you want this,” he demanded as he slid the tip up and down the crack of my ass.

      “I do.”

      “No. Tell. Me.”

      “Fuck me. Please just fuck me.”

      His upper lip curled again. Then he pressed the tip against my swollen folds, teasing me. I jutted my hips, forcing more of his cock inside. He laughed, lowering his head and whispering in my ear, “You will never be in charge, dolce angelo. Never.”

      I threw my head back as he drove the entire length inside, my muscles immediately tightening, pulling him in even deeper. He gripped both hips, holding me in place as he pulled out before slamming into me again.

      He developed a rhythm, driving me harder, taking me savagely. I kept my hands on the glass, pushing back against him, craving him to be even deeper. The moment was wild and animalistic, every sound we made guttural. Within seconds, the electricity soared to another plateau and I was spiraling out of control.

      The orgasm swept through me like a tidal wave, so thunderous that I couldn’t stop the scream from erupting.

      He whispered powerful words in Italian as he continued fucking me. The euphoria became explosive, another climax forcing my body to shake uncontrollably.

      “Yes. Yes. Yes!”

      He continued pumping, so damn hard I wasn’t certain how much more I could take.

      “I can’t get enough. More. I need more.” He dragged his tongue along my neck, licking the shell of my ear. “I’m going to fuck that tight little ass of yours.”

      Tensing, I knew there was no way of saying no to the man and in truth, I wanted the dirty act. His eyes never left mine as he slipped the tip to my darkened hole. “What you do to me,” he muttered then slid his cock in an inch at a time.

      For all the brutality the man inflicted, all the violence I knew he’d created in his life, there was something especially gentle about what he was doing. The tension quickly eased as the discomfort wrapped around my brain, but within seconds, the pleasure became unmeasurable. How could something this filthy feel so damn good?

      I bit my lip, the fog on the mirror creating an ominous look to our reflections. I wiped my fingers through it, longing to watch him as he took me, rutting me. Every sensation was expounded tenfold, every sound louder than the music. I was pushed into another wondrous moment, his body slamming into mine, the force driving me into the counter. But I didn’t care.

      I wanted more.

      Needed all of him.

      The blur in my eyes remained, the ragged beating of my heart pumping in my ears. When I could tell he was finally ready to come, I met every hard thrust, groaning like an animal.

      Then I squeezed my muscles, throwing back my head and savoring the heated rush as he exploded deep inside.

      There was nothing like the primal roar he released, letting everyone who could hear us that he’d claimed me just like the beast I knew him to be.

      For a few precious seconds, we were as one.

      Maybe, just maybe…

      Valentin wrapped his body around mine, both of us taking time to control our breathing.

      Then he pulled away.

      I don’t know why that should surprise me, but it did. When he handed me several paper towels, I finally felt as awkward as I knew I should. I was suddenly embarrassed, confused that he now seemed so cold. What the hell was he doing?

      Keeping my gaze lowered, I took a few minutes to clean up, realizing he’d kept my panties as a souvenir.

      When I turned around, he was staring at me much like he’d done in the club.

      “What’s wrong?” I asked, realizing I didn’t want to know the answer. This wasn’t some love story by any means. This was two people who couldn’t seem to keep their hands off each other and nothing more.

      “Il mio dolce angelo,” he whispered, the sound reverberating in my ears.

      “I don’t understand.”

      “You need to leave, my angel.”

      “I’m here with friends.”

      As he took a deep breath, his attention is drawn away, his gaze more menacing than before. “Do as I say, Cassidy. You don’t want to be here. Go to your hotel and lock the door.”

      “Why?”

      “Because that’s what you need to do.” His tone was insistent, gravelly. I watched as his pupils became more pointed, his jaw tighter than before. “And do so now. Do not come back here.”

      “That’s not fair, Valentin. While I have no illusions as to what we are, I least deserve to know why,” I demanded, snapping my hand around his arm.

      I thought for certain he wasn’t going to answer, but when he did, I hadn’t expected the words that flowed from his succulent lips.

      “Because if you don’t, I won’t be able to hold back. I’ll be the man who ruins you, stealing what’s left of your vulnerability and innocence, tossing it aside as if it never meant anything to me. If you don’t, you’ll regret the day you came into my world, spiraling out of control as I spread your long legs, fucking you until I’m finally sated. And I can guarantee that won’t be easy or quick.”

      His words were stark and cold, the whispered tone full of aggression and desire, weaving a passage of blind need deep into my psyche. He pushed me against the wall with enough force I was jarred, yet the stark craving remained.

      “Valentin. I just…”

      “Get on your plane and forget I exist. Because if you don’t, I will never. Let. You. Go. I’ll break you into a thousand pieces. I’ll require you to scream out my name time and time again until there is nothing else you crave but my touch, my taste. Do you understand me, sweet angel? Do you know what I will do to you? I will shatter your world by dragging you into mine.” His anger remained like a beacon of ugly light, his furious expression illuminated by the harsh neon light. Heat continued to erupt from his body, his words echoing in my mind, the vibrations of the moment of raucous sex lingering in my core.

      Valentin wanted me to hate him and at that moment I did. I loathed that I’d wanted him. I was furious that I’d given a damn for even a second.

      He pulled away without another word, heading out of the bathroom, leaving me aching and cold.

      My mind was fractured from his calculated words, a slight entrance into a soul blackened from years of extreme violence and treachery. I was floored, incapable of processing the depth of his desire.

      I held my arms for a few seconds before pressing my hands down my dress, struggling to make sense of what had just happened. Why was he so concerned? I took several deep breaths, then rushed outside, trying to see where he’d gone. I caught a single glimpse of him. What the hell had just happened?
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      Valentin

      

      I stood outside the door to the office suite, taking several deep breaths. My God. What the hell was I doing fucking her in my club?

      As I closed my eyes, I couldn’t get her image out of my mind. I flexed my hand, reveling in the light discomfort from spanking her. Her scent covered my body, her perfume infiltrating my nostrils. I could fuck her for hours, but I hadn’t lied to her. I’d strip away her innocence, turning her into the kind of woman she’d hate. Then she’d loathe what I’d done to her.

      I didn’t want that for her.

      Maybe there was a small part of me that remained decent after all.

      Huffing, I opened the door, heading inside. I’d pulled her into the bathroom after seeing the bastards walking through the club. The second to last decent thing I’d done was ensuring they didn’t see her with me. I should have forced her out the back door at that minute. Instead, I’d lost control.

      “Your plan failed,” Brando said as soon as I walked inside. “Not that you care.”

      “I know the men arrived. I’m assuming you escorted them to our meeting location?” If I had to guess, I’d say they were an envoy sent to determine if my invitation was genuine.

      “Yeah, I did what you commanded me to do. You’ve got four assholes sitting on ice in the goddamn storeroom waiting for you. Meanwhile, you were out there fucking some chick. Those stupid assholes at the entrance allowed them in without calling me. If I hadn’t seen them on the freaking surveillance camera, they could have shot up the place.”

      “They were armed.”

      “Of course they were. My question to you is are you fucking insane?”

      “I didn’t notice that you were the one placed in charge, Brando. When you’re ready to handle the leadership position, I suggest you let me know. In the meantime, if you don’t want to eat the end of my gun, I suggest you shut the fuck up,” I snarled, the statement uncharacteristic for me. I unbuttoned my jacket, the scent of her perfume lingering on my skin, intoxicating as fuck and I wanted more. The single touch hadn’t been nearly enough. I needed her, the woman I should shove aside and never allow myself to become immersed in again, but it had become impossible.

      Especially after touching her minutes earlier.

      She’d become a respite, a moment where the violence ceased, the thinly veiled shield between our two worlds holding us delicately in the palm of its hand.

      Only I knew with one false move, the protective shield would be ripped away, exposing her to the corruption and violence that I lived with every day. She didn’t deserve to be forced into accepting the unspeakable acts that would only increase with time. However, the fact she’d found herself in my club was another poor excuse for a coincidence. Shit. If I was in my right mind, I’d take her to my home, interrogating her until she told me the truth, not give her carte blanche to do some freaking exposé on my organization.

      At this point, I had to think about how to handle the Poles.

      I was more certain than ever Filip was doing nothing more than making an inroad, allowing other members of his family to come in. That wasn’t going to happen.

      I’d also recognized the son of a bitch who’d approached her. He had no direct affiliation with any particular family. He was a scavenger, making his money from the highest bidder on his services.

      Which included being a hired gun.

      By now, he’d been dealt with permanently, but that wouldn’t sit well with the Adamos family.

      The lovely Cassidy had a target on her back a mile wide. If she had any part of exposing Lazor, then he would hunt her down no matter what state she lived in. Fuck.

      “I’m sorry, boss. It won’t happen again.”

      I was certain it would.
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        * * *

      

      Cassidy

      

      Every part of me remained on fire, my heart still thudding. I watched as he disappeared into a black hole, which meant there was another corridor.

      Then my anger started to swell, furious with Valentin as well as myself.

      You might as well brand me with a huge ‘S’ for stupid.

      “Goddamn it,” I hissed.

      Then my vision was interrupted as both Trinity and Sara stepped in front of me. I let out a short gasp, finally falling back to reality, the ugliness of what had just happened shattering like the thin crystal of a dazzling glass cage.

      “What the hell was that?” Sara half yelled. “Did he assault you?”

      “Where did he take you? I wanted to call the cops,” Trinity added.

      “He didn’t assault me, and you’re not going to call anybody,” I said, shoving away from them. I planned on ignoring his orders. He had no right to shove me around. This was a public location, for God’s sake. Fuck him. “We’re going to enjoy our night just like we planned.”

      I sensed the two girls staring at each other.

      “Let’s get another drink.” I headed for the bar, determined to toss the experience aside.

      Sara grabbed my arm. “Come on. Talk to us.”

      “There’s nothing to talk about.” I ignored them, finally making it to the bar.

      “Cassidy. Please. Talk,” Trinity encouraged.

      I remained quiet and they finally left me alone, but I could hear them talking about him, all the horrible things he’d done. Finally, after a few minutes, I couldn’t take it any longer, turning around and heading to the women’s bathroom. Suddenly, the reverberating beat was overwhelming, the hard thrumming in my ears matching the rapid beat of my heart. The entire experience had left me wanting more, which sickened me. Everything he did reminded me that he was a brutal killer and nothing more. It couldn’t matter about our connection, the hard pull of attraction that left me jittery.

      I heard their voices behind me as I shoved my way inside, seeking a moment of peace to collect myself. After glaring at the four women primping, I moved toward the last sink, slamming my hands against the expensive granite, refusing to look myself in the mirror. I had to be out of my fucking mind to allow him to touch me, yet his caress had left me wanting more.

      “You’re not getting out of this one,” Trinity hissed as both she and Sara confronted me, standing behind as if guarding me from the big bad wolf.

      “Just leave it alone.” I turned on the water, my hands shaking as I slipped them under the cold stream.

      “Oh, no, you don’t. It looked like you knew him. Is that the man you met last night?” Sara’s tone was accusatory, laughing seconds later when I didn’t answer her. “My God. You smell like sex.”

      I threw her a hateful look. “Stop worrying about me. I’m a big girl and I can take care of myself.”

      “Oh, my God. You did fuck him. You’re insane. Did you know before you…?” Her voice was hushed, nervous.

      “Like I said. Let. It. Alone.” I splashed water into my face, still unable to control my breathing. When I reached for a paper towel, I finally glanced at my reflection. Jesus. I was glistening as if I’d just had the best sex of my life.

      “What did he say to you?” Trinity demanded.

      I patted my face, the shaking continuing, the hard rush of adrenaline now draining every ounce of strength. Even my teeth chattered from the experience. What the hell was wrong with me? “That we should leave.”

      “Oh, God. That means he has a score to settle. We need to get out of here.” Sara pulled away, shaking her head several times. “You know what’s going to happen.”

      “Not in the middle of his club,” I stated, as if I knew what the hell he was preparing to do.

      Suddenly, Trinity’s touch was softer, her tone of voice the same. “Come on. Let’s get out of here. None of us need to be involved. Okay?”

      I thought about her request then finally nodded. She was right, of course. I was playing a dangerous game of Russian roulette, and I’d already fired four shots. “Fine. Just don’t ask me any questions. Wait outside.”

      “Are you kidding me? Not a chance,” Sara huffed.

      “Do it. I’ll be right there. You’re right. I need to end this now but it’s going to be done my way. He’s not going to hurt me so go outside and I’ll be right there.”

      I pushed ahead of them, moving into the crowd blindly, my heart aching for no reason. None. It was stupid to give a shit about the man, but something inside of me had broken free, all rational thoughts shoved aside.

      I wasn’t entirely certain they were following me. Then again, my mind remained a crazy blur of thoughts, trying to reason why I’d allowed him to drag me onto the dancefloor in the first place. He was supposed to be an enemy, a man whose sordid life I’d expose onto the pages of a newspaper. Instead, he’d become my kryptonite, impossible to ignore.

      Was I really prepared to say goodbye?

      Yes, I was.

      And good riddance.
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        * * *

      

      Valentin

      

      “Goddamn, you’re in a testy mood,” Brando snapped.

      He had no idea.

      As the door opened, I exhaled, waiting as Niccolo walked in. He had a wry grin on his face, dressed as if he’d brought a date with him. My younger brother was tough, relying on violence as his number one objective in handling any situation, but he was a lover of the ladies.

      He shifted his ice blue eyes toward Brando, giving the man a respectful nod. They’d had more than one spar over the years, coming to blows several times. Brando seemed surprised I’d asked anyone from my family for assistance. Maybe that helped him comprehend that depending on how the situation was handled, this could mean war.

      “How goes it, brother?” Niccolo asked, closing the door behind him.

      “Any sign of additional guests?” I asked, folding my arms and leaning against my desk.

      “There are a few questionable vehicles, but nothing identifiable. I have several of my men paying close attention. It’s your men that concern me. They’re sticking out like a sore thumb.” His eyes twinkled as he made the statement. He enjoyed pushing my buttons whenever he could. He considered himself the kingpin of nightlife, turning the family’s casinos into powerful regimes. However, he had no finesse.

      I laughed. “My kid brother. Always the know it all. The presence was to make a point. Whatever happens, I don’t want the club shot up.”

      “Don’t worry, brother. I got your back. Any visitors?”

      I shot a look at Brando. “Four came knocking at the front door. Showed a business card to the bouncers. Since then, the assholes haven’t said a fucking word,” Brando commented, still annoyed I’d brought Niccolo in. “They shouldn’t be here. That’s all I’m going to say.”

      “Of course not. They’ll wait until I arrive.” I’d seen the four enemy soldiers as soon as they’d arrived. Hell, I’d known the minute the fuckers had driven down the street. My enforcers had invited them into the storeroom, forcing them to wait until I could tolerate their stench.

      The game playing continued, only this time I planned on having the upper hand.

      “Jesus Christ. That woman has gotten to you,” Brando snorted then threw his gaze in Niccolo’s direction. “What the hell is she, a prick tease? She’s a fucking plant for all we know. Did you share all the plans we have for expanding? Does she know about the men you’ve extorted money from? This is insane.”

      My reaction was instantaneous, my hand wrapped around his throat, his body slammed against the set of metal file cabinets. I dug my fingers in, inching closer until my face was only two inches from his. “For a man with no blood ties, you take blind faith to an extreme. I suggest you be more careful in selecting the words you use against me, my friend.”

      “Whoa. What the fuck is this about?” Niccolo chimed in. “You hiding something from me, brother? A little tart on the side finally.”

      “Shut up, Niccolo. The woman could be collateral damage, which I can’t allow. She could also have a target on her back.” Huffing, I cocked my head as I stared at my second in command. I could easily snap his neck without exertion, but I wasn’t as angry with his retorts as I was with losing my edge around Cassidy.

      Brando said nothing, his eyes reflecting the error of his ways. I was more on edge than I’d been in a long time, but his continuous questions would not be tolerated. Hissing, I let go, immediately rubbing my forehead out of frustration.

      A full two minutes passed.

      “You know this is what the asshole Casimine would want,” Niccolo said quietly. “It would appear you’re the target. Who is this woman?”

      “A goddamn television reporter out of Chicago,” Brando quickly answered.

      Both Niccolo and I glared at him. The fucking man better learn how to keep his mouth shut.

      I shook my head, doing everything I could to curtail my anger. “She was almost killed outside the restaurant.”

      “After you questioned a rat.”

      “Yeah.”

      “One of Casimine’s men, I take it?” Niccolo lifted his eyebrows.

      “More like Filip. It was an attempted hit. I’m certain of it.”

      “Ah, then she pissed in the asshole’s Wheaties. He’s turned into quite the dangerous fuck. If he’s playing games with you, he thinks he’s going to win.” My brother laughed.

      “If that’s the case then Chicago wants a piece of our action.” I gave him a hard look.

      Niccolo thought about what I was saying. Given his dealings with Filip two years before, he knew better than I what they could be planning.

      “I’ve heard the two were combining forces for years. Maybe they finally decided now was the right time,” he said, sighing.

      I laughed softly. “That’s not going to happen.”

      “Does this woman mean something to you?”

      “She’s the fucking commissioner’s daughter.” Admitting it was difficult enough. Accepting that she could have triggered something by her scathing articles wasn’t something I could forget.

      “That’s not an answer, Valentin. If she’s gotten under your skin, then you have a real problem.” Niccolo was closer to me than my other brothers. We often confided in each other, even if we didn’t always agree on business practices.

      “The woman is of no consequence, other than what she might know. Or it might be nothing more than an act of revenge.”

      “If it’s possible she knows something, then maybe it’s time to interrogate her.” He tipped his head, waiting to see if I’d answer. “I’ll handle it if you’d prefer.”

      “I’m not ready for that yet,” I admitted.

      “I’m sorry I angered you, Valentin, but I’m not retracting what I said. Let Niccolo handle her if you’re too close. You need to get her out of your head. You fucked her. So the hell what? If that bastard Filip ever saw you with her, then your weakness will become your hell. He won’t hesitate to kill her, sending you daily accounts of how much she was forced to suffer.”

      He was right. Filip would destroy her, enjoying every moment spent highlighting her torture. Goddamn it.

      “Fuck Filip. Do you think he’s going to show his sorry ass in this place? He’s no fool, Brando, so you shouldn’t be one either. The men who walked through that door are nothing more than flunkies, low level soldiers that mean nothing to him should I desire to teach the man a lesson, an eye for an eye.” Which is exactly what was about to happen. The fact Casimine had contacted the police regarding the present I’d had dumped on his grounds indicated he was willing to play dirtier than I’d originally thought.

      I refused to accept Filip’s bullshit any longer, nor did I enjoy the less than amusing visit from a hard-nosed Irish detective who was in way over his head.

      Brando cursed under his breath. “Christ. You wanted them here so you could send the fucking Pole a clear message that you could get to him anywhere. Right?”

      “It’s a good plan, soldier. I suggest you learn from a man who protected his entire fucking family in Italy during a raid when he was only ten. Shut the fuck up.” Niccolo’s vehemence surprised me.

      I gave Brando a sour look, heading toward the bottle of Old Rip Van Winkle, the bourbon a gift from the Bratva Pakhan after taking the leadership position. To think I’d almost tossed it into the garbage. Tonight, I needed a shot or five after finding Cassidy in the club. What the fuck was she doing here? “I don’t need your fucking opinion. It would seem to me that you have a death wish. Is that so, Brando?” I poured three glasses, shoving two across my desk before gripping one of them.

      The tension between us was as thick as the humid air. I was furious with myself for allowing the situation to get out of control so quickly. Or maybe attending the funerals of my men had provided me with a clear understanding of suffering and death. I wanted revenge any way I could get it.

      “Goddamn it, Valentin. This shit is going to backfire.” Brando cursed under his breath in Italian. “You never used to play games before.”

      “That’s before the bastard killed my men. My men.” I tossed back half the glass of bourbon, the smooth taste providing no relief from the burn that continued to plague my system. “I stood there today watching as tears were shed by children that had lost their mother and father at the same fucking time, Brando. What the hell did I have to offer them? Money? Yeah, I made certain their college funds are filled and waiting, but I couldn’t bring back their mother or father, which is what they really need. At least the four abandoned children had family members who’ll raise them.”

      Niccolo grabbed a glass, lifting it into the air. “Al bottino di guerra.”

      To the spoils of war.

      While a part of me didn’t want that to happen, getting rid of a worthless enemy always had its benefits.

      Brando remained quiet for a full minute. Then he whistled. “I’m sorry, Valentin, but you didn’t twist their arms to stand by your side. They respected you for your leadership. They trusted you.”

      I laughed bitterly. “And you see where that trust got them. I am curious, Brando. Are you suggesting you no longer trust my leadership abilities?”

      He looked away, exhaling. “I’m saying if she’s that important to you, then you need to get used to the same kind of violence your father tried to avoid. Heartache is just part of the job.”

      Snorting, I tossed back the rest of my drink, slamming the glass on the desk. Then I reached for my weapon, double checking the ammunition before returning it to my pocket. “Let’s get this shit over with.”

      “Whatever you say, boss.”

      “Niccolo, stay here and check the club. I don’t want any interruptions.”

      “Should I be prepared to provide cleanup?” he asked, grinning as he usually did when thinking about inflicting pain.

      “Yeah. Have three body bags prepared. The fourth gets to live in order to report back to Filip and his father.”

      “Fuck,” Brando hissed, following me out the door.

      I took long strides down the corridor, heading toward the storeroom, resisting kicking the door open. When I walked inside, I glanced at the four men Filip had sent, two of them already green around the gills. They knew they’d been sent to face their execution. I had to wonder what atrocity they’d performed in order to slide onto the Pole’s dark side. My men remained against the walls, prepared to do what was necessary. They’d been frisked, the weapons slapped onto a silver platter as if we were serving up dinner along with interrogation.

      While they’d come at my request, the fact they’d been sent as envoys angered me even thought I’d expected it. I thought about the fact it had become much easier to take a life, more so than I would have believed even two years before. Perhaps the likeness my father had insisted on had finally rubbed off. The irony was that he’d mellowed over the years, succumbing to his desire to protect his family, even though the fact he’d sold off my sister like cattle was something never far from my mind.

      That had changed me overnight. No longer did I hunger the same way as I had before, insisting we could alter our methods and business practices. That had become impossible over the years, the treachery of my great-grandfather’s determination to rule the world filtering down like the black plague. The club was surrounded in case this had been nothing more than a subterfuge, which I also expected. However, Filip had to know that if he pulled the trigger, starting a war on our turf, our answer would be by hanging their soldiers in the streets.

      Still, I couldn’t be too careful at this point. I wanted Filip concerned, enough so that he would tip his hand in the latest game of poker.

      While I usually wasn’t a gamer, I played to win, no matter the odds. Perhaps I was testing the powers that be, but I’d convinced myself I’d become the devil, malevolent in my methods of extracting information.

      I found myself calm and controlled, which was a far cry from where I’d been a few moments earlier. The four men regarded me with heightened anxiety, although one of them was the obvious messenger, a return to the terse statement Brando had sent earlier in the day.

      They remained silent.

      Unmoving.

      It was as if time was running slowly, allowing me a few last seconds before the possibility that all hell broke loose.

      “Do you have a message for me?” I asked after another full minute had passed.

      They all looked at each other as if they didn’t understand. Their nervousness was something I wasn’t accustomed to. Very few men who faced certain death acted anxious, all faking their bravado. There was something wrong with this moment, a strange sense of instinct that thrust through me like the rusty edge of a blade. They were nothing but decoys, treating me like a fool.

      “E ora di incontrare il tuo creatore,” I huffed as I popped the trigger twice, shifting my weapon to the third. Time to meet your maker.

      Just as I heard a sound, the fourth man snarled his own curse of anger and hatred.

      “Pust’ tvoy akt mesti budet tvoim raspyatiyem,” he growled.

      The words were spoken in Russian. Jesus. Fucking. Christ.

      May your act of revenge be your crucifixion.
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        * * *

      

      Cassidy

      Two minutes earlier

      

      After taking and holding my breath, I stopped short, able to see a massive wooden door that obviously led further into the bowels of the old brownstone. I turned, waiting until my best friends followed my orders, heading for the entrance. I was angry, the rush of emotions making it impossible to comprehend the depth of what I was contemplating.

      But I had to say my peace, to shove him out of my mind once and for all. Damn the consequences of whatever power he wanted to try to exert. If I didn’t flush him out of my system, I’d remain angry that I’d allowed him to fracture even a small part of me. I’d picked myself up from the depths of hell, starting over after being crushed.

      No. He wasn’t going to do that to me. Damn him. Damn this trip.

      There was door listed as private and while I hesitated, it was only for a few seconds. It was unlocked, several doors located on both sides, the long corridor appearing to turn in another direction.

      I moved down the hallway quietly, glancing into the vacant rooms, offices that I wondered were ever used. After turning the corner, I was able to hear a single voice coming from behind one of the closed doors. His voice.

      I didn’t hesitate. That had never been my personality before and this man, this monster wasn’t going to break me now. Fuck him. Even as I thought the words, my body remained treacherous, the burning desire I felt for him like the hot kiss of molten lava. Only a part of me realized that by confronting him, I was taunting the devil.

      My reactions weren’t quick enough, two muffled thuds registering after I’d thrown open the door. A rush of understanding didn’t prevent the momentum of my body as I crossed the threshold, the loud cracking sound one I was all too familiar with.

      The gun blast was quick, another harsh reality of who and what he was demanding attention as blood splattered across my face seconds before I screamed.
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        * * *

      

      Valentin

      

      As I pumped off the third shot, the door was thrown open, the movement instantly grabbing my attention just as she screamed.

      My sweet angel.

      The woman I’d sworn to shove aside now stood with blood and brains covering her face. The interruption was exactly what the asshole needed to lunge in my direction. As a sharp blade was jammed into my neck, Brando got off two shots, catching the Russian between the eyes. Jerking back, I gasped, ripping the knife into my hand, blood streaming down my fingers.

      Then I heard what sounded like gunfire coming from outside the back doors exiting the corporate wing.

      I pulled my hand away, taking several deep breaths, moving toward her quickly.

      “Fuck.” The thumping sound of the music would keep anyone from hearing the planned massacre, Adamos’ men attempting to come in through the back.

      Or maybe I was incorrect with my initial assumptions. Rage fueled me as I pushed her out of harm’s way, snarling as I shifted the gun back and forth, ensuring none of the fuckers were still alive.

      Niccolo burst inside, hissing as he surveyed the scene. “I counted ten of the assholes. We can handle them, but you need to get the fuck out of here.”

      “They’re Russians,” I barked, my mind swirling around the possibilities that the Bratva had betrayed us. Or were they working together, a deal made in exchange for territory?

      And blood.

      Fuck. Fuck. Fuck.

      “Oh…” Cassidy’s moans flipped another switch. Nothing was going to be determined during warfare.

      Ten meant nothing and Filip would know it. It was just another preview before the main show. But who was the puppeteer? I grabbed her by the arm, jerking her closer. Her eyes were wild and as she brushed her hand through the blood, she glared at me. There was such shock.

      And hatred.

      How the hell could I blame her?

      Who the hell are you, sweet angel?

      She was definitely smack in the middle of this.

      “Che cazzo sta succedendo?” he asked. What the fuck is going on?

      “I’m going to find out. I’m taking her with me as incentive for the bastards. There was another assassin here as well.”

      He glared at me. “For her?”

      “Yes. I took care of him, but that complicates things.”

      “I’ll say. You’re in the middle of a shitshow, brother.” As usual, Niccolo had a sneer on his face.

      “Penthouse, Ritz Carlton. Have it swept for her things. Keep them. And pay attention to if anyone is talking.”

      Niccolo nodded. “I’ll have two of my men go there in a few minutes. Now, get out of here until we can get this shit under control.”

      “Let go of me!” Cassidy insisted, punching one hand against my chest.

      I wrenched her arm, lowering my head and forcing her to look into my eyes. “You need to be quiet. Do you understand me?”

      “But I’m gonna tell you, you’re a fool to take her with you,” Niccolo huffed. “End it here. I’ll take care of the cleanup.”

      “That’s not going to happen, but she had two friends with her. A blonde in a purple dress and a redhead in a green one. Make certain they understand they need to keep their mouths shut.”

      “Do you need me to handle them?” Niccolo asked.

      “No!” Cassidy yelled, blinking several times then throwing me a nasty look. She started to struggle in my arms again, doing her best to free herself from my hold. “If you hurt my friends, I will kill you.” When she managed to punch me in the face, I growled.

      At least it was good to see she hadn’t lost her defiance. “Don’t worry, sweet angel. Nothing will happen to them as long as they cooperate. Let’s just hope they give a damn about their friend.” I snapped my head in Niccolo’s direction, giving him a commanding look. Right now, I needed the few people I could trust to do exactly as I said. “Just explain the situation and monitor them. Only handle it your way if there is no other choice. Get me an extraction at the airport but make it level one. That business trip I sent you on? I’m taking it instead.” Level one. Code for a decoy. My gut told me the shit was going to get messy.

      It had been our father’s idea after a near assassination attempt. The shelled-out plane might provide itself useful.

      “You have style, brother. Or maybe you just wanted to spend some quality time,” he said, slanting his eyes in Cassidy’s direction then popping me on the arm. “I’ll call you.”

      Italy.

      Niccolo and I had spent enough time growing up outside of Naples to have an appreciation of an entirely different way of life. The Vincheti name had once put the fear of God into every region within the country as well as several others in Europe. Through world wars and the advancement of the Cosa Nostra, our power was slowly stripped away. While we still held a presence within Italy, my grandfather had encouraged my father to start a new regime after our wine distribution within the States had become successful.

      However, we’d held onto our expansive vineyards, owning several thousand acres near Naples. It was the only place I’d ever felt happy or at peace. It was also the one place I’d gone to in order to heal.

      It would serve as a quiet refuge to figure out what the hell was going on. We also had good friends, the kind who could aid in several ways.

      Another two shots could be heard, although they were muffled.

      “Handle the goddamn police. There is no doubt they’ll make their presence known. The commissioner is gunning for the family. We can’t let that happen,” I snarked, yanking her toward the door. “Brando, work with Niccolo. We need to get a handle on this.”

      “Yes, we do,” Niccolo snarked as he left the room, snapping another clip of ammunition into his pistol.

      “I’m not going anywhere with you,” she hissed, prepared to take another swing.

      I caught her fist in midair, squeezing until her eyes opened wide from pain as well as surprise. “Listen to me, angel. You lost your choices the moment you stepped foot in the back of my club. We’re out of time here. You are coming with me.” I hustled her from the room, moving to an exit leading down three flights of stairs to a small protected garage. The place was a fortress, virtually impenetrable, weapons housed in several bunkers. We could survive almost any attack if necessary.

      I’d positioned my Mercedes in the secure location. Whatever the hell Casimine and Filip were planning wouldn’t end well no matter how I played it.

      The second I pushed her across the threshold, an explosion rocketed through the corridor, the force pitching us both into the stairwell.

      “Get downstairs. Now!” I barked, quickly dragging Cassidy to her feet. She was stunned, her entire body trembling, her eyes unfocused.

      “What is…”

      “Just go. I’ll be right there.” I waited just long enough to see her head down the stairs.

      The sharp staccato of gunfire was still from a distance, but it was only a matter of seconds before the bastards got inside.

      Brando headed toward me, both hands on his weapon. The continued thumping of the massive speakers drowned out most of the sound, but I heard a series of footsteps, several men approaching. Whether they belong to me or someone else had yet to be determined.

      “Get the hell out of here!” Brando huffed, pushing me backward.

      Smoke billowed into the hallway, thick enough my eyes immediately watered. I shifted against the wall, pointing my weapon. A blast of gunfire forced me to drop and roll. As the haze started to clear, I got off two shots, the enemy soldiers dropping fast. Then the corridor was filled with several of my men.

      I had no way of knowing whether Niccolo was dead or alive.

      “Valentin. Get out!” Brando gave me a hard glare.

      I backed away, the fury escalating. Fuck. How the hell had this gotten so damn out of hand? Then I slammed and locked the door, immediately racing down the stairs.

      Whoever was responsible would pay. Soon they would face the wrath of the devil.
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      Valentin

      

      Disaster.

      I’d classify the entire situation as a fucking disaster.

      Hissing, I moved to the basement level, scanning the area to ensure one of the fuckers hadn’t found a way inside.

      Then I noticed her.

      The usually strong woman stood with her arms crossed, her glare just as contemptuous as the one Brando had given me earlier.

      “I hate you,” she snapped.

      “Hate me all you want, Cassidy. I might be the only man who can keep you alive.” I grabbed her arm, forcing her to keep up with me as I headed for my vehicle.

      After throwing open the passenger door and tossing her inside, I scanned the area a second time before opening the trunk, yanking out several additional clips of ammunition as well as an assault rifle. After tossing the AK-12 into the back seat, I climbed inside and started the engine. “Hold on, my angel.”

      “What the hell are you doing?”

      “Getting us the hell out of here.”

      As I pressed on the accelerator, my anger continued to swell. Russians. Thugs no less. Had Filip hired the fuckers? That remained to be seen. I shifted around the various tight curves, shooting through the open gates and onto the street behind the club. I rolled down the main street, heading west and out of the city limits.

      Within seconds, I could tell we were about to be ambushed. I shifted into third, rolling around several vehicles, gunning the engine through a red light.

      Horns blasted all around me, tires screeching. I kept going, making a quick turn. Then I noticed several police cars heading in the direction of the club. New York’s finest. The detective was about to try to make good on his threat. I slammed my hand on the steering wheel, my thoughts drifting to Niccolo. If the fuckers killed him, I would enjoy spending hours dissecting them piece by piece.

      She jumped when I smashed my hand down again, but she remained silent, maybe accepting the fact she was now involved with a monster, her free will gone.

      “Put your damn seatbelt on, Cassidy.”

      “This is crazy. Where the hell are we going?” she asked, gripping the dashboard as I shifted around several other cars.

      “Somewhere safe.”

      “Just let me go.”

      “As I told you, I can’t do that.”

      “I didn’t see anything.”

      Laughing, I shifted a gaze in her direction. She remained covered in blood, dark spots soaking into her ruined dress. As the three police cars passed, I hissed when one of them put on their brakes. A car chase I didn’t need, but it was often inevitable. Even though I was headed to a private airstrip, one hidden from view and even from Google Maps, that didn’t mean the location hadn’t been compromised.

      Just like it had been all those years ago.

      “This isn’t entirely about what you saw occurring in my world, Cassidy. Perhaps your keen instincts didn’t allow you to comprehend that in the twenty-four hours you’ve been in the city, two men have tried to kill you.”

      “I… no.”

      “You know it. You’re a smart girl.”

      She remained quiet for a few seconds

      I made another sharp turn, keeping both hands on the steering wheel, constantly checking the rearview mirror. The fact none of the men hired by Filip weren’t following added credence to what threat we could be facing. I didn’t like the odds, but there was no other choice.

      “Why? Because I’m a reporter?”

      She already knew the answer. If I had to guess, I’d say she was determining how much I’d learned about her. “I guess that’s what you’re going to share with me, angel. How much information did you glean about the Adamos crime syndicate? And how much did you share with the cops?”

      “God, I fucking hate you,” she half whispered, her voice harsh.

      She was fire and brimstone one minute, a terrified kitten the next. Her goddamn doe eyes called to me even in the flashing lights jetting by the windows of the car. A part of me wanted to protect her, holding her close. The other was the reality of the man I was, a cold-blooded killer who needed to make her suffer for lying to me.

      “I think we’ve already established that,” I huffed, my anger past the point of handling. “Now, put your seatbelt on, Cassidy. If I need to do it for you, I’ll take that opportunity to tie you to the seat.”

      Her hard glare continued but she did as I asked.

      “What happened back there?” she asked. “You killed those men, didn’t you?”

      “Delving into my world isn’t in your best interest. You won’t like the answers.”

      “I know who and what you are, Valentin. I know all about your family. You’ve abducted me. I think I deserve some answers.”

      I leaned over, placing my hand on her knee and squeezing. “I just saved your life. I think you should try to realize that.”

      Recoiling, she managed to jerk my hand away, returning her attention out the windshield. “You promise you aren’t going to hurt my friends?”

      “As I already told you, as long as they cooperate, they will be just fine.”

      “And what are you going to tell them about where I’ve gone?” she demanded, taking gasping breaths.

      “Nothing. They will be told nothing but you’re safe.”

      “Why are you doing this?”

      “Because it’s necessary.” I shot another look into the rearview mirror, remaining on edge. The game being played was interesting. I kept my weapon between my legs, yanking out my phone and dialing my father. It was his responsibility to find out if the fucking Russians betrayed us.

      My father, Cesare Vincheti, was a formidable man capable of doing heinous things. The fact he’d lost his edge had driven a wedge between us. Whatever happened, my sister would be protected, or I’d kill the man myself. I made the call, although the last thing I wanted at this point was to talk to him.

      “What the fuck are you doing?”

      “Keeping the peace. Russians invaded the club. I need to know if Vladimir is behind it.” The Pakhan of the Kozlov family fed off the conflict the two families had started over the years, acting as if he was the far superior leader. I was eager to bring the man and his entire family to their knees.

      I’d bide my time as required by the contract the two mafia leaders had entered into. However, I’d already decided that if Vladimir or one of his fucking sons had switched loyalties to the Poles, I would have their heads on pikes.

      He laughed. “He wouldn’t dare. He knows the cost. I’ll bring the full wrath of the Vincheti family down on him.”

      “You had your chance, Pops. You failed. Find out the truth before this shit gets out of hand.”

      “I suggest you remember your manners, son. While your mother would never forgive me, I could easily sign your death warrant.”

      Well, maybe the old man had a spine after all. I hesitated, gritting my teeth. “The family feud needs to wait, Pops. Niccolo could be dead.”

      The silence was as I’d expected. Niccolo had always been the favorite son, a kid who’d never done wrong in the man’s eyes.

      “What the fuck did you do?” he managed, his voice shaking.

      “An explosion at The Raven.”

      He cursed in Italian, the words of pain expressed some I’d never heard before. When he spoke, his voice was even more broken. “His death will be on your head.”

      “No, Father. It’s likely on yours.”

      There was no need for further discussion, no concept of allowing my father to get the upper hand. His time was finished.

      I shoved the phone into my pocket, making several turns, heading away from the heart of the city. I’d spent millions on securing the airstrip, the private planes owned by the family in hangars manned twenty-four hours a day. A hit on the location would cost us dearly.

      She said nothing, yet her quietness indicated her increasing hatred. That was fine by me. She should hate me, a man who’d just stolen her life.

      Then I made another call.

      Returning to Italy was risky on several levels, but there was a single man who might be able to secure needed answers. Giovanni answered on the first ring.

      “Valentin. It’s good to hear your voice.”

      “I wish I could say I’m calling to discuss old times, but I need a favor.”

      “Just ask,” Giovanni said. I heard age in his voice, but it was still the same deep baritone I remembered.

      “A place to stay for a few days and perhaps the use of your contacts.”

      “Trouble in paradise?” His laugh forced me to smile.

      “Something like that. Is that possible?”

      “You are always welcome in my home. I’ll prepare your room.”

      “I have a guest.”

      “Ah,” he said. “Then I’ll make certain you have everything you need.”

      “Grazie.” As soon as I ended the call, she huffed.

      “Guest? You mean prisoner,” she snapped.

      Before I had a chance to respond, my phone chimed again and I stiffened, answering without bothering to look at the screen. “What?”

      “The cops got here too quickly, including a good buddy of yours, Detective Walsh.” Niccolo’s voice was ripe with the same kind of anger I felt.

      “I thought you were dead.”

      His laugh brought some relief. “I don’t die that easily, brother. You should know that by now. The explosion was nothing but a smokescreen, minimal damage.”

      “I took out two in the corridor. Any ID?”

      “I didn’t take the time to check, Valentin. I barely had time to handle the necessary cleaning as it was.”

      “Meaning the cops were fucking tipped off, brother. They had a call indicating an issue with the club. The place is swarming with the motherfuckers. They even have a goddamn warrant. I certainly hope you aren’t hiding any other unfathomable trinkets.”

      Trinkets. It was his way of wrenching the serrated edge deep into my gut regarding Cassidy. My brother handled his love life the way he handled most business operations, taking what he wanted then tossing away the garbage.

      Hissing, I shifted my attention in her direction once again, ignoring his ridiculous jab. At least the man was alive. “Authorized by whom?”

      “The police commissioner. Brando filled me in. You’re not just playing with fire, bro. You’re prepared to burn down the city by being involved with her. If the commissioner gets wind you took his daughter, we won’t be able to take a shit without them knowing.”

      “Then make certain no one fucking talks. And keep your dick in your pants. You handle your life the fucking way you want to but stay out of mine.”

      “Whoa. It would seem Brando was right. You do care about her.”

      Far too much.

      “As I said. Leave it alone.”

      “Fine. It’s your funeral.”

      While I keep my eyes fixed on the road, I sensed her presence even more as she leaned in, attempting to glean information.

      Breathe, Valentin. Breathe.

      Making rash decisions at this point would only get us killed. What I needed was revenge, blood splattered across a playing field so thick an entire block could bathe in the carnage. “And the cleanup?”

      “Handled, but barely. They swept it as clean as possible, but there wasn’t much time.” Niccolo hissed. “We need to get this shit under control. We have business to take care of.”

      The fucking operation was meant to be cut and dry, not a feeding frenzy for the police. I’d been played on two sides, intolerable.

      I remained quiet, seething to the point I saw nothing but a haze of red in front of my eyes.

      “We lost two men, Valentin. Two fucking good men, one of them mine. It’s going to be dicey to get out of this one without scars.” Niccolo’s voice had a sense of urgency, which I understood but was unusual for the structured brutal man.

      “Handle whatever of the aftermath you can. Is the extraction in place?”

      “Yeah, but I don’t like what’s happening. I think you have a leak a mile wide. I’d watch your back. Some of my men are already hearing shit on the street. You definitely have a target on your back.”

      What else was new? “Who’s talking?”

      “No one in particular. Just shit spoken. They smell blood in the water, which doesn’t bode well for our operations. Like I said, watch your back. Limit who you trust.”

      I knew what he was insinuating. Brando was a pain in my fucking ass, but he was loyal. However, if I found otherwise, I’d carve my entire name into his treacherous skin. “I’ll handle it. Just keep me informed.”

      “You know I will. Call me when you’re settled.”

      “Will do.” I ended the third call, determined not to handle a fourth. If the lovely woman sitting next to me had played a role in a setup in order to have me arrested, she would pay and pay dearly for her betrayal. I pressed my hand against my neck, hissing. The fucker had almost sliced through my jugular.

      “You’re hurt,” she said, almost gleefully.

      “Nothing I can’t handle.”

      “That’s right. You’re the big, bad wolf. You can handle anything.”

      Her smart mouth was forcing me to lose my patience.

      She’d yet to learn I was a very bad man, the kind you didn’t ever want to fuck with under any circumstances. As her perfume flowed into my nostrils, I tapped my fingers on the steering wheel. I’d considered her an angel from the first moment I’d laid eyes on her, but even black widows could be considered heavenly to those who enjoyed the sting.

      That wasn’t me.

      My sweet angel would soon learn she’d crossed paths with the devil. I would enjoy spending time breaking her down, exposing all the joyous wonders of her lush body, providing pleasure as well as pain.

      As much as I craved fucking her, shifting into the peace that only she’d been able to offer, what I craved the most was making her mine.
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        * * *

      

      “Fear is the path to the dark side. Fear leads to anger. Anger leads to hate. Hate leads to suffering.”

      — George Lucas

      

      Cassidy

      

      Fear.

      Not just regarding the powerful man who’d destroyed my life but because of the unknown.

      It was palpable and haunting, leaving a bitter taste in my mouth. I had no way of knowing where Valentin was taking me or what terrible punishments I’d be forced to endure. He was entirely different than before, the stark difference sharp and raw, two sides to a tarnished coin. The fact I’d been attracted to him at all astonished me, my mind spinning from the ridiculous, passionate thoughts I’d had regarding him.

      Valentin wasn’t a man who deserved my adoration, or anyone’s for that matter. He was a vicious, vile creature with sadistic needs. I could tell by the cold look in his eyes that he considered me his enemy.

      He’d found out who I was, which wouldn’t have been difficult for a man in his position. I never should have fallen into bed with him. Being attracted to him and ignoring the red flags that had done everything but smack me in the face could mean a death sentence.

      His cold words had forced me to realize that I was just as much a part of whatever was going on as he was.

      My mind shifted to the ugly threats that I should have taken more seriously. My thoughts drifted to Molly, my heart racing. All I’d wanted to do was get home to her. I’d done everything in my power over the years to protect her. Now I couldn’t be there. The single smart thing I’d done was to get her out of harm’s way. No one could find her. There wasn’t a trail of any kind. At least I could take comfort in that fact while I was being held a prisoner. Oh, God. I really was his prisoner. I had to find a way to get back. I just had… Tears rushed into my eyes. I needed to be able to trust him, to explain my life wasn’t what he thought it was. Would he care? Would he help me?

      No, of course he wouldn’t.

      Please. Please, God, keep her safe.

      As tears slipped down my face, I tried to remind myself that I’d done a good job of shielding her, keeping her protected. At least she was with someone I trusted. But what if… I let out a single sob, instantly shoving my hand across my mouth. I could tell he was staring at me, likely making fun of the stupid woman who’d gotten herself in the middle of a nightmare.

      He’d been driving for over an hour. While I was no expert, I realized he must have left New York, maybe driving into New Jersey. Everything remained foggy in my mind, the heat that continued to radiate between us becoming a curse. I hated the continued sensations, the tantalizing connection that he’d used against me.

      Just the thought of what he’d done inside the club, bringing me to a climax made me sick. I glanced down at my hands, my lower lip quivering. I hadn’t noticed the blood splatters before. I could swear they glowed in the dark. Even if I was imagining it, I started to rub my hands and fingers furiously, disgusted with myself.

      Repulsed by him.

      I stole a quick glance at him, shifting as far away in my seat as possible, crowding the door. The seatbelt was strangling, but not nearly as much as being forced to remain next to him. He was an ominous presence, even more so now. I glanced down at the sullied dress, wanting nothing more than to rip it from my body. I rubbed my fingers across my cheek, shuddering. Blood remained splattered on my face, a stark reminder that I’d walked in on a murder.

      But I’d seen two other men down, blood pooling across the floor creating a stream of crimson. I trembled from the memory, incapable of processing what I’d seen. How many stories had I reported on about men like him, a third person account of a stranger’s death? Enough I should have been hardened but nothing had prepared me for the carnage, the utter unnecessary violence. He could never make what he’d done right, no matter the circumstances.

      “Where are we going?” I asked again, not expecting an answer. He didn’t seem interested in supplying me with any information. As I wiped the tears away, I tried to figure out how I could escape. All I had to do was get to a phone and call my family.

      They would be the ones bringing down the wrath of God.

      “To the airstrip my family owns.”

      “Airstrip? We’re flying somewhere?”

      He smirked as if my question was stupid. I wanted to lash out, but what good would it do me? “There are certain individuals who’ve decided that my presence on this earth is no longer needed. Because you belong to me, that makes you a target as well.”

      “I don’t belong to you!”

      “We agree to disagree.”

      I was stunned by his cavalier attitude, unable to find any words of retort that would make any sense. When he made a turn, rolling down a gravel pathway surrounded by trees, I quickly released the seatbelt. If he thought I was going to go with him willingly, he had another think coming. When he slowed in front of a set of huge steel gates, I slowly reached for the car handle.

      He snapped his hand around my wrist, yanking me against him.

      “Don’t do anything you’ll regret, Cassidy. I don’t want to discipline you, but I will if necessary.”

      “My God. You’re an absolute monster.”

      “I’ll take that as a compliment. Now, you’re going to be a good girl because no matter how secure this facility, I’m concerned the fuckers will try something.”

      “Who? Should I pick a number for one of the dozens of people who hate you?”

      “Such cynicism, dolce angelo. I’m surprised.”

      “Nothing surprises me any longer.”

      “That’s likely a good stance for you to take.” He kept his fingers wrapped around my wrist as he drove in. I was shocked to see the number of people inside the facility as he headed for a group of buildings. Before he made a final approach, he moved the car around the back of one of them. It appeared like an old-fashioned hangar, but large enough to hold a massive airplane. I’d never heard of the location before, which I knew was by design, the power of his family more impressive than my father had made it out to be.

      He parked, cutting the engine immediately then shifting in order to look me directly in the eye. “I’m serious, Cassidy. You’re going to do exactly as I say. If you don’t, you could die. We both could. If I need to gag you, I will, but that won’t make for a very comfortable ride for several hours. Now, do we understand each other?”

      When I didn’t answer at first, he grabbed my chin, pulling me closer. Then he dropped his head, filling me with the scent of his aftershave, the one I’d found appealing up until now.

      “Answer me, Cassidy.”

      “Yes. Fine. You got it.”

      He hovered where he was, inhaling deeply. I tried to jerk my head free, but his hold was too strong. “You’re going to learn to obey me.”

      “Never.”

      “Then you and I are going to have a problem.” He pulled away, staring at me through dark, hooded eyes. When he opened the door, I remained where I was, the ugly rush of adrenaline as well as excitement sending another wave of nausea into my stomach.

      He grabbed the assault rifle from the back as well as his handgun, moving around to my side of the door and throwing it open. Then he yanked me out, scanning the area as he walked us close to a door, quickly moving inside. He shoved his pistol in his pocket as he faced them, every man giving him a respectful nod.

      We were approached immediately by four men dressed in fatigues, guns strapped in holsters on their waists. They were all huge and formidable, casting unwanted gazes in my direction.

      “Is everything ready?” Valentin asked.

      “Yes, sir,” one of the men said, his gruff voice sending another wave of shivers through me.

      “Any issues?”

      “None.”

      Exhaling, Valentin nodded then led me through one room to another, the wide-open area housing a smaller jet, the door open and stairs leading to the hard concrete.

      “Have the pilot prepare the decoy.” Valentin’s gruff voice still echoed in the expansive space.

      “Will do. On your command, sir.”

      Valentin was forced to drag me up the stairs, leading me toward one of the seats and pushing me down. He tossed the rifle across the small aisle, leaning over and placing his hands on the armrests. “Stay right here. And I do mean right here.”

      I nodded, finding it difficult to swallow, the realization my core was throbbing like a knife cutting through my jugular. I still wanted this man even after the horrible things I’d witnessed and the fact he’d abducted me. Would he keep his promise about Trinity and Sara, or would they become further casualties? Even if they called the police, there were plenty of witnesses to attest to the fact we’d been intimate on the dancefloor, let alone the employees at the hotel.

      God. How could I have put myself in this terrible position?

      He bent his fingers, rubbing them across my cheek. I looked away, struggling to breathe. He laughed, the sound as alluring as it had been the night he’d fucked me. The night we’d… I couldn’t finish the sentence for fear of going mad.

      “You can be such a good girl when you want to be. Can’t you?”

      “Why are you talking to me like a child?”

      “You’re not a child, Cassidy. You’re a grown woman with a penchant for developing stories about very bad men. Tell me, sweet angel. Is your pussy wet? Do you find the danger exciting? I’m guessing you do. You’ll have plenty of time to show me.”

      When he rubbed his knuckle back and forth, I bit back any sound, digging my nails into the seat to keep from screaming.

      “I thought you had some decency inside of you. I was wrong.” I jerked my head, glaring into his eyes. The light I’d seen before had been replaced with a dark abyss. Even knowing who and what he was, the attraction remained, my body betraying me.

      “I lost that a long time ago, dolce angelo. However, I can make your life pleasurable, or I can provide you with a pure slice of hell. That’s entirely up to you.”

      “Go to hell, Valentin. That’s where you belong.”

      “That’s the first thing we agree on.” After kissing me on the cheek, he returned to his full height, grabbing his rifle then moving toward the front of the plane, heading into the cockpit.

      Exhaling, I glanced out the window, my nerves making me jittery. After a minute or two, I eased to a standing position, daring to walk closer to the open door.

      The second I did, I heard several loud voices coming from inside the hangar, footsteps thumping on the stairs leading to the plane.

      Valentin appeared, giving me a hard look. “Go. Sit. Down. Now.”

      “Sir. We have an issue. You need to abort the mission.”

      The mission. What the hell did they think was happening?

      “Why?” Valentin growled.

      “The back gate was compromised,” the soldier said, his expression one of fury. “We’ve got Humvees rolling in, at least four of them and they’re heavily armed.”

      Valentin hesitated for less than four seconds.

      “No. We’re rolling. Send the decoy out. Now.”

      Decoy. He meant another plane. Oh, my God. He’d known this was going to happen. As soon as the man backed away, racing down the stairs and dragging them several feet in the opposite direction, Valentin shut the door to the plane. I backed down the aisle, watching everything Valentin did. He charged toward me, planting me in my seat, his fingers digging into me.

      “Goddamn it, Cassidy. This isn’t a game. We’re under attack and I can’t be certain we’ll get out of here alive. Do you understand what I’m saying to you?”

      “Yes. I do.”

      “Then stay put.” He grabbed the rifle, shifting toward the front into the cockpit.

      My hands were shaking as I tried to fasten the seatbelt. Then I stared out the window, watching as at least eight men scrambled back and forth in the hangar. I heard the rumble of the plane’s engines as they were started and what seemed like seconds later, the aircraft was moving closer to the massive hangar door.

      This wasn’t happening. I couldn’t be on a plane with him. I had to get home. Sadly, I knew I couldn’t remain in Chicago. Valentin was right about one thing. I’d continue to be hunted. I had played a game of Russian roulette and I’d lost. Still, I needed my life back. Somehow. Some way.

      The plane sat idling for a couple of minutes. Then the door was powered open, the pilot immediately taxiing onto a runway. Seconds passed. A full minute, maybe more. Everything was pitch black. Then I noticed lights somewhere else.

      And I felt another rumble. Seconds later, a bright light flashed across the sky. A fire. The force of the explosion forced the plane to the right. I gripped the arms of the seat, unable to breathe. Within seconds, it was obvious the plane was being fired on. Lights flashed from every direction, several high powered, glowing in the night sky. They were the runway lights.

      Another explosion rocked the plane again, the pilot forced to swerve.

      We were going to die.

      Valentin appeared, making his way toward me, his weapon slung over his shoulder. When he sat down, he pulled my hands into his, slowly turning his head in my direction. And for the first time, I realized I wasn’t certain I could stand to be without him.

      A loud pulsing noise sounded off, a whooshing sound shifting past the plane, the windows rattling. There were flashes everywhere. He pinched my chin between his thumb and forefinger, forcing me to stare into his eyes. “Don’t take your eyes off me, angel.”

      This time, I did what he asked without question, still shaking as fear kept a lump in my throat, tears in my eyes.

      We weren’t going to make it.

      As the plane increased in speed, the inertia shot through me. He refused to let me go, leaning closer and pressing his lips against mine. Within seconds, I pushed my hand against his chest, the heat of his body as disruptive as the explosions that continued out the window.

      He slipped his arm around me, pulling me even closer.

      As if he was saying goodbye.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER 11

          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

        

      

    

    
      Valentin

      

      “What the hell was that? Why wasn’t there additional security like I asked?” I snapped, losing my temper again, which was never in my best interest. I paced the floor of the jet, loathing the way the sun hit me in the eyes. The goddamn explosions had been far too close. The fact I’d lost the decoy didn’t bother me as much as the way the entire airstrip had been basically demolished.

      Quentin Booker was in charge of airport security, a man who’d spent years as a Navy Seal. He knew his aircraft as well as how to handle threats of every kind. He’d failed me completely, the expensive satellite system I’d had installed failing to provide more than a few seconds of warning before the Humvees had crashed through the fence. How the fuck did that happen?

      “I’m sorry, sir. There was nothing on the radar. Then they appeared,” Quentin assured me.

      “That’s not good enough. I need a full breakdown. How extensive is the damage?”

      “They didn’t hit the hangars with the other planes, just those with other machinery, including the satellite system. The equipment they had was definitely military grade, but the weapons used weren’t made on US soil.”

      “Then by whom?” The fucking satellite system. Very few people knew of the existence, those who did men I’d trusted, who my father had hired years before. My brother had been right. We had a leak the size of the damn Grand Canyon.

      “Top grade Russian. Some of the best shit I’ve ever seen.”

      I laughed softly. “I take it that means there were casualties.”

      “Yes, sir, although I wish I could say we’d gotten all the bastards. A grenade took out one of the Humvees, but there was enough of the carcass left to see how they’d handled the retrofits. Pretty genius shit. They could easily go into any war. The assault rifles were the same way, although two of the models I’ve never seen before. Four men per Humvee Spetsnaz. All four perished. No ID.”

      ID wouldn’t mean shit at this point. Russian soldiers. Perfect. I closed my eyes, attempting to control my rage. He knew exactly what I was going to ask. “Keep the destroyed vehicle in lockup. When I return, I want a full inspection.”

      “You got it, sir.”

      I ended the call, rubbing my jaw. If I had to guess, the men had been highly trained Russian military. Since when did the Poles become friendly with the Russians?

      I’d wait to handle Alexei and the Kozlovs until after we’d landed. I hadn’t slept in two days and the exhaustion was starting to take a toll.

      I headed toward the bar, pouring myself a hefty amount of scotch, tossing in ice aimlessly, allowing my mind to wander.

      Demons.

      They’d plagued me for years, the ugliness of the single time in my life I’d allowed my guard to fall never far from my mind. The creatures had wrapped my psyche in chains, pulling the cold steel tighter every time a single moment of joy filled my soul.

      I’d long since clawed away my heart, refusing to feel anything but pain and anger.

      The fact I’d broken through the thick strands with Cassidy remained heavy on my mind. In turn for capturing a moment of pure light, I’d sacrificed her trust, destroyed the innocence I’d been drawn to.

      Although I couldn’t be as accepting of her virtue as before.

      My thoughts drifted to someone who could provide answers as to the origin of the equipment, a hired gun I’d used on several occasions; a recently retired assassin who knew his way around communications equipment and almost every satellite system. I made a mental note to track him down if necessary.

      I remained silent, tension flowing through my veins like an electrified jolt of adrenaline. I watched the quiet rise and fall of her chest as she slept, grateful she’d been able to finally close her eyes. Fuck. The shitshow had been worse than I’d expected. I wasn’t in the mood to hear her pleading for me to return her to a life she could never have again. I’d destroyed that chance the minute I’d saved her life the first go around.

      Why did I continue to have a feeling that the hit had been more about her? The nagging had settled in the back of my mind, but my instincts were usually correct.

      As I took a swig of my drink, I thought about everything that had occurred, hissing under my breath. I jerked out of my seat and headed to the bar for a third time. I would need to find out exactly what I was dealing with in her regard, but regardless of who was after her, the complication now became my issue to deal with.

      That didn’t bode well for the future of my business endeavor, possibly the rest of the family either. After adding two ice cubes, I held the glass to my head, appreciating the coolness against my skin. The smokescreen at the club had been nothing more than the required action to entice me to leave the city. Or perhaps in order to take her without my interference. Why the grandstanding? What the hell did the asshole responsible hope to accomplish other than destroying the family’s airport? To attempt to keep us in the city? I laughed given our other methods of travel we had available.

      The act was something I could see the Bratva do, not the Poles. Maybe that was the entire point, to pit us against what we’d considered our number one enemy for years. Granted, our association with the Bratva didn’t bode well for anyone. I rolled the glass across my forehead for a second time.

      What I didn’t need to second guess was a mole existing in my organization. It happened from time to time, but never in such an egregious way or by anyone in the upper ranks. I might be forced to return to the US in order to hunt the bastard down.

      I would handle some distribution issues while taking the time to sort it out. Laughing softly to myself, I shifted my gaze in her direction. I’d also be able to spend quality time with my sweet angel. I’d already ruined her, just as I’d warned her less than forty-eight hours before.

      The late afternoon light was bright, the clouds outside the window as close to heaven as I’d get given the choices I’d made in my life. I’d long ago made peace with the fact I’d be dragged to hell, forced to burn in the flames. What I couldn’t stand was the thought of pulling anyone that I cared about down with me.

      As I moved closer, the fact she continued to wear the evidence of the vicious act pissed me off. She was far too beautiful to be marred by the effects of war. I placed my drink on the table, returning to the bar then grabbing a towel and a bottle of water. When I knelt in front of her, she stirred in her sleep, murmuring words I couldn’t understand.

      It was impossible not to enjoy the view. No matter how disheveled her state, how stained her beautiful dress, she was such a stunning woman that I couldn’t stand for her skin to blemished. As soon as I touched the cloth to her face, she awakened with a jerk, her eyes remaining unfocused for a few seconds.

      When she realized that her nightmare was very real, she turned her head away. She’d yet to learn that she’d never be able to avoid me.

      A part of me wanted to be angry with her, furious enough I added blame to the list of indiscretions. And still the other wanted to drive my cock deep inside, capturing her essence as if needing a drug to keep me alive. There was no reason for it other than the chemistry we shared. We had nothing in common, unless you considered her hatred for the world I’d been born into. Since she was a child, she’d been taught to do the right thing, where my lessons had involved learning to take what I wanted. The difference was stark and cold.

      If only her father knew how far she’d fallen.

      My angel.

      “I’m not going to hurt you, Cassidy. I’m just cleaning your face.”

      “Why bother?”

      I ignored her comment, continuing to slowly wipe away the ugly stains, furious that I hadn’t forced her out of the club the second I’d seen her.

      Her glare was full of hatred and contempt, but her body betrayed her just as mine already had, my cock already swelling from the simple touch. I sensed her arousal, the intensity building as it had the moment I’d touched her in the club. Or at the restaurant.

      I craved her even more than before, longing to release the tension and anger, using her in order to do so.

      What kind of man did that make me?

      The answer was easy for her. She didn’t hide behind who I was or what I could do to her. She told the truth, another virtuous trait that I couldn’t tolerate.

      “Because you deserve better,” I answered, meaning the words.

      “Yes, I do.”

      “We need to talk, Cassidy.”

      “Just leave me alone. Can you do that for me? Something? Anything? Or are you just an asshole criminal who enjoys torturing people?”

      Her accusation was far more accurate than she understood. My passions extended beyond that of a beautiful woman to the violence I often craved. It soothed the beast, feeding him, the bloodlust often difficult to keep under control.

      Instead, I’d replace one need for another in an attempt to satisfy my hunger.

      Unfortunately, she would take the brunt, surrendering her body willingly.

      And if not? She would learn that I could provide her with extreme pleasure or intense pain. The choice would be hers to make.

      Cassidy kept the back of her head pressed against the seat, never blinking, her fingers curled around the armrest. She was doing her best to shut down all her emotions. Good for her. Maybe that would help her deal with being around such a monster.

      When I was finished, I took the bloody towels away, returning only seconds later. As I crouched down in front of her again, she bristled, her hatred of me evident in her body language and the way her pupils were small and pointed. When I brushed my fingers down her cheek, slowly trailing them down her neck, she dug her fingers into the armrests, pressing her back against the seat. It was obvious my touch repulsed her where it had once ignited a passion that had remained unrequited for years.

      She was fighting with herself, and I could tell her resolve was strong, her need to defy me a protection for her aching heart.

      I continued my exploration, rolling my fingers along the bodice of her dress, slowly dragging them between her breasts.

      When she tried to push my hand away, I curled my fingers, honoring her wish.

      For now.

      Soon, her attempt at ignoring me would not be tolerated. I stood, remaining over her, taking several deep breaths. She tilted her head, her lips pursed. I was impressed with her inner strength, her ability to handle difficult situations, but I’d already seen through the façade more than once.

      However, this wasn’t the time or the place to act on my hunger. What I did need to do was help her understand that her behavior had nearly gotten her killed and was unacceptable.

      “You’re going to be punished.” My statement was said with practiced calm. She’d interfered with my world, something that if it occurred with anyone else, their punishment would be much worse. With her, the lesson I’d provide she wouldn’t soon forget, but I’d refrain from providing my usual methods.

      Cassidy’s eyes opened wide, the same hatred as before remaining, although the quiver of her lower lip indicated she hadn’t expected me to retaliate. I found that interesting. She truly didn’t understand what she’d stepped in the middle of.

      “I did nothing wrong,” she insisted.

      “You invaded my private space. Did you not see the word ‘private’ on the door? I’m well aware of your credentials, Ms. Reporter. Your work provided you with firsthand knowledge of who I am and what kind of life I’ve led. Yet you made it your mission to ignore any rationality, not just stumbling into a dangerous situation but forcing your way into it. In my mind, that requires harsh punishment. Get to your feet.”

      She took several deep breaths, shaking her head. “Did you ever stop to think maybe I wanted nothing more than to see you again before I left town? Huh? Of course you didn’t. I was just some floozy to you. How stupid I was in actually believing for one second you gave a damn.” She jerked to her feet, crowding my space, lifting her head until her long, lovely neck was exposed to the beast who’d ravaged her. Her fearlessness was admirable but, in my mind, reckless.

      “Remove your clothes.” I backed away, refusing to succumb to her lilted voice or the heavy weight that came along with her statement. “So you know, floozies are meant for one-night stands, never to be seen again.”

      “Isn’t that what you did?”

      I grabbed her wrist, dropping my head until I was able to whisper in her ear. “If that was the case, I would have left you there to face the man who accosted you on the dancefloor. Instead, I made certain he would never hurt you. Now. Undress or I will do it for you, which will require you to remain naked for the remainder of our adventure together. Is that what you’d prefer?”

      “Bastard.”

      At least she understood I was serious. She pushed her hands against my chest, immediately moving further away then turning around. Her body shook as she reached for the hem of her dress. The fact a hard ache remained in my chest continued to trouble me. Why had she become so special to me, a beautiful creature that I couldn’t shove aside as I normally would?

      I backed away, giving her privacy, which was something she wouldn’t be allowed again, slowly unfastening my belt. At this point, it was vital for her to not only comprehend but accept that she was no longer in control of her life.

      Why was it I felt guilt, an emotion that rarely if ever entered my system? Exhaling, I yanked on the thick leather strap, almost tearing it from my belt loops.

      When she stood fully naked, I took several deep breaths. No other woman had ever affected me this way. That alone kept the jagged edge in my system. I wanted nothing more than to drag her onto my lap, shoving my cock so deep inside she was forced to scream out my name. However, this was no time for some jaded thought of romance. This was about forcing her compliance.

      I wrapped my hand around her hair, pulling her toward the table bolted to the aircraft floor. The surface would prove useful for far more than just sharing a meal.

      This was the true beginning of our new life together.

      A crooked smile crossed my face at the thought. Keeping her would prove to be dangerous, but I was forced to face the fact I could never her go. She wasn’t just the light spilling into my soul. She’d become the air I needed to breathe, the drug that I could never live without.

      As I shoved her across the surface, the single guttural sound she made was likely her attempt to reach my heart. She had a way of dragging at my conscience, trying to pull out emotions that no longer existed. I reminded myself this was necessary in order to keep her in line and alive.

      When I rubbed my fingertips down her spine, she bristled, smashing her fists against the table. Then she curled her fingers around both edges, her breathing ragged.

      I wasted no time, bringing the belt down twice, exhaling as her body shuddered. The fact I kept reminding myself she deserved the harsh punishment pissed me off. When had I ever second guessed one of my decisions? I brought the strap down four times in a row, savoring the swishing sound the leather made as it coursed through the air.

      Moaning, she pressed her hands against the surface, throwing me a look over her shoulder. While the same flash of anger I’d seen before remained, the fire in her eyes was unmistakable, the electricity soaring.

      “I hate you,” she whispered.

      “So you’ve indicated.”

      She dragged her tongue across her lips and pressed her cheek against the table. Reaching out, I brushed my fingers across the small of her back, her body trembling from my touch.

      The adrenaline rush jetting through me slammed against the firestorm of need, almost allowing me to lose focus. That wasn’t going to happen. I rubbed my fingers across the grain, relishing the scent of the fine Corinthian leather. Then I delivered another six, one coming right after the other.

      My cock was so fucking hard the pain was biting.

      Fisting my hand, I rolled my knuckles across her bottom, reveling in the explosive heat. So much of me wanted her to wear my marks as a reminder that she belonged to me. That didn’t just make me a bad man.

      That made me a monster.

      What surprised me was that she was wet, so much so her pussy lips were swollen, glistening from the intensity of her desire that rivaled mine. My vision was suddenly cloudy, the lurid, filthy thoughts shifting through my mind strangely providing clarity. The beast inside of me had already marked her.

      I slipped my hand between her legs, swirling the tip of my index finger around her clit. She threw her head over her shoulder, the expression on her face amusing.

      As if she could deny her desire, the way I made her feel.

      “You’re enjoying this,” I stated, the actuality simple in my mind.

      “Never. I could never want you.”

      “You’re lying, my sweet angel. You hunger as much as I do, barely able to understand or contain the need furrowing deep inside of you.” As if to prove my point, I shoved three fingers deep inside her tight channel, a growl erupting from my throat. The way her muscles constricted around the thick invasion only added to the destructive flames. I pumped my fingers several times, her breathing a clear indication I could drag her into a powerful orgasm within seconds.

      But she didn’t deserve that pleasure at this moment.

      No, she deserved the discipline I’d inflicted, and I’d provide more if she didn’t learn to obey me.

      When I ripped my fingers away, only then did she make the single sound, a strangled moan. The sound was like music rippling through my insides. I resumed the spanking, slapping the tops of her thighs.

      Cassidy jerked up, pushing her hands against the table. “You’re a horrible… man.”

      Chuckling, I realized that she needed to think nothing else for now.

      The rapid smacks I issued forced a dull ache in my heart. I closed my eyes, taking several deep breaths. Then I finished with four additional cracks of my belt, immediately tossing it aside then pressing my hand against her heated skin.

      “I can and will provide you with a reminder of our ecstasy, Cassidy, but if you cross me, the next act of punishment will be much harsher. If that behavior continues, then I will break you.”

      She lowered her face to the table, her body trembling. “You may break my body, Valentin, but you will never capture my soul.”

      There was no fucking reason for her words to bother me, but they did, just another knife stabbing me straight into the heart. That broke something inside of me, threatening to demolish the last of my humanity. I took several gulping breaths, the desire I felt overwhelming. I wanted her more than I’d ever felt for another woman.

      As I pulled her into my arms, she shoved her hands against my chest, the look on her face more rebellious than before. “I’ll find a way to destroy you.”

      “I’m certain you’ll try.”

      Her smile was smug at first, as if she’d already won. Then her lower lip quivered, her eyes falling slowly down my face to my waist before she looked away. “I can’t want you.”

      “The connection is too intense, what we share undeniable. You are mine.”

      The strange few seconds of quiet tension couldn’t silence the crackle of electricity pulsing from one to the other. She fisted my shirt, yanking as she cocked her head. I could read all the vile things she wanted to do, making good on her threat. I could also sense her hatred of the way her body reacted.

      “I don’t want you,” she managed. “Never.”

      “Don’t you? If you really believe that then you’re lying to yourself. Your nipples are hard, your delicious scent lingering in my nostrils.”

      “No. How could I ever want a monster?”

      “A good question, Cassidy, but I know the answer.” I cupped her chin, pulling her even closer, our breathing ragged. “Tell me you want me.”

      “That will never happen.”

      “Are you certain about that?”

      She pursed her lips, doing everything she could to fight the building need.

      “Don’t lie to me. I know what you want,” I stated, the tone of my voice dominating.

      “No.” The conviction in her voice had vanished.

      Her mouth twisted, her eyes no longer in focus. As I lowered my head, her ragged moan turned into purrs, the sound unlike anything I’d ever heard.

      “Tell me,” I insisted.

      She fought with the desire burning through her resolve, her eyes finally closing. “God, I want you. I hate you, but I’ve never wanted a man this way. Fuck me. Just fuck me.”

      I wasted no additional time, crushing my mouth over hers. The vibrations jetting through me were powerful, ripping away the ugliness of each other’s betrayal. My thirst was far too intense, needs growing uncontrollable. As I thrust my tongue inside, she arched her back, shifting her hips back and forth. We were crazed, incapable of keeping our hands off each other.

      My cock was rock hard, my balls tight as drums. The taste of her was even sweeter as I swept my tongue back and forth. She slipped her arm around my neck, tangling her fingers in my hair. While I enjoyed kissing her, my needs had broken through the dam. I had to be inside, fucking her.

      Possessing her.

      The second I broke the kiss, she pushed away, her breathing ragged. The moment she eased her hand between my legs, my control was ripped aside.

      I yanked at my zipper, nearly ripping the button from my trousers. As soon as my cock was freed from the dense material, I pushed her over the edge of the table.

      Every sound she made drove me to madness, her strangled moans reverberating in my mind. I was shocked her hunger was so intense, even more surprised she liked it rough.

      “I’m going to fuck you long and hard,” I growled as I rubbed my fingers down her back, rolling them along the crack of her ass. She opened her legs as wide as possible as a response, clawing the table as her yearning continued to increase.

      I gripped her hips with both hands, lifting her from the table then thrusting the entire length of my cock into her sweet pussy.

      “Oh, God,” she moaned as she jerked up from the table, panting raggedly.

      The rush of adrenaline turned into a surge of electricity, my heart thudding as my body shook from the intensity of the moment. I closed my eyes, allowing her muscles to relax, accommodating my thick girth.

      Then I started fucking her like some crazed animal. I wanted her dripping in my cum. I needed her filled with my seed. My thrusts were so brutal I drove her body across the table. She didn’t fight me. In fact, she tried to buck against me, meeting every savage thrust. That only added gasoline to the fire, my actions becoming more powerful.

      My eyes could no longer focus, my heart thudding against my chest wall. My hunger was at the point I found it impossible to control my actions.

      “Uh. Uh. Uh. Uh.” Every sound she made swirled with the lust-filled guttural sounds rushing from my throat. We were no longer just lovers, exploring incredible moments of passion. We were animals, fulfilling a need.

      Growling, I looked away, unable to stop my actions, needing satisfaction like I needed the air around me to breathe. Goddamn this woman and what she’d done to me.

      As my balls began to swell, I dragged her back even further, my actions savage, the sound of my hard fucking filling the dense air around us. I was crazed, my mind a blur, desperate to take all of her.

      Only when I couldn’t take the pressure any longer did I finally release, erupting deep inside her womb. Gasping, I threw my head back, every muscle tense.

      I had no idea how long I remained buried inside, trying to control my breathing. I’d lost all sense of control around her. The beautiful woman had already become my weakness.

      She pushed away from the table, gasping for air. As I pulled her to a standing position, she jerked away, but not before I noticed the splotches of crimson forming on her cheeks. She was embarrassed at what had occurred, furious that she allowed her guard to fall, now unable to look me in the eye.

      What the hell was wrong with me?

      “Get dressed.” I finally said, looking away in order to give her some sense of privacy.

      I wasn’t used to losing a sense of myself, allowing my emotions to get in the way. It couldn’t happen again.

      As I moved away, I heard her moving away from the table. Then I felt her intense stare, the venom pouring through her like the wildfire of desire that had been in its place only moments before.

      I grabbed my drink, tossing back the entire contents.

      A few seconds later, I moved toward one of the windows, peering out although not focusing on anything, but I was aware when she’d returned to her seat. There were things I wanted to say to her, but at this point, what could I say that would matter to her? Her life had been stripped away. I rubbed my jaw, trying to catch my breath. I couldn’t allow my dick to stand in the way of making good business decisions.

      I needed another goddamn drink. I left the towels where they were as an example. Let her fully understand what she was dealing with. Maybe that would help make her more compliant.

      As I walked away, I heard her single ragged exhale. Stopping short, I cocked my head, taking several deep breaths. I’d seen her tears, the slow trickle down both cheeks. However, she wasn’t crying because of her fear of me or the unknown.

      It took me several seconds to shove aside my needs long enough to process various thoughts.

      The beautiful creature held a secret, one that threatened to starve her of her vivacious lust for life. Just like I’d already taken away her ability to trust in her own decisions.

      Whatever she was hiding could hold the key to why someone wanted her dead.

      She needed more than just to have someone protect her. She required a true savior, a goddamn knight in shining armor. I wasn’t that man. Perhaps I’d never been, but with what had been taken from me, I’d never find the light. I snickered at the thought, quickly making another drink.

      Fuck me. Fuck my life.

      The questions continued to plague me, furrowing in the back of my mind. While her profession was an issue, I’d stake my reputation that the reason behind the attacks on her were personal. However, I couldn’t succumb to allowing her another glimpse at my soul, let alone trying to resurrect my heart. But my needs would be fulfilled. Yes. That was the best thing. That was required.

      I threw back my drink, half laughing at myself. There was no chance I could change. None. Even a luscious creature with a heart of gold couldn’t manage the impossible.

      Soon, the sweet angel would learn that she could no longer ignore my questions.

      Or my desires.

      She would succumb to my needs, screaming out my name.

      Then I would toss her away, just like I should have done years before.

      If not, I knew what would happen.

      Men like me weren’t given a third chance at anything.

      Except to face the grim reaper.
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      Cassidy

      

      Anger.

      Hatred.

      Self-loathing.

      They remained with me for the duration of the trip.

      A trip straight into hell.

      Why couldn’t I get him out of my mind? Why had I allowed my passion to shatter my resistance against him? Oh, God. What had I done? My mind remained fuzzy, the rage for my lack of resolve kicking me in the stomach. I closed my eyes, processing everything I’d seen and heard.

      I’d been so wrong about Valentin that my heart ached at the thought. I’d wanted to care about him, to provide some glimpse at another side of the world, but he’d destroyed it, crushing my heart in the process. I was sick just thinking about it. I’d fallen into some ridiculous haze, allowing my lust to cloud the obvious.

      Never again.

      Never. Again.

      He’d dragged me halfway across the world because of what? Because I’d seen him murdering three men? Then he couldn’t keep his hands off me.

      I wasn’t entirely certain, although his warning that someone was out to kill me remained in the forefront of my mind. Even worse, he was certain I was behind whatever ‘business’ issues he was going through. I could tell that because of his brash demeanor and the way he looked at me. Could he really think I was some kind of plant?

      Biting down on my lip, my gut told me that’s exactly what he believed, and it was certainly plausible.

      Oh, God. How had my life spiraled out of control?

      “Come with me,” Valentin stated, pulling me out of the back of the vehicle. Of course I didn’t have a choice. I had nothing. No method of contacting anyone, no understanding that my two friends were even alive.

      As he dragged me toward a sprawling house, I continued to be surprised at the surroundings.

      There were so many beautiful things in the world from art to nature. My mother used to tell me it was all in the eye of the beholder, but often people refused to see the beauty that surrounded them every day. They became so consumed in their work or family, struggles and responsibilities that they couldn’t take a few moments to truly enjoy their surroundings.

      I hadn’t known what to expect when my captor had finally told me where he was taking me.

      Italy.

      I’d never been any further out of the country than the Bahamas. I’d expected a fortress of some kind, scarred men all carrying assault rifles, prepared to shoot anyone who dared to try to invade the property.

      I was shocked at the incredible sight as I was led from the car. Rolling hills of green, the color so vibrant that even in the late afternoon light, I was forced to shield my eyes. Everything was lush, the foliage thick and so alive. There were trees everywhere, fruits hanging low in the branches. I could see rows of dark green extending for hundreds of yards. I took a deep breath, holding the incredible scent in my lungs.

      Grass, flowers, spices, and I could swear I was able to catch a whiff of an ocean even though I couldn’t see any water. The house wasn’t a mansion by any means. While gorgeous, the Mediterranean design straight out of a magazine, I gathered a sense it was built at least two decades before. There were two stories, the exterior woodworking ornate with wooden blinds and iron railings.

      And there was a huge fountain in the front courtyard, the driveway made of colored stones. Dear God. The birds were even singing, so many of them that their sweet sound drowned out the rapid beating of my heart.

      “What is this place?” I knew he was watching me as he always did, gauging my reaction. There was no sparkle in his eyes or a slight smile on his face, just the coldness that I’d seen from the minute I’d burst into that room.

      As if I was to blame for his need to kill those men.

      “My mother once called it paradise. I used to call it my second home. Come, Cassidy. I’m certain you’d enjoy a hot bath.”

      Nothing had ever sounded so good. He’d left me alone for the remainder of the flight, never saying a word during the hour and a half drive. That had given me the peace I’d wanted, but it hadn’t been enough.

      I needed answers.

      I needed a miracle.

      And as crazy as it sounded, I needed him.

      I hated myself for the electricity that had never ceased, the dull hum in my ears when he spoke. I loathed the way my body reacted when he touched me, the hunger that threatened to consume every inch, pounding my inner core until I was breathless around him. Even now, I wanted him to reach out for me, pulling me into his arms. The thought was crazy, disgusting.

      But undeniable.

      “Will you tell me more? Will you finally tell me what’s going on?”

      He took my arm, leading me toward the front door. “We will talk over dinner. Until then, know that you are safe here. You’ll be taken to a room. I suspect Bella will provide you with some clothes.”

      “Bella?”

      A smile finally broke across his face. “Bella is the daughter of my father’s former Consigliere. He owns the majority of stocks in the vineyard as well as several processing facilities.”

      “Let me guess. Your family owns a portion as well.”

      “As I’ve always said about you, sweet angel. You are too smart for your own good. My mother used to call me un piccolo inferno, a little hellion. I believe that suits you.”

      Was he trying to make light of the fact he’d kidnapped me, taking me several thousand miles away? I gritted my teeth, pushing against him. “I don’t want to be here, Valentin. Not that it matters to you.”

      Just before he opened the front door, he lifted my chin. “I understand you’re frightened and angry with me, but I had no choice but to bring you here. I believe you’ll find it’s not such a horrible place to spend time. In addition, I don’t believe you are who you say you are, which requires me to determine if you’re working for someone.”

      “Working for someone? What does that mean?” My God. He really did believe I was some kind of black widow or worse. I was queasier than ever, fighting the anxiety that kept me breathless.

      His only answer was a wry smile curling on the corner of his lip.

      “Am I a prisoner?”

      “Does this look like a prison?”

      I threw another look over my shoulder, able to catch a glimpse of several other large buildings in the distance. “It looks a little like paradise, but I’m guessing looks can be deceiving.”

      “The vineyard produces several different wines, all of them award winning. In addition, olives are harvested, shipments sent across the world. When my grandfather was a boy, he worked alongside his father for a brutal man who owned almost every profitable winery in the country. He was ruthless in his operations, extorting and blackmailing anyone who dared defy his empire. He truly was a horrible monster, Cassidy, the kind that enjoyed the art of torture while doling out punishment as if it was a requirement on a daily basis. My grandfather made a promise to my great-grandfather that he would do everything in his power to destroy the man, crushing his regime.”

      He paused, studying me intently. There was an entirely different look in his eyes, an admiration for his family that he carried with him. “I’m sorry.”

      “Do not be sorry, dolce angelo. The lessons learned were passed down through the generations. This winery, as well as many others, is as special to him as it is to the Luciano family. It’s a reminder of the strife we all must go through in order to receive our salvation in heaven.” Valentin chuckled. “Or a throne in the fires of hell. While you are free to roam the space, you are not allowed to attempt to make any phone calls.”

      “My parents will worry about me, Valentin. Since you’re such a family man, I would think you’d understand that.”

      “No, they won’t, my sweet angel. They believe you left on a plane already, returning to your life in Chicago. In checking your phone records, it does not appear you make regular calls to them. They will not be worried about you.”

      Oh, my God. There was nothing that he couldn’t find. I was even more nervous, my heart racing. What if? No. Everything was fine. It had to be.

      “You were checking up on me.” Now I hated that he called me angel. It seemed like a barb tossed in my direction by a sulking man who’d fallen for a girl at the wrong time.

      “In my business, not knowing my enemies is what brings me to this. Please know that the Lucianos have moved on from their former lives. Their daughter was very small when Giovanni ended his career with my father. Please do not think that you can glean any information that you can use against me. They are God-fearing hardworking people, the salt of the earth. If you mistreat them, I assure you that this will become a prison. Do you understand me?”

      “I wouldn’t mistreat them. I don’t know them.”

      “They are truly special people, but I’m certain you will make an attempt to secure their help. They will ignore you. They have utter loyalty to me and my family.”

      He crowded my space, enough that I thought he was going to kiss me.

      “I won’t.”

      As he brushed his fingers across my face, his heated breath cascading along my skin, I leaned further in, the longing unacceptable, the hard pull on my mind and soul forcing a chill into my system.

      “Let me in, Valentin. Allow me to know your world. I’m not easily broken.”

      “You don’t understand, Cassidy. If you step any deeper inside my regime, there is no turning back, no leaving.”

      Maybe I don’t want to leave. The words were on the tip of my tongue to say, my heart racing.

      Then the door was opened, and I pulled away, still studying the look in his eyes. What had made him such a hard man? What tragedy had he endured to strip away his heart? I’d caught such a beautiful glimpse, but maybe it hadn’t been real at all.

      “Non posso credere che tu sia qui!” A beautiful woman with long cinnamon-colored hair rushed onto the porch, throwing her arms around Valentin’s neck, continuing to murmur in Italian. She was very young—maybe twenty, tall and lanky, dressed in jeans and a tee shirt, her feet bare. She radiated with sunshine and adoration for Valentin.

      “I told your father I was coming,” he said, laughing exactly as I’d heard a few times before the world had turned into a nightmare. When she continued speaking in her native language, he placed his finger over her lips, finally nodding in my direction. “English please, Bella. Our guest does not know our language.”

      Our language. It seemed they had a very special bond, and I could tell by the glisten on her face that she cared for him very much.

      She pouted and wrinkled her nose.

      “Devi esercitarti,” he told her. “I said she needed to practice.”

      Bella turned toward me, holding out her hand. She cocked her head, glancing into his eyes then mine. Then she threw her arms around me. “His lover,” she said awkwardly. “Now family.”

      As Valentin laughed again, I stiffened, but the girl’s spunk was difficult to shove aside. “I’m just his friend.”

      “Friend,” she repeated, pulling away then winking. “Is that what Americans say now? What do you call it… Um… Oh, yes. Friends with benefits. Is that correct?”

      He appeared more relaxed as he watched the two of us interact. Then he laughed, the sound skittering down my spine.

      “Sometimes,” I finally answered, feeling heat crawling across my face.

      “She needs a bath and some clothes. Can you do that? Will you be able to show Cassidy around?” he asked.

      She stood back, wrinkling her nose again. “Of course, but what happened? Is that blood?” The look of horror on her face was genuine.

      “I had a little accident but I’m fine,” I answered, uncertain why I was trying to please him. He gave me an authoritative nod of approval then walked past us.

      “Oh! You poor girl. Come. Come. I will help you. You should have done something, my Valentin,” Bella cooed, taking my hand. “Papa wanted me to remind you that you left some things in the room you insisted on staying in the last time you were here.”

      Valentin nodded. “That’s good to know.”

      I glanced at him, uncomfortable as hell. He tilted his head, studying me. I could swear this was a test of some kind. Fuck him.

      Yet there was such a spark between us, a need that seemed to increase with every passing hour.

      “I will help you become… er… comfortable,” Bella jabbered as she led me through her home.

      The house I was led through was just as incredible inside as the exterior, but everything was casual, inviting. While the woodwork was dark, the ceilings high and everything rich in detail, there was a sense that the house was loved. Fresh flowers were in every room, pictures of family members and pets in several locations. I heard music coming from somewhere, the lilting sounds comforting.

      But this wasn’t my home, and I certainly wasn’t on vacation. Whether he wanted me to believe it or not, this was a prison, just one that was four thousand miles away from everything I held dear.

      I bit my lip, the ache inside cutting through me. If only I hadn’t agreed to take the trip to New York, hopeful of obtaining the dream job. And a safe place. Safe. I wasn’t certain if there would ever be a safe place. If only I’d remained at home. No, that hadn’t been possible either. I’d created a firestorm and the heat had already threatened to consume me. At some point, I’d need to trust Valentin, maybe asking for help. Was that even possible?

      “You are special to Valentin, yes?” Bella asked as she headed into the kitchen. There was a buzz of activity, three people preparing food.

      “I’m not sure.”

      She gave me a sly smile. “I know him. You are.”

      As she spouted off words in Italian, speaking rapidly, the women in the kitchen all darted glances in my direction. Whatever she was saying brought smiles to their faces. What had Valentin told the Lucianos about our visit?

      “Come. We will have refreshments soon,” Bella said as she whisked me toward a set of stairs. She had a quiet beauty about her that resonated in every action as well as the way she spoke. The woman radiated warmth, a gentle and inviting creature, nothing like what I would expect Valentin to be involved with.

      Then again, I didn’t know him at all.

      She threw open a set of double doors, leading me into a large bedroom. I was shocked at the luxurious feel, the large canopy bed reminding me of another era. Without hesitation, she moved toward one of the double windows, unlatched and opening both. The light breeze instantly added myriad incredible scents wafting into the room.

      “I’m sorry, but we did not have much… er… time to prepare for your arrival. I hope the accommodations are appropriate.” She wrinkled her nose, trying to accentuate every word.

      “This is beautiful, absolutely gorgeous. I hope I’m not taking anyone’s room.”

      “No. Not at all. This is for very special guests.” Her expression changed, a slight sadness spilling across her face.

      “You two were… involved?” I asked, hating myself for the slice of jealousy. What the hell should I care? He didn’t belong to me, and I certainly didn’t give a damn about him.

      She smacked her hand across her mouth, shaking her head. “No. No! I am sorry. We never…” Her face turned a bright red, her laughter so fresh and open that I couldn’t help but smile. “He is my… um… How do you say, godfather.”

      “Godfather?” I couldn’t have been more shocked. “Really?”

      As she nodded, she cocked her head. “He did not tell you?”

      “We’re not that close, Bella. The two of us are complicated.”

      She looked away as if contemplating what I was saying. “He is a complicated man, but one of the kindest men I’ve ever known. Every time he’s here, he treats me like a princess. So good to my parents. He took care of all of us. Now, come.”

      “When did you last see him?”

      She wrinkled her nose again as she tried to think. “More than five years. I was just a child. He was so unhappy.”

      “Unhappy. Why?”

      “He lost someone special. I’ve never seen him so distraught.”

      Her words cut through me, allowing me a slight insight of a man I believed could never love anything but money and power. “Who did he lose?”

      “I only know her name. He wailed it many times when he thought I was sleeping. Danielle. Even my papa wouldn’t tell me what happened and there was no talking with Valentin then.” She looked away, her expression changing, as if she’d told me something meant to remain a secret. “Let’s find something for you to wear and I will start a bath. Then we feast.”

      “You don’t need to do that.” I inhaled, holding my breath, unable to shove thoughts of him out of my mind.

      “Don’t be silly.”

      I adored the looks she gave me, her unassuming ways. “I assure you I’m rarely silly.”

      “You are our guest and you will be treated like a princess. Valentin would have it no other way.” Her laugh was impossible to ignore.

      Princess.

      She truly had no idea who he was, and I certainly wasn’t going to burst her bubble. I followed her into the bathroom. How could anyone not feel at home in the beautiful place? There was something almost Victorian about the oversized bathroom, including the clawfoot tub. I could imagine spending hours luxuriating in a bubble bath, candles everywhere. And a… lover.

      Valentin.

      Who was I kidding?

      This wasn’t about romance, just a place he felt safe until he determined some plan to take over the world.

      “You should have everything you need,” she told me as she grabbed towels from the linen closet. “Let’s see.” After placing them on the edge of the sink, she looked under three of the cabinets, finding what I’d had on my mind.

      A bottle of bubbles.

      At least I could pretend I wasn’t Valentin’s captive for a little while.

      “How long did he live in Italy?” I asked casually, although I was ready to grill her for as much information as she would provide.

      “His family moved away many years ago. I was only four, but I remember everything about him.” She started the water, keeping her hand under the spigot. “He was so protective and loving. He never let me get into trouble and I was a handful.”

      “How did he become your godfather?”

      “A custom in my family. The firstborn son of my father’s best friend. The Vincheti family has been so good to my mother and father, Valentin and his father helping us secure this house, as least that’s what Papa told me. Valentin even returned to help with the renovation of the house and to work in the vineyards.”

      Maybe there was some good in everyone, even if they appeared as monsters on the outside. Valentin was very much a complicated man, so multilayered that I was starting to wonder which one of them was a better representation of the real man.

      “I will find you some clothes. Please… take your time.” While her smile remained genuine, I could tell she was trying to figure out just how important I was to a man she obviously cared about.

      “Thank you, Bella, for your kindness. I’m a stranger.”

      “No, Miss Cassidy. Valentin has never brought anyone here. The fact that he did means you are very special. You are family now.”

      Why did her words sting so badly? Why did I feel like a traitor when I’d done nothing to him? When she closed the door after she left, I shifted against the counter, loathing every moment of what had happened between us.

      Yet I craved the innocence and passion I’d felt the first night.

      Was there anything left but anger, fear, and violence?
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        * * *

      

      Valentin

      

      “Valentin!”

      The man’s deep voice was almost the same, but he’d aged, likely still working side by side with those in the vineyards after all these years. Giovanni Luciano had been like a second father to me, someone who had never raised his voice or acted out of anger. He’d once been considered as merciless and unforgiving as my father had been, both in the courtroom and out, providing my father guidance during his rise to power in Italy. The fact Giovanni been disbarred had troubled him greatly, but he’d adapted to an entirely different lifestyle, one that seemed to suit him given his rosy cheeks and twinkling eyes.

      How much blood had been shed, carved into the earth and sprinkled amongst the vines over the years? How many men had lost their lives as my grandfather and father had made it their mission to destroy the Berlusconi Empire, still a powerful force? The days of bloodshed had been many, the screams of families who’d lost loved ones still echoing in my mind, but my father had been determined to make good on my grandfather’s promise.

      And it had nearly broken him.

      Was it really any different in the United States? The enemies were just as ruthless, leaders attempting to take what belonged to my family. The memories of my former life were bittersweet.

      His office was much the same as I remembered, a dark yet comfortable and expansive room full of law books, placed in an orderly fashion in floor-to-ceiling bookshelves created from the finest exotic woods. The two huge leather chairs took up a good portion of the room, his massive mahogany desk the centerpiece. He had an impressive view of the vineyards, the lush greenery a reminder of his hard work and diligence to bring a once dilapidated business back to its glory. I was more than impressed with how much he’d accomplished over the years.

      The legitimate business had brought us significant wealth over the years, but it was never enough for my father. Now the casinos and real estate development had become more important to him. I’d never realized how much I’d missed being here until now.

      My last visit had been over five years before, the location the only place I’d felt comfortable coming to after losing Danielle. Those four weeks had been little more than a blur given I’d been a shell of a man, avoiding life as well as my responsibilities. Even my family hadn’t known where I’d gone to hide and heal. Only with Giovanni’s and his wife Carmella’s constant care had I finally returned to the land of the living.

      “Giovanni.”

      He pulled me into an embrace, slapping me on the back. “It’s been too long. How is life in America?” As he pulled away, he had a genuine look of concern on his face.

      “Profitable. And yours?”

      “Never been better. We are expanding again, which I’m excited about.”

      Smiling, I suddenly felt as if I was home. I’d spent more time here than in my father’s house my teenage years, even working the vineyards in repayment of my sins. I wanted to laugh at the memories of how difficult I’d been as a kid. “I meant to return more frequently but business has kept me away.”

      “I understand. After your call, I investigated some of your recent… troubles.” He gave me a hard look, shaking his head. “You have pissed off some people. Yes?”

      “My troubles. Word travels fast. It would seem I may have pissed off more than one powerful organization. I will crush them if necessary.”

      As he laughed, the booming sound just as I’d remembered, he lifted a single eyebrow. “You are very much like your father, Valentin. Virile. Protective. Unyielding. May I also caution you that your future will be as difficult as your father’s was. You must choose wisely. How you handle your enemies at this point in your life will either bring you additional respect or more men who will become determined to betray you.”

      He’d always cut through the bullshit, often forcing me to hear things that I hated. His idea of tough love had been entirely different than my father’s but often the lessons that I’d remembered.

      He moved toward a cabinet, taking out two glasses and his preferred bottle of scotch. He’d introduced me to Macallan when I was barely eighteen, ensuring that I had a lesson in the finer liquors. He’d also been the man who’d bailed me out of jail more than once as a youth, managing to convince the Italian courts I wasn’t a delinquent. I owed him many things.

      “Wise words, my friend. I appreciate your accommodations.”

      Giovanni took his time pouring the two drinks and when he eased the bottle to the counter, I noticed his hand was shaking. As soon as he turned around, he noticed my gaze and sighed.

      “Getting old is a bitch, Valentin. Don’t ever let anyone tell you otherwise. Parkinson’s.” As he walked closer, his expression shifted, a moment of sadness sliding into his eyes. “I’ve lived a long life, son, but I do have remorse for all the things I wished I’d done differently.”

      I took a glass from his hand, both of us lifting in a salute.

      “Per una vita lunga e appagante.”

      To a long and fulfilling life.

      The toast was one I’d heard my father say over the years, but it seemed to have more significance at this moment. “I’m sorry. Is it manageable?”

      Shrugging, he moved to one of the leather chairs, nodding toward the second. “It is progressing at an alarming rate, at least according to my doctors. I will lose more functionality every month, rendering me useless by the end of the year. Imagine the irony. I was once a boxer, a man considered the best in Italy. Did your father ever tell you that?”

      “No, I assume there are many secrets.”

      Chuckling, he lifted his glass, twisting it in the light. “There will always be secrets, son. It’s how you handle them that matters. Do you need anything else from me? I still have certain… connections.”

      I adored the man, including his lust for life, and his adoration of his family. Bella had come along very late, a gift from God, he’d called it. His other two children had gone on to live their lives far removed from Gio and his wife, wanting to separate themselves from what they considered a reprehensible family. The loss had almost killed him. Then Bella had come along. I’d almost killed his two sons with my bare hands for disowning them, but it hadn’t been my place.

      “As I said, that’s one reason I’m here. I was hoping you had some knowledge about the Adamos clan. I’m not certain of their origins in Poland.”

      He took a sip then another. “Bastardi del cazzo senza valore,” he hissed.

      Worthless fucking bastards.

      “There must be a story,” I said quietly, studying his now hardened expression.

      “They were animals. Nothing more. They made a deal with the devil during the Great War, selling out their own communities in exchange for power.”

      The Great War in his and my father’s minds was World War II. “The Nazis.”

      He nodded, polishing off the rest of his drink. “I won’t tell you about the torture their own family members received after their betrayal or the riches that family was awarded by Hitler himself. They rose to power soon after the end of the war, claiming territories that didn’t belong to them. At least your father had a hand in almost destroying them.”

      Wait a minute. My father had never told me the story. “What are you talking about?”

      Giovanni eased to the edge of his seat, shifting his glass back and forth. “He never told you?”

      “Why should he?”

      “Because that was one of the reasons that he decided to make the United States his new home. They were just as brutal after the war, perhaps more so.”

      “Why didn’t I hear about them?”

      “Perhaps because there wasn’t a single Cosa Nostra or any smaller families that acknowledged them. They were the scourge of the earth, nothing more than cockroaches. For a time, it was believed they’d lost power. Then the last generation began to make inroads into Italy, also expanding into the US. I’d thought them eliminated again after hearing almost nothing about them for several years. It would seem I was wrong. What has your father told you?”

      I was floored, trying to remember if my father had ever said anything. I’d known he’d had some difficulties during the last few years, some of his holdings and power stripped away, but to that extent, nothing had been said. “That’s the problem. He’s told me nothing. Tell me the story.” A wash of anger slid up from my loins. My father had allowed us to be tossed into an ambush. Why hadn’t he eliminated the small clan when he’d had a chance?

      “I’m afraid I can’t do that, Valentin. I made a promise to your father that I intend on keeping. You’ll have to ask him.” He jerked up, swaying slighting then bolting for the bottle. “But know that if they are intent on strengthening their hold in America, then you should be worried. They have money hidden away, continued riches from their affiliation with Hitler. They also have continued backing from the descendants of the original family who dishonored their people. I fear they have additional retaliation on their mind.”

      Retaliation.

      Now?

      I took a sip, closing my eyes. At least I had my reason why they were determined to invade my family’s territories. How much bad blood remained between the two families, I couldn’t be certain. However, talking with my father was imperative. “This must have been planned for some time.”

      As he returned, he looked down at me and I could see sadness in his eyes. “Likely, which means they have hundreds of men lying in wait, prepared to fight. And, if that’s the case, then you and your entire family will need to work together. I will make some inquiries with certain friends of mine.”

      “I would appreciate that.” I fingered the glass, the force used nearly crushing the dense crystal. Why the fuck hadn’t my father trusted me with his concerns?

      “Enough about business. Tell me about this woman you brought with you.” He suddenly had a grin on his face. I’d told him during the last trip that I’d never open my heart again.

      I sat back, taking a sip of my drink, the indulgence exactly what I needed. “I don’t know her. She may be a pawn or a red herring. I’ve yet to determine if either is the case.”

      “But you have feelings for her. Yes?”

      The question was more difficult to answer than I wanted. “Perhaps, but as you know, allowing another weakness into my life would prove to be detrimental.”

      “Valentin. I’m going to give you a piece of advice. While you’ve been gone from Italy and your extended family for a long time, you’re still the same young man I remembered, the reason I chose you as my child’s godfather. I know you were close to being broken with your tremendous loss, but you regrouped. Look at you now. You are strong, more so than your father, capable of separating the two worlds. The way you talked about Danielle was something I will never forget.”

      I bristled as I always did when anyone dared to mention her name, but with a man like Giovanni, I was aware he meant well. “Things have changed. The promise I made to myself I intend on keeping.”

      “That would make you a fool, which is not what I expect of you. You need a personal life in order to maintain your ability to become a great leader. Often, you father seemed to forget the importance, kowtowing to his love of increased power, sacrificing not only his needs but those of his family. I can’t tell you how many arguments we’ve gotten into over the subject.” He laughed softly, although there was a bitter tone in the sound.

      My thoughts drifted to how my father had changed over the years, the very love of power Giovanni had mentioned exactly the reason for his unconscionable decisions. “I’m afraid I’m too old to change my ways, Giovanni.”

      “Nonsense. You’re never too old. You had passion even after your loss, a hunger that burned brightly. When Bella was born, everything in my life changed and I was fifty-two years old at the time. For Carmella to be able to have a child at forty-five was a true miracle, especially after she’d had two miscarriages. The gift I was given I didn’t take lightly. Family complete with children are the most important aspects of any man’s life. I hope that’s something you will remember. If this woman is special to you, then ensure that she knows it every minute of the day you’re able to. It’s not just about expressing words of love. It’s about showing her that she is the sunlight in your world. Trust me, Valentin. That’s the only way you’ll ever be happy.”

      “Salute, my friend. I’m thankful to have you in my life.” As I lifted my glass, I allowed my thoughts to drift to Cassidy. I’d already brought her into my brutal world, which is something I hoped I wouldn’t regret.

      “Salute, my son. Now, allow me to make some calls. I know Carmella is planning a festive dinner for your return. I do hope you and your lovely woman will join us.”

      “Of course. I’d be honored.” I finished off my drink, giving him a respectful nod before placing the glass on the table and standing. There was much business to attend to, including speaking with Niccolo as well as my father. Whether or not the Russians were involved was vital at this point. I couldn’t risk starting a war that would end in additional bloodshed, especially given my sister’s marriage to Sevastian Kozlov.

      “I do want to keep your visit a private matter, Valentin. I do not need a visit in the middle of the night from a member of the Adamos family. I have far too much to lose.”

      I’d inadvertently placed my friend in harm’s way, which was not my intention. My anger at my father only continued to increase. Why hadn’t he told me about the past? “I assure you that only my brother will know where we are.”

      “Good enough. Now, go. There is much to see.”

      As I walked out of the room, closing the door behind me, I did what I could to curtail my rage, reminding myself that somehow Cassidy was also in danger. Or was she? I would find out soon enough. I’d know if she attempted to lie to me and if she did, I’d have no recourse but to cease the connection we shared.

      And that would destroy a part of me I’d long since thought had died.

      As I moved onto the driveway near the fountain, gazing out at the beautiful rolling hills, I thought about what Giovanni had said and glanced toward the waning sun.

      I had been happy for a short time in my life. As much as I wanted to feel the kind of intense love I’d once had, I couldn’t allow it again.

      The pain was too great.

      The loss too significant.

      But as I turned away, the wrenching sensations I’d felt a long time ago erupted deep inside.

      I had to get Cassidy out of my system before it was too late.
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      “Those we love never truly leave us. There are things that death cannot touch.”

      —Jack Thorne

      

      Valentin

      

      Death.

      It had been a part of my world since I could remember. I witnessed my first murder at six. While it hadn’t been something my father had planned, he’d used the incident as a learning experience. When I was fourteen, I was allowed to witness other acts of condemnation, as my father had preferred calling his methods of punishment. I’d thought I’d become immune to the loss of life, incapable of feeling a single sorrowful emotion.

      Then everything had changed on a beautiful spring morning.

      That was the day my world had gone black.

      Now the warming rays of sunshine were impossible to ignore.

      I fisted my hand around my cellphone, moving further away from the house before placing the call to Niccolo. The Luciano family didn’t need to hear more of my dirty laundry, especially Bella. She believed our family were nothing more than winemakers who’d made good in America. I would not allow her world to be destroyed because of the truth regarding ours.

      “Niccolo. What did you find out?”

      “The Kozlov family flat out denies that they were involved, which is bullshit. We need to plan a strike against them.”

      “The Russians could have nothing to do with the attack on The Raven. There are reasons the Casimine Adamos is determined to invade our territory that have more to do with the past. It would seem Pops is keeping a secret.”

      “Are you going to let me in about what that means, brother?”

      “I will, just not today.”

      “You’re a shit. Do you know that?” he snarled.

      “We’re not jumping to any conclusions, Niccolo. None. Including with the goddamn Russians. Do not plan any offensive action against them without my direct order. Is that clear?” I could tell he was surprised by my malicious tone let alone the command I’d given him. If the Poles were responsible, they were hoping we’d attack each other. I’d be eager to see if Giovanni was able to find out anything.

      My brother had never taken to following anyone’s rules, and he loathed the fact I’d been placed as head of the family.

      “Fine,” he said after a full minute.

      That would be the only affirmation I’d get.

      “Just so you know. Dylan was murdered, his body dumped just outside his house in full view of his family. I don’t think I need to tell you how angry and upset his wife is.”

      Sighing, I closed my eyes. “Make certain his family is well taken care of.” The assholes responsible were cleaning up after themselves. Or they were merely making another point. It had been a freaking mistake to leave the country. “And I will handle the Russians when the time is right.”

      “From Italy? Won’t you be too busy fucking the reporter?”

      “I suggest you remember who heads the family organization.”

      He laughed, cursing in Italian under his breath. “You mean the throne, big brother. Don’t you? I assure you that nothing will be done to the Russian scum.”

      “Good. I need you to run a check on every single employee in the goddamn Ritz Carlton as well as within our corporate headquarters.”

      “Looking for the mole? Are you certain you haven’t already found him? I don’t trust Brando like you do.” Niccolo stated harshly.

      “Just do it. The more information I have, the more likely I’ll be able to determine what we’re dealing with. What about the cops?”

      “Unfortunately, there are two different detectives sniffing around.”

      “Two? Other than Walsh, who are we talking about?”

      “Detective Josh Worthington.”

      Exhaling, my grip on the phone tightened as the realization slid into the back of my mind. She’d fucking been lying to me about everything. Every. Fucking. Thing. “What the hell does he want?” The change in my tone of voice was malevolent, the rage almost consuming me, so much so a wave of red formed a haze in front of my eyes.

      “I don’t know, but I had the distinct feeling he didn’t arrive in the middle of my office asking about you and the club because he’d been assigned to the case. Not his precinct. It would seem your little reporter has a hidden agenda.”

      There’d been far too many oddities, coincidences that I could no longer ignore. What the fuck was wrong with me even believing for one minute that she was a woman of virtue? There was no one left who was without a hidden agenda as my brother had said.

      “Yes, it would seem.” She would need to be broken, confessing her sins. Whether she’d intended or not, she was playing a significant role of unraveling my world.

      Laughter floated from behind me, my body instantly tensing. As I turned, the sight of Cassidy in a flowing dress, her long hair billowing in the breeze, brought out the savage from deep inside. “I will call you in a day or so after handling the business at the winery.”

      “I just hope to hell you know what you’re doing.”

      I ended the call, shoving the phone into my pocket. “So do I.” I studied her for a few seconds, keeping my distance. She appeared relaxed, as if she didn’t have a care in the world, a glass of champagne in her hand. As she walked beside Bella, the young woman pointing out areas of landscaping, I was struck by how peaceful the moment seemed, the trickling water of the fountain adding to the serenity.

      But it was all fake.

      There was a darkness inside of me that I’d managed to avoid once in my life, shoving it aside so that I’d been allowed to experience the true pain of giving a damn about someone. No. Fuck, no. That was never going to happen again. Perhaps something had broken in me from hearing she’d dragged her brother into the situation. What the hell had been her real intent by coming to La Travitorria? Had she intended on expanding her territory, finally able to grab the brass ring of New York? Was there a connection to the Adamos family, her actions nothing more than a vendetta?

      Whatever the case, I would learn the absolute truth.

      Then I would dispose of her.

      But not before enjoying another round of our game of cat and mouse. That’s all this was. Nothing more.

      I remained where I was, studying her, watching her.

      Hungering for her.

      My need was as strong as that of breathing air, yet the intensity of the desire had changed, becoming more intolerable to force back in the cage.

      If she wanted a taste of my world, why not the hell not give it to her? As far as breaking her, that would be easy to do. I was damn good at it. Hell, I was nearly perfect at destroying anything good in this world.

      Suddenly, it was as if my dolce angelo sensed my presence. She stopped, brushing hair from her face then tipping her head in my direction. There wasn’t enough distance between us to deny the attraction, the caustic explosion of heat enough to singe the earth. I took several deep breaths, the hard thudding of my heart as painful as it had ever been.

      She said something to Bella then walked in my direction, a pensive look on her face.

      I wanted to rip the beautiful dress away, to destroy what goodness she had left. The monster in me wanted to break her into little pieces, shattering her world and destroying her mind until the only salvation she’d find was in my arms.

      And in my bed.

      Yet as she walked closer, I looked away. It was as if I had the capability for forgetting about her sins, ignoring the possibility of betrayal. Why? Why the hell was I risking my life and that of my family because of this woman? It was intolerable, yet the electricity that soared was unstoppable. With Cassidy, everything was different, the emotions stronger, the longing breathtaking.

      “What’s wrong?” Cassidy asked, still remaining a full yard away from me. Perhaps she’d sensed my continued discord.

      She was beautiful in the dress, the pastel flowers against the light background creating the illusion of romance. Even the sandals she’d been forced to borrow were feminine and perfect for her, thin leather straps wrapping around her small ankles. She appeared more fragile than I knew her to be, but there was no doubting the strong resolve in her eyes, or the glint of her emotion.

      Passion.

      Unbridled hunger.

      The same fucking need that I had.

      After taking another series of deep breaths, I snapped my head in her direction. “Come here.”

      “What are you doing? What’s wrong?” she asked, another hint of raw fear rushing into her system.

      “I said. Come here. Do not make me ask you again.” I kept my gaze locked on her, her scent more intoxicating than before, so intoxicating my balls tightened.

      She finally did as I commanded, the grit and determination on her face intense. After yanking the glass from her hand, I placed it on the edge of the fountain. “You’re coming with me.”

      “Where?”

      I grabbed her wrist, dragging her behind me as I headed for the bank of olive trees.

      “Valentin. Talk to me. Did something happen?”

      I knew every inch of the surrounding grounds, and most of the vineyards as I’d walked them every single day I’d come here to heal. My innate knowledge of the location would prove to be useful.

      “You wanted to crawl inside my world, Cassidy. Well, today is your lucky day.” I kept my fingers wrapped tightly around her wrist, yanking her down the knoll and heading for the rows of olive trees. They would provide seclusion as well an excellent material to be used for discipline, which is exactly what I’d provide if she tried to lie to me.

      While she remained silent as I continued walking, I could hear her heavy breathing, could almost read her mind. After moving through the long rows until we were hundreds of yards away from the house of any prying eyes, I dragged her back against my chest. Then I wrapped my hand around her throat, forcing her to look up at the majestic creation from God.

      “Take a good look at that, Cassidy. That tree is over three hundred years old. Look at the expansive branches and the fruit that covers them. Do you see the scars in the trunk? That tree has lived through several floods, and two fires on this land that ravaged thousands of acres. It also survived mankind.” As I tightened my hold, I was shocked that she wasn’t struggling nor was she making any sound.

      I lowered my head, able to peer into her eyes. There were no tears as I would have expected. She continued to drive a stake into my heart with her softness and her vulnerability, but dear God, it was her resolve and her refusal to accept my brutal actions that intrigued me even more.

      And I wanted her.

      I needed her.

      “Who are you?” I asked as calmly as possible, fighting the urge to rip off her clothes, fucking her relentlessly.

      “You know who I am.”

      “Do I? You lied to me from the beginning. Finding out that you are a reporter was the first red flag. Then I discovered what you’d been hiding. You’re right, Cassidy Worthington, daughter of Police Commissioner Colin Worthington. I do know who you are. You are a well-known and highly respected anchor and special feature reporter for Channel Twelve in Chicago, Illinois. The features you’ve covered have included some pretty nasty innuendos regarding the Adamos crime syndicate. The information you provided from a private interview with Lazor Adamos resulted in the Chicago police in conjunction with the DEA making several arrests. You’ve been courted by several national news programs, including New York. Is there anything that I just told you that’s incorrect? If so, please do tell me as I want to make certain I do indeed understand exactly. Who. You. Are.” While I wasn’t certain about a possible job offer in New York, the instant I threw out the accusation, I could tell I was right.

      She didn’t answer, which only fueled my anger. I kept my hold tight, my cock aching to the point I could no longer focus. She was finally trembling in my arms. Perhaps I’d broken through to her, allowing her to get a better understanding of the bastard she’d fucked with. When she continued to remain quiet, I moved us both closer to the tree, peeling away one of the smallest branches, the flexible wood perfect for providing her with discipline in order to give her incentive.

      “Did you really think you could hide your true identity from me? You appeared at my family’s restaurant then at my club. You expect me to believe it was coincidental? I don’t believe in coincidences any more than I do in fate, Cassidy. And I find it particularly interesting that your brother, your detective brother has been asking questions regarding the incident at my club. Now can you understand why I need answers?”

      “I…”

      “Whether or not you do no longer matters. You’re going to be punished.”

      “You’re an asshole. I told you why I was in New York. I just…”

      “You just what, forgot to mention the rest?”

      “Why the hell do you think I was required to tell you anything?”

      “Because you knew exactly who I was before you not only allowed but encouraged me to bed you.”

      She managed to jerk her arm away, the hard slap not only expected but understandable. I closed my eyes, calming my rage before speaking again.

      “Why don’t you go ahead and tell me once again how much you hate me? It’s fine. You’re right to do so, but I’m going to make certain you understand and accept who and what I am finally. Maybe then you’ll realize you can never lie to me.” I fisted her dress, prepared to rip it away, lust ready to take over everything else.

      “Don’t! Please. It’s not mine.”

      “I’ll buy Bella another fucking dress.” She gave a damn about the dress and not the angry monster she was facing?

      She threw her head over her shoulder, the look in her eyes slamming a sledgehammer against the stake already positioned just above my heart. “No. I’ll take it off. You can’t disrupt her life because of me.”

      Exhaling, I took a step backward, forcing myself to look away as I stripped away leaves and extra bark from the switch, trying to control my breathing. This woman defied all odds, pushing me into round after round of feeling remorse.

      Adrenaline poured through my veins just as desire had stripped me of all rational thoughts. I would punish her for making me incapable of keeping my distance.

      I snapped my head in her direction just as she was removing her panties in anticipation of her spanking. The sight of her naked, voluptuous body standing under the massive tree was breathtaking, my cock shoved against my jeans.

      My old jeans.

      The drawer had been filled with jeans and tee shirts, the only clothes I’d found comfortable during those hard weeks.

      I rubbed my jaw, finally controlling my breathing. Cassidy needed this. I would do what was necessary. “Place your hands against the tree and spread your feet.”

      “You’re frightening me.”

      “You should be frightened of me, Cassidy. I’m a very bad man. I thought you knew that. Now, do as I say.”

      Everything about the woman surprised me including that she didn’t argue or hesitate to obey me, shifting closer to the tree then leaning forward, planting her palms against the bark before opening her long legs.

      I allowed my gaze to the sandals, concentrating on them for a few seconds before slowly returning my eyes to the silhouette of her face and full lips.

      “Now, we begin. Then you’re going to tell me who you’re working for.”
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        * * *

      

      Cassidy

      

      For all the pain I’d endured in my life, nothing had prepared me for this moment. It wasn’t about the agonizing sting as Valentin snapped his wrist, the thick switch slicing across my naked bottom, but the ache in my heart that I knew wouldn’t fade easily.

      The moment I’d looked across the courtyard, the sight of him in faded blue jeans and an old tee shirt with a college logo, I’d swooned like a lovesick girl. But as soon as I’d come closer, I’d realized that something had changed, information learned. I wasn’t surprised he seemed to know everything about me, only that he’d learn the only secret that mattered.

      The light had vanished from his eyes, the passion that had exuded from him disappearing. In its place was the kind of detachment that sent shivers dancing into my core. I’d gone way beyond feeling fear around him, but the uncertainty of which man would approach kept my stomach gutted.

      He was furious with me, the early lie followed by hiding the truth about my family too much for him to take. And the fact my brother had taken it upon himself to investigate the man felt like a betrayal. The coldness of Valentin’s words indicated just how furious he was. So I accepted the punishment, ready to endure whatever pain he found necessary to provide.

      Maybe a small part of me felt as if I deserved it. Everything was weaved together from the last few days into something I couldn’t comprehend, the emotions yanking me to another plateau. As much as I wanted to hate him, I couldn’t pull myself to those levels.

      The dangerous side of him excited me, the darkness dwelling in the pits of whatever soul he might have left churning my insides, making me hot and wet as always. Just the sight of his erection straining against his jeans was enough to make my mouth water, but he was determined to make me pay for his continued concerns.

      And for the past.

      I could feel it. I could sense it.

      He brought the switch down several times, the sound unlike anything I’d ever heard, more ominous than the belt. When he brought it down against my upper thighs, I bit back a cry, strangled by the lump in my throat.

      Even worse than the agony of the round of punishment was the silence. He didn’t say a single additional word as he snapped the switch against my skin over and over again.

      I bit back every cry, at least at first. Then I lowered my head, digging my nails into the bark, allowing the pain to sweep through me like the tidal wave of pleasure had in what seemed like so long ago. I wanted his arms around me, holding me against his chest, not to feel the harsh wrath of punishment.

      When I kicked my leg out, the anguish shooting down the back of my legs, he stopped, taking several ragged, deep breaths. Then he brushed his fingers down my spine, taking his time to caress my aching bottom, shifting the tips from one side to the other. I sensed so many emotions riddling him. He was a tortured man, what we’d already shared weighing on him heavily. The need to curl my body around his continued even as he continued the switching.

      With every hard strike, my entire mind and body was shifted into the kind of burdening desire that yanked me from reality, shoving me into the same need I’d felt before. No longer with the switching feel the same, nor in my mind was the experience intolerable. I remained thrown by how much the man affected me, releasing what was left of the chains holding my inhibitions inside.

      I lost count of how many he issued, but when he tossed the switch away, I sucked in my breath, uncertain of what to expect.

      Seconds later, he spun me around, cupping both sides of my face.

      “Do you not understand what that man at the restaurant or those inside my club had been sent to do to you? Was I not clear enough before? They would have killed you if I hadn’t intervened, taking you from everything you loved. They would have tortured your body in ways that you can only imagine in your worst nightmares. They would have… taken you away from me. I couldn’t allow that to happen. Not then. Not now. Not ever.”

      “Tell me why, Valentin. Why? I should mean nothing to you. Right? I’m a weakness and you can’t get close to me. I know those assholes were hunting me. I know it,” I hissed, my throat tightening as I wrapped my hands around his wrists, my fingers shaking.

      “How? Tell me!”

      “Because I’ve been threatened. If I’d known they were following me to fucking New York, I wouldn’t have come, but it was my nephew’s graduation. My family. You do understand family, don’t you? Yes, I almost accepted an interview, but I’d decided I couldn’t. I just… I don’t know what you want me to tell you.”

      His eyes were wild, almost unrecognizable. “They threatened you?” His voice was little more than a growl.

      I tried to look away, but he shook me, making certain I wasn’t going anywhere. “Yes, because I’m a goddamn reporter. I didn’t readily provide any information to the cops from the interview I had with Lazor. I’m not stupid. It was stolen from my home. Someone broke inside and took it. I said some pretty shitty things about the Chicago mafia family, but nothing like what I heard from Lazor. I’d never planned on using it.”

      “Who had access?”

      “I have no idea. I hid where I lived. I used a different name. I was careful to pay attention that no one was following me.”

      His eyes were wild as he absorbed what I was telling him.

      “The truth is that I hate what you people do, but I did it because it’s my job. I need money. Okay? I’m not rich. My daddy doesn’t give me an allowance. I lost almost everything I had so I need to work. I assure you that I had no clue I was in some monster’s restaurant. I wanted to get something special for my mother, goddamn fucking eclairs. I don’t know what my brother does on his job and yes, my father is the commissioner. What you don’t understand is that I moved away from New York on purpose. I won’t return. Job offer or not. You don’t know me at all.”

      “And you don’t know me.”

      “Yeah, I do, Valentin. You’re a vicious criminal who never wants to care about anyone else. Right? You loved someone you lost. Danielle. That’s why you came here five years ago, spending time in a lonely room, pining away.”

      His expression changed again, another volley of hatred and distrust, fury and indecision crowding his face. “How dare you.”

      “How dare I what, care about you? You’re right. That’s the problem. I wanted to hate you, disgusted with you and what you did for a living, the family you were born into, but that’s impossible. I can’t. I just can’t.”

      “Why, Cassidy? Tell me why you can’t hate the bastard who just whipped you with a switch? Tell me why you aren’t struggling to get out of my arms.”

      I sputtered as I stared into his eyes, fighting with the intense urges, the kind of hunger that had already dragged me into hell. There was no denying him or the way I felt. It was a sin, one so awful I couldn’t stand myself, but nothing would ever replace the way I felt in his arms. “Because I’m falling in love with you.” The words were said without thinking, my mind a whirring blur of anxiety and anger toward myself.

      The silence was deafening.

      Then he crushed his mouth over mine, burying his fists into my hair and yanking me onto my toes. Everything about him was savage, more so than before, all the anxiety we’d both felt rushing to the surface. I wasn’t shocked by his roughness as he shoved and pinned me against the tree, pushing his heated body into mine. I craved the throbbing of his cock, the powerful moment as we were reduced to primal beasts incapable of sorting through right versus wrong.

      As he yanked first one arm then the other over my head, our kiss became uncontrollable, fierce in every aspect. Every guttural sound he made only fueled the raging inferno that had erupted moments before. It wouldn’t matter if we were seen, and no one would dare interrupt us. We were lost in the moment, incapable of anything but fulfilling the desperate need.

      He held my wrists in place with one hand, sliding the fingertips of his other down the length of my arm, moving to the underside of my breast, teasing me by rolling his finger back and forth. The kiss became a powerful tool, his tongue dominating mine. I could drink the man in for hours, doing nothing more than exploring the wetness of his mouth.

      But I knew it wouldn’t last for long, his needs increasing every second. When he pinched my nipple between his thumb and forefinger, I arched my back, finally struggling in his hold. I wanted to touch him, to rip the tee shirt away, allowing me to touch his chiseled body. Yet what I needed more than anything was for him to press his body against mine.

      Stars floated in front of my eyes as he twisted my hardened bud, enjoying the wash of pain even as my bottom continued to ache from the hard round of punishment. When he slid his hand down, pushing it between my legs, I wrapped one leg around him. The second he drove his fingers past my swollen folds into my tight channel, I managed to yank a hand free, ripping at his shirt.

      He slapped his hand against the tree, breaking the moment of intimacy, growling as he stared into my eyes. “I’m going to fuck you, my sweet angel. Hard and fast. Is that what you want? Is that what you’ve been hungering for?”

      “Yes.”

      “Louder.”

      I laughed, closing my eyes as I trailed his arms with my fingers.

      “Tell me what you want. Tell me.”

      God, I loved the deep gruffness of his voice, the tone sexy and dark.

      “Fuck me, Valentin. Please, thrust your cock inside of me. I’ll do whatever you want. Just fuck me.”

      “Be careful what you promise me, Cassidy. I’ll hold you to it.”

      He wasted no time, wrenching his zipper, laughing darkly as he freed his shaft. I shoved my hands under his shirt, digging my fingers into his muscles as he yanked my other leg around his hips, impaling me with a single brutal plunge.

      “Oh, God. Yes. Yes…” I lolled my head, gasping for air as he pulled all the way out, driving into me again.

      And again.

      I was forced to wrap my arms around his neck, intertwining my feet as the savage fucking continued. Never had a man filled me so completely, stretching my muscles until the ache turned into an explosion of sensations.

      He was a wild animal, fucking me as if he’d never been allowed to experience the carnal need before. Every sound he made was a sweet orchestration, every thrust more incredible than the one before.

      My body started to tremble, my mind a huge blur as I kept my eyes closed, allowing images of his naked body to rush past my periphery of vision.

      “Come for me, baby. Come on my cock.”

      His words were almost a garbled mess, but my body responded to the command without question, a beautiful release pushing me straight into utter euphoria.

      “Oh. Oh. Yes!” My scream floated well above the trees, pitching toward the sky. What did I care? I was in his arms. I could feel his heartbeat. I could tell what I wanted.

      This was so right. So…

      As another wave rushed over me, I licked my lips only to have him capture my mouth all over again, the heated moment less fervent than before. He rolled onto the balls of his feet, switching the angle, the action stealing my breath. I clung to him as if he were a lifeline, no longer capable of thinking clearly.

      I finally opened my eyes, wanting nothing more than to watch him as he took what he wanted, draining me of any doubt. I tangled my fingers in his hair, swallowing several times as a single bead of perspiration trickled down the side of my face.

      “So damn sexy,” he muttered then dragged his tongue across the salty bead, issuing a string of low and husky growls. I’d already melted into him, submitting to his brazen desires, but I wanted more.

      Valentin seemed to sense my hunger had yet to be satisfied, laughing softly as he eased me away from the tree. When he started walking, I was thrown, darting a look over my shoulder. I could see a field of green in the distance, wildflowers growing on two sides. Laughing, I was surprised how free I felt, incapable of concentrating on the accusations or the reality of what either one of us was facing.

      We both needed the moment, the freedom to share in our passion without the fear of being hunted. I looked at him again, pressing my forehead against his, tangling my fingers in his hair.

      Maybe I was fooling myself that he cared more than he did. Could a man like Valentin ever find happiness after a horrible loss? As the last of the afternoon sun splashed down over us, he eased onto his knees, lowering me to the grass. I was delighted when he ripped off his shirt, tossing it aside.

      He took his time hovering over me, cocking his head from side to side as he raked his eyes across my face. “As I told you before. There is no turning back. You are mine.”

      The statement wasn’t made in anger, just simple words that superseded all decency or rules made by God and man. He was taking a possession, but there was so much more to his intentions.

      They scared me.

      No, they fucking terrified me.

      “I don’t…”

      He couldn’t handle a weakness, let alone baggage. When he pressed his finger across my lips, shaking his head with as much authority as if he’d issued a command, I slid my tongue across, my reward a slight smile on his carved and defiant face.

      Then he eased between my legs, lowering his body and easily slipping his cock inside. This wasn’t about the rough fucking of two animals but furthering a connection that neither of us could ignore.

      He remained over me, shoving his palms against the grass, watching me as he drove his cock in and out. I pressed my hands against his chest, kneading his skin as he made love to me. As I stared into his eyes, the deep blue from before returning, I was given another precious glimpse into his soul, grasping and yanking the goodness I knew existed within him. Was I strong enough to handle what we’d started? Could I see myself truly caring about this man or had I simply become lost in a moment of lust?

      That I couldn’t answer.

      I wanted nothing more than to stay in this moment, the scent of flowers adding to the fragrance of our sex. There was barely a cloud in the sky, the light breeze wafting across us creating goosebumps. It was perfect in every way.

      As I rolled my hands over his shoulders, he whispered several words and phrases I couldn’t understand, but I sensed by the way he said them he was letting go. When he closed his eyes, I knew he was close to coming, but he seemed to have something else in mind, rolling me over until I was forced to straddle his hips.

      Laughing, I dug my fingers into his chest, squeezing my knees against him.

      “Ride me, my sweet angel.”

      I shifted up and down, clamping my muscles around his cock.

      He took a deep breath, shoving my hands aside and cupping my breasts. As I started bucking against him, I threw my head back, savoring the moment of blissful freedom.

      This time, there was no holding back, every sound he made a clear indication he wasn’t able to control his needs any longer. I bucked hard against him, my pussy aching. When he finally erupted deep inside, he issued a guttural roar.

      I’d always heard there was a fine line between love and hate. Maybe I should have realized that the first go around. As he pulled me down, I nuzzled against his chest, listening to the sound of his heart.

      An unsettled feeling remained as a bank of clouds suddenly rolled across the sky, blocking out the limited sun.

      And for some reason, I knew it was a foretelling of the future, one that was bleak and hopeless.
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      Valentin

      

      Scars. We all had them, whether internal or external, they were always painful, at least for a lengthy period.

      Mine were ugly, created from sheer torture, wounds that had nearly cost me my life.

      I wore them like badges of honor, memories that should never be forgotten.

      Sometimes they were a product of violence, a bloody and gruesome event such as war, whether fought for honor of a country or that of a territory. Sometimes they were self-inflicted, wounds that were picked on time and time again in an effort to dull the pain of everyday life. Then there were those that created a dull ache, a hollow feeling that never went away entirely because of heartache and loss.

      I could tell hers were internal, a part of her life closed off because she’d believed it was necessary.

      I held both scars, but only the ones inside had ever caused significant pain. Somehow, I had a distinct feeling another heavy graft of scars would soon form, pooling in my heart and soul, festering to the point of rupture.

      The beautiful woman sitting beside me had mentioned she was falling in love. In my world, that was detrimental. While my father had loved my mother, there was no burning passion, only comfort that they could share the joys and sorrows together, even if they hadn’t shared a bedroom for as long as I could remember. That’s all I’d ever known, along with often unsaid rules regarding whatever vice a powerful man’s children might consider partaking in.

      There was no doubt I wanted her in my life, yet there was no chance that was possible. But the passion, the need for her only continued to build, fracturing the thick metal shield that had formed years before.

      Yes, there would be lasting scars that would never heal.

      As Cassidy rubbed her fingers across my back, tracing the scarred skin where I’d been shot several times, I thought about what she’d said, her words still cutting into my gut much like her dazzling blue eyes did every time she looked at me. No, when she saw straight through me.

      The light breeze had turned chilly and as she pulled her knees to her chest, she winced from the pain of her discipline

      “Did I hurt you?” I asked.

      “Aren’t punishments supposed to hurt?” She offered a wry smile then lowered her head, peeking her face in my direction.

      I chuckled softly and glanced at the sky. “You’re right. They are. However, there is a time and place for all things.”

      “You say that as if you’re uncertain about being here.”

      “Perhaps I’m realizing that in order to protect you, there are certain people who need to be confronted.”

      She pulled her hand away, a sudden cold look appearing in her eyes. “I don’t need your protection.”

      “Are you so certain of that?” While challenging her at this point wasn’t what I’d intended, she needed to embrace the fact I could be the only man able to keep her alive.

      “Do the wounds hurt?”

      The fact she’d ignored the question meant she continued to hold back information.

      “Not any longer. I deserved the pain.”

      “Why?”

      “Why don’t they hurt?” I knew exactly what she meant.

      She rolled her eyes. “Why did you deserve it?”

      “Because of the things I did, the requirements of my position.”

      “Orders of your father?”

      I nodded, taking several deep breaths. “He has a way of making certain his soldiers perform a certain way.”

      “Is that what you do with your men?”

      Her question was one I had to think about. “Not always, Cassidy. I am a brutal man but I’m also fair. As long as my men are loyal and respect me, then I treat them fairly.”

      “Respect is earned.”

      “Not in my world.”

      “I’d hate your world,” she half whispered.

      “As I told you, there’s no turning back.”

      “You’re serious.”

      “You would be hunted because of our relationship, especially if not under my protection.” I dared to gaze into her eyes, expecting her to jerk away from me, but she opened her eyes wide, twisting her lovely mouth.

      “I can’t just stay with you, especially here. I have a life. I’m not a possession.”

      No, she was definitely not what I’d believed her to be or what my natural instincts had hungered for. When I said nothing, I felt her hand on my arm.

      “Will you ever tell me about her?”

      Her. The connotations hit me harder than I would have expected.

      I jerked to my feet, the same rush of goddamn anger replacing the quiet peace I’d been allowed to feel. I should have learned a long time ago that even peace was not allowed. “It’s a subject that’s off limits. Let’s get something clear, Cassidy. You wanted into my world, you’re now inside.”

      “Goddamn you. Why can’t you open up and tell me about your past? You act like you want me in your life, yet you won’t tell me anything. I can’t live like that. I’m not a puppet.” She pulled away from me, moving quickly toward the group of trees.

      I rubbed my eyes, tired of the same banter. Whatever she was hiding was based in Chicago. It was time to find out what that secret was. After standing, I watched her head into the olive grove and took a few seconds before following, remaining behind her.

      “You’re going to tell me about these threats, Cassidy. I’m done with playing games. You will be honest with me.” I’d lost control again, fucking her when I should have found out every fucking thing she knew.

      She pulled the dress over her head. I glared at the marks crisscrossing her buttocks and legs and sighed. While she’d deserved the harsh punishment, I almost lost it around her. I’d sensed she’d already retreated back into the shell she’d been forced to place around herself, acting as if that was capable of protecting her from a man like me.

      At least maybe now she’d tell me everything, realizing it was futile to try to deny me anything. I moved behind her, slipping her panties over her shoulder. When she bristled, I looked away.

      “Now, you’re afraid of me again.”

      “I’m not afraid of you, Valentin. I just don’t know what to expect from you. You hate me one minute and want me the next. I told you everything. I don’t know who threatened me, but I can guess. I’m no fool. Lazor Adamos thought I betrayed him. That was crazy. Of course I didn’t, at least on purpose.”

      “How did you get the interview with Lazor in the first place and what message was he trying to provide?”

      “The message was easy. He was trying to find out who assassinated his son, sending a message that he would hunt the person responsible.”

      An interesting method to use.

      After narrowing her eyes, she pressed her hand against her mouth. “As far as why me, I don’t honestly know. I had a call at the office, an exclusive offer. You can’t tell me the man didn’t know who my father was.”

      “No, you’re right, which is what makes the entire situation more interesting.” I watched her in fascination, able to see she was confused, which meant she was either a damn good actress or had been used.

      She grumbled under her breath, folding her arms before tipping her head in my direction. “When I accepted the job in Chicago, the incentive was allowing me a spot on the morning news as long as I handled various feature pieces for them. I was comfortable living in another state before that, but the allure and the money was irresistible. When I was tossed a story about a young woman who’d been lured into the Adamos world, something inside of me was thrown into a tailspin, needing to expose the human trafficking they were accused of.”

      Human trafficking. I’d never heard that’s what the Adamos clan was into. I bristled at the thought. “Go on.”

      “You don’t know me but when I have a story in front of me, I am dogged. After the first piece I did, that’s when I received the call from Lazor’s second in command, inviting me into the leader’s home for an exclusive interview. If you thought I was going to turn that down, you’re nuts. I was protected, not only by my cameraman and my producer who were with me, but we’d also brought a member of security. The interview was interesting, and it was supposed to be confidential, only certain portions released to the public after his approval. That was the deal that I tried to follow. Although Lazor never admitted his crimes, denying the human trafficking allegations, certain aspects of what he said were misconstrued, others used to link his organization to several murders, but not Lazor directly. The man was very careful in what he said. I only found out what happened the day I turned on the television, learning several members of his team had been arrested and Lazor had disappeared. From what I know, he’s remained in hiding.”

      My hackles were instantly raised. “Was there anything about the interview that seemed out of the ordinary?” If Lazor had gone into hiding, then it was entirely possible Casimine had taken the helm.

      Or Filip.

      “Everything about it was strange. The man was very… accommodating. We sat by his pool and he offered me food. He even asked me questions.”

      “What kind of questions?”

      “Typical personal questions about my life. Don’t worry. I was guarded in everything I told him. Is that important?”

      “Everything could be.” At this point, I wouldn’t rule anything out. There was a reason Lazor had asked for a meeting with her. I was more certain of that than ever.

      “When I saw the news report, I checked my files. That’s when I realized someone had hacked my computer at my house, which is where I’d kept my notes and the tape recording I’d done, which was left. The perpetrator was smart, the copy almost undetectable, but I’d learned from my father how to notice discrepancies, the time stamps and other indications easy to read if you pay attention, which I always have. By that point, it didn’t matter.”

      “Did you tell anyone about the theft?”

      “What would it matter?” she asked, almost exasperated.

      “That’s when you started receiving threats.”

      Her sigh was strangled and as she nodded, she avoided eye contact. “Less than two days after the first arrests. At first, it seemed like the few others I’d received. Then I could tell I was being followed.”

      “There was another reason you agreed to attend the graduation. Wasn’t there?”

      There was something about the way she brushed her fingers across her lips that indicated her reasoning had nothing to do with a family gathering. “Okay, fine. I planned on talking to my father, asking his advice, but I just…”

      “Because you’d met me.”

      “Maybe. I don’t know, Valentin. My father went on and on about crucifying you and I didn’t have the stomach to pull him into my world in Chicago. He would have demanded I come home, which I didn’t want. Maybe I thought I was overreacting, but you’re right. I knew I needed help. Hell, I was at the point of getting out of Chicago altogether. It’s just not as easy as you think.”

      I studied her, noticing the twitch in the corner of her mouth.

      “What are you hiding, my angel?”

      “I’m not hiding anything.”

      Her insistence was far too quick, another indication she had more to tell me.

      “When was the last threat?” I asked, inching close enough she seemed uncomfortable with my presence.

      “I don’t know. Two weeks ago?”

      “Yet they used their connections, family members who hunger to take a piece of my territory and easily found you outside my restaurant. How is that possible? Whatever the reason, that you’re lying to me will not be tolerated. I need to know if I can trust you.”

      When she turned to face me, she lunged forward, pummeling her fists against my chest. “Trust? You’re demanding to be able to trust me when you dragged me away to another country? I’m not your enemy. You have dozens of those, hundreds. Millions for all I know.”

      I quickly grasped her wrists, holding her in place as struggled, her eyes shooting the venom that I’d seen since the beginning.

      “You’re right, Cassidy. I have dozens of people who would have no issue ending my life. Given that’s difficult if not impossible, they will do everything in their power to make me suffer. If that means destroying what little I care about, then that’s exactly what they’ll do.”

      “Does that mean you care about me? How is that even possible? You have no capacity for love or anything else.”

      I dragged her closer, taking several deep breaths. She had a way of getting under my skin, digging at the very scars that I’d hoped were sealed forever. “Yes, I loved someone before. Once. That’s all it took for me to realize that it can never happen again.” I said the words with far too much fervor, yet they needed to be said.

      “So you want me but only for sex. Is that it? To soothe the beast inside of you? I’m not that person. Just let me go.”

      I allowed her to jerk her arms free and when I did, she scampered away, moving to the very tree where I’d spanked and fucked her. When she looked up at the thick branches, she closed her eyes. “Maybe I do hate you, Valentin. Or maybe one day I will.”

      For a few seconds, I remained where I was, incapable of providing any answers, any kindness that would matter. Did I trust her? The question was not one I found easy to answer. “Danielle was my world for a few months. I was lucky to have them. She had a son, an adorable little boy. I’d been shot, taken to the emergency room. She was the doctor that night. Against my better judgment, I asked her out for coffee. One thing led to another. You asked if I could love anyone. The answer is yes, I loved her deeply, but fate decided to intervene.”

      Slowly, she turned her head in my direction. “What happened? Did some monster from your world kill her?”

      I noticed her lower lip was quivering. “I never allowed my world to interfere with hers, and certainly not since she had a child. He was precocious and everything to her. We pretended, Cassidy. We lived a lie until cancer took her from me.”

      “Oh, no.”

      Snorting, I rubbed my jaw, hating that twilight had already set in. There were times I hated the darkness, the stark difference in day and night a reminder of good versus evil. It had always been that way. “It was very quick, the cancer spreading to several of her major organs within weeks. I’ll never forget the day she was taken, a beautiful sunny morning, her favorite time of day. I wasn’t allowed to be by her side. I was a ghost, an issue for her family. Then her son was taken away, sent to live in another state with Danielle’s brother. I never saw him again. So you see, my beautiful angel, I’m not allowed to feel anything but pain.”

      “That’s because you refuse to allow it. That’s because you closed down. While I understand your pain, we’ve all felt something that gnaws at you, destroying love and trust, hope for the future and almost everything else in between. If you stop giving a damn about anything and anyone, then the devil has won. Then you’re driven into madness slowly, pieces torn apart, ripped and eaten until finally there is nothing left. Don’t allow the past to haunt you. It will eat you alive.”

      When she placed her hand over her mouth and nose, I sensed she’d felt the exact same anguish churning deep inside. Maybe the reason we were drawn to each other is because of the agony, igniting a passion that we’d shoved aside and tossed into the trash. While I was no psychiatrist, had no right to judge anyone for their feelings or their reactions to tragedy, I wanted nothing more than to comfort her.

      No, I just wanted her, my sweet, beautiful angel.

      I took long strides, moving behind her. She bristled then seemed to melt, allowing a few tears to fall. While I had nothing to say that could break the tension or ease the pain, I was driven to the very madness she’d mentioned, once again dragging her into my arms. When she finally eased the back of her head against my shoulder, something within me broke, a dam finally free of debris and chaos.

      She turned around, placing her hand against my cheek. “I want you in my life, Valentin. There is no rhyme or reason why, no answers that make any sense. I meant what I said to you. I am falling hard and fast and no amount of guilt or remorse can drive it away from me, but you don’t understand. You can never be a part of my world, no matter how small it may seem to you, it’s all I have. It’s the only thing that keeps me going.”

      “Your world has already become mine.”

      “No, it hasn’t and it can’t.”

      “Then tell me why. Tell me, angel.”

      Her mouth twisted as it had done so many times before, another wave of chilling anguish nearly gutting me. And even for a man who’d been through everything, I hadn’t been prepared for her answer.

      “Because I also have a child, a beautiful little girl they threatened to take from me. They can’t take her. I won’t let that happen. You need to let me go so I can protect her.”
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        * * *

      

      There were some secrets that should never be told to anyone. The fact she had a child changed everything.

      As twilight began to shift, the only light that of the moon, I guided her away from the olive grove, heading toward the house, trying to put together the pieces of the odd puzzle.

      “Tell me about her,” I said quietly, the anger drained for now.

      “Her name is Molly. Molly Worthington. She’s almost four and just a little handful.”

      Even in the darkness, her love of the child was evident.

      “Where is she, with her father?”

      Cassidy laughed. “Her biological father is dead. Even if he were alive, I’d do everything in my power never to allow him to see her.”

      “Why?”

      She tossed me a look then pushed a strand of hair behind her ear. “He turned out to be a deadbeat. He cleaned out our bank account then disappeared. Later I found out he’d used the money to buy drugs. One day he left for work, and he never came home. When I got the call from the police, I was devastated, although I’d known something had been wrong for a long time. He was moody, every trip he took for business driving him into silence for days afterward when he returned. I was at the point of breaking up with him. Then he disappeared.”

      The story was interesting and very painful for her. “Were you married?”

      “Oh, God, no. My family would have disowned me.” Her laugh was bitter. “Besides, he didn’t want a family, asking me more than once to have an abortion. I should have tossed his ass out the door after that.”

      “When did he disappear in relation to the threats?”

      “You think he was the reason? He was a fucking VP of a marketing firm. He had nothing to do with my world and I had nothing to do with his. I never even went to his work. Too bad his cocaine addiction shifted to crack. At least he gave me Molly. Everything changed in my world in less than three weeks. He disappeared. The arrests. The threats. His body found.”

      “What was his name?” There were far too many coincidences. She was too close to understand that her ex had been hiding more from her than his drug addiction.

      “Why are you asking me all these questions? The main thing is that I need to make certain nothing happens to my baby,” she stated, becoming more emotional than before.

      “Because there are men trying to kill you, Cassidy.” As we approached the house, she slowed, finally turning toward me.

      “His name was Christopher Wren. Do you want to know his height, weight, what he liked to eat as well?”

      While the name wasn’t one that I recognized, there was something about it that also nagged at the back of my mind.

      When I touched her arm, I expected her to flinch and pull away. At this point, I couldn’t blame her if she had. “Where is Molly now?”

      When her eyes opened wide and she hesitated, I accepted that she’d yet to learn to trust me. “Somewhere safe. With a friend.”

      “She’s in danger, Cassidy. You are well aware of what Lazor and his brutal soldiers can and will do if they find her. You need to trust me.”

      She was trembling, trying to hold onto the jaded reality I’d presented her with. “I want to trust you, Valentin, but how can I? How?”

      “If you don’t and something happens to your daughter, you’ll never forgive yourself.”

      “What are you going to do, bring her here? Maybe we can buy a little house and pretend you aren’t who you really are.” Her laugh remained bitter, almost hopeless.

      “No, Cassidy, this isn’t our home. At this point, I will ensure she’s safe and have several of my men protect her as well as the friend keeping her.”

      “Just another cage.”

      “Cassidy. She’s in danger. There’s a reason Adamos wants her. That’s what we need to find out.”

      “Fine. I’ll tell you. But you need to promise me that nothing is going to happen to my baby. She’s all I have.”

      “Do you have a picture?”

      “I would if I had my phone, which is in my hotel room!”

      Sighing, I gripped her arms. “I had your things brought to my house. What is the code on your phone?”

      Cassidy eyed me warily, finally closing her eyes as she spouted off several numbers.

      “I understand what you think of me, and I am the monster you believe me to be, but I will never place a child in harm’s way. Never. Can you put your trust in me?”

      She studied me in the moonlight, her jaw clenched, the strong woman uncertain of everything. “I trust you, Valentin. Please don’t do anything to betray me.”

      I brushed my fingers down her cheek, making a silent promise I’d end the nightmare. As I turned away, feeling the same pain as I had five years before, my gut told me that whatever we’d go through in the next few days would change us both forever.

      Now I needed to protect not only the woman I never planned on losing, but her daughter as well. I couldn’t do that from Italy.

      Business would be concluded in the morning. Then we’d return.
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        * * *

      

      Pictures of the child named Molly are on her phone, the code 356712. Make certain that kid is okay.

      

      The text to Niccolo was another jab at my system, tossing me into the past once again. I shoved my phone into my pocket, my gut churning more than it had in months. I had a damn bad feeling a vicious storm was brewing.

      “She’s beautiful, my friend,” Giovanni said casually as he handed me a cognac.

      I could feel his heated gaze, studying me even more intently than before.

      “Yes, she is.” I’d dispatched three of my men to head to Indianapolis where the little girl was staying. At least I should be able to provide Cassidy with some level of comfort in knowing her daughter was safe within a few hours.

      “And you are in love with her.”

      I laughed, glancing in Cassidy’s direction. “Love is a dangerous thing in my world.”

      “You seem to forget I know your world very well. It’s time for you to settle down.”

      “You sound like my father.”

      It was his turn to laugh. “Well, we did think alike more often than not. I have some information that might interest you.”

      “And that would be?”

      “Lazor Adamos’ body washed up on a shoreline in Chicago a few hours ago.”

      “What?” This news was surprising.

      “From what my sources were able to find, the man was assassinated, a bullet in each eye, his hands cut off.”

      I was thrown by the method of kill. There was a single assassin who used the same MO, his signature. And I knew him well. I’d used him on two occasions when the intended targets had left the country. “Orpheus.”

      “I thought he was a myth.”

      I took a swig of my drink then swirled the rest of the liquid in the glass. “More like a legend. He’s dangerous, but I’d heard he’d retired.”

      “Sounds like you know him.”

      “I do. He’s pricy but always gets the job accomplished.”

      “Then you may have a problem, my friend. Unfortunately, it would seem you have a price on your head. Perhaps you’re going to have another chance at seeing him again. Sadly, under entirely different circumstances.”

      “They think I had Lazor killed.”

      “They, meaning his brother, Casimine. I’m certain it also extends to Lazor’s son as well. It’s a good thing you’re in Italy, although if this Orpheus is any good, you might need to enlist some of your men for protection.” He gave me a strange look, a twinkle appearing in the corner of his eye.

      “You know I can’t stay.”

      His smile was confirmation he’d already suspected. “As I said, you’re very much like your father. When are you leaving?”

      “After I handle business in the morning. Whatever is going on has a chance of destroying my family.” I turned my head in Cassidy’s direction again. “As well as the woman I’ve fallen in love with.”

      He patted me on the back. “Just be careful. When finding what’s most important to you, there’s always a chance of collateral damage. I don’t need to tell you that.”

      “No, you don’t. But this time, I have no intention of allowing anyone or anything to take her away from me.”

      “You are a wise man, Valentin.”

      As soon as she headed in my direction, he gave me a respectful nod and walked away.

      There were lines on her pretty face, anxiety that would only leave once she and her daughter had been reunited. I would move heaven and earth to make that happen.

      “Your friends are amazing,” she said quietly, her eyes searching mine.

      “Yes, they are.” There was an awkwardness between us that would be difficult to bridge, two people who’d become trapped in a world not of their making.

      I’d been born into the darkness, required to honor my family by maintaining certain standards of violence and chaos.

      She’d been forced to experience the aftermath.

      Our lust was fueled by the excitement of the unknown, a heightened level of danger. But I feared it would come crashing down, her heart crushed from the reality of who and what I was.

      Yet I couldn’t find it within myself to ever let her go.

      What I feared the most was no longer breaking her. She’d survive whatever I dished out.

      It was damning her soul.

      “Well, I’m going up to bed.” She waited as if I’d issue a series of commands.

      “Try and get some sleep. We’re returning to New York late tomorrow morning.”

      She didn’t ask why, merely accepted my statement knowing she had no say in the matter. When she turned away from me, everything within me wanted to keep her from going, to take once again what I didn’t have a right to own.

      For once, I was determined to do the right thing.

      After she left the room, I made one final call of the night. Sleep wouldn’t come easily.

      If at all.

      “Niccolo. I have news.”

      “You heard about Lazor?”

      “Yes, as well as the contract on my life placed by Casimine. I find that interesting.”

      Niccolo exhaled, grumbling under his breath. “You have a fascinating way of handling learning you need to watch your back. What the hell are you doing about it?”

      “Returning to New York.”

      “You’re a danger junkie, brother, but I understand. You’re going to have a mess to clean up when you return. I think I found your leak and it would appear you were also correct about being seen at the hotel. One of the bellmen is Filip’s cousin. You’ll need to learn to be more discreet in your love affairs.”

      I chuckled. “Orpheus is the assassin.”

      “Whew. Then you are a wanted man.”

      “It would appear that way.”

      “You should find an alternate location to stay.”

      “Yes, I should.”

      Niccolo snorted. “Which means you won’t.”

      “It’s time to end this war before additional blood is spilled.”

      “Even if that means working with the Russians?”

      “At this point, I will do what’s necessary to stop a war.”

      There was only one way to do that, and it was something I would handle myself.

      Upon my return, I would become the pain maker and the revenge I’d enact would become the sweetest peace of all.
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      Cassidy

      

      Pain.

      I’d experienced it during several periods of my life, gut-wrenching sensations that I’d believed to be the worst thing I’d ever experience at the time. Nothing had compared to the emptiness and dull ache boring into me. I sank further into the tub, finding some solace in the simple peace the bubble bath allowed me, even though the sting across my bottom was a reminder of the depths of hell I’d been forced into.

      Not because of being abducted or because I’d almost been killed, but because there was no possible way of breaking through Valentin’s shell. He’d shut down the day Danielle had died. I was a poor substitute to soothing the savage beast.

      I closed my eyes, trying to pretend that the luxurious bath complete with several candles was a small part of a fabulous weekend, but my nerves were far too frazzled. Visions of Molly’s little face rolled in through one part of my brain, more passionate ones of Valentin through the other. The combination left me feeling anxious, my heart racing.

      As I swirled my hand in the steamy water, I said another prayer that everything was going to be alright. While I trusted my girlfriend, the rest of the world I was no longer certain about. Even my family continued to drive a wedge between us by interfering in my life. I almost laughed, realizing that maybe, just maybe, Josh was trying to make certain the city of New York was free of pariahs like the Adamos family.

      Shit.

      And the Vincheti organization. I had to keep reminding myself that Valentin wasn’t a hero no matter if he’d saved my life. He was a killer, cold-blooded and heartless.

      Even if I’d seen the agony in his eyes one minute, hunger and deep passion the next.

      A sudden splash pushed a wave of terror into my system. I jerked up, gasping.

      Then I was frozen in time.

      Valentin.

      The warm glow of the candles didn’t do his exquisite, muscular body justice as he eased into the water, immediately sliding his legs against mine. I took a deep breath, my heart thudding for an entirely different reason. Just the way he looked at me indicated exactly what he wanted.

      All of me.

      My full surrender.

      The light contact of our skin sent a shower of shivers dancing throughout my body. I was breathless, blinking several times in order to capture every inch of him that remained visible. From this vantage point, he exuded a different level of power, still commanding yet the passion we shared the only thing on his mind.

      As he cocked his head, a slight smile curling across his mouth, I involuntarily licked my lips in appreciation. My action seemed to delight him, his eyes luminescent, twinkling even in the dim lighting.

      “I want you.”

      The three simple words were full of meaning, a statement telling me in no uncertain terms that I belonged to him. And at that moment, I wanted nothing else. While he remained leaning against the tub wall, his arms over the sides, he beckoned me with a tip of his head. For some crazy reason, I allowed my gaze to lock onto his voluptuous lips, the thought of kissing him for hours firmly planted in the forefront of my mind.

      When I shook my head in a crazy moment of denial, he issued a low but husky growl. Then he grabbed my arm, sliding me toward him, forcing me to wrap my legs around his.

      “You should know better than to try and push me away, sweet angel. I will never let you go.” He tugged me further until I was sitting on his thighs, his cock pressing against my stomach. He was hard as a rock, his extreme hunger driving me to madness.

      He had a gentleness about him when we were intimate, showing me by brushing a single finger down my cheek to ignite the sparks, the electricity shooting toward the stars. I shivered even in the heated water, goosebumps appearing over every inch of skin. My mouth was suddenly dry, my mind a blur. He was far too irresistible, pushing me to accept that we’d been driven together by unknown forces, and no one would be able to tear us apart.

      No matter how much danger we were required to face.

      “What do you want?”

      He chuckled, the deep baritone washing over me like smooth velvet, creating a firestorm deep within. “I think that’s evident. All of you. Every. Single. Inch.” He cupped the side of my face, lowering his head and when he pressed his lips against mine, I felt myself falling into a peaceful abyss.

      He would protect me at all costs, ensuring that the joy and passion we shared would go on for a lifetime. While a part of me knew that was a fantasy, I was willing to accept whatever fate had in store in order to share whatever blissful time we had left together.

      Maybe I would be damned for my desires, but I no longer cared.

      He’d broken through all my barriers, stripping away every inhibition. I was no longer a good girl, but a woman who craved everything the man was capable of giving.

      The kiss became a passionate roar, a testament of our connection. As he swept his tongue inside my mouth, I couldn’t stop tingling. Even the way he held me close, ensuring I couldn’t get away, enticed the wicked woman inside of me.

      He eased his other hand over my shoulder, swirling a single finger back and forth across my skin. Then he wrapped his hand around the back of my neck, holding me in place. I planted both hands on his chest, kneading his muscles as I shifted back and forth. The friction created was a buried acknowledgement of our intense longing.

      And I enjoyed teasing him until he couldn’t take it any longer.

      Every sound he made was guttural, his primal needs exploding to the surface. Exploring his mouth was sensual, adding to the ambiance and desperate need as it swelled to the breaking point.

      When he fisted my hair seconds later, yanking my head until my entire neck was exposed, my breasts freed from the water’s surface, I issued several ragged gasps. He was a famished beast, raking his lips and teeth across my chin, biting down on my pulse of life, his body shaking like mine. We were almost desperate in our hunger, clinging to each other as if this was the last night on Earth.

      Perhaps it was. Perhaps there’d be nothing left for us, but the chance was worth taking.

      I stared at the shadows creates by the flickering candles, no longer fearful of the ominous undertones. I was in his arms, the safest place I could be.

      Valentin rolled his lips down to my collarbone, taking his time nipping and licking before pulling me back to a full arc. When he blew across my nipple, I let off a series of moans. I was already fully aroused, wet and hot, my breath skipping as I tried to fill my lungs with air. He was a suffocating power, a man who refused to take no for an answer.

      And on this night, I didn’t intend on denying him a single thing.

      Just watching him interact with his friends, laughing at jokes and indulging in wine as the conversation around the massive dinner table grew lively had been incredible. Hearing the stories about the past, none of them laced with business or violence, had given me such an amazing view of the man, once a young boy, and a godfather who cared very much about Bella’s welfare.

      I’d been able to see a side of him I hadn’t known existed, and that was the man I’d fallen in love with, affirmed by every breath he’d taken, every word of passion dripping from his succulent lips.

      He pulled my tender bud into his mouth, flicking his tongue back and forth, creating a vibrant ache between my legs. I couldn’t stand not having his cock buried deep inside, driving me to new heights of pleasure. I raked my nails down his chest, my tight channel clenching and releasing. When he bit down on my nipple, I let off another cry, stars floating in front of my eyes.

      “Cosi bello,” he whispered. “So beautiful.”

      Just hearing the words in Italian was like sweet music, keeping me on the very edge, my hunger continuing to swell, my heart thumping to the point the sound echoed in my ears.

      He shifted to my other breast, repeating the delicious, sinful actions, leaving me at the point I was ready to beg him to fuck me.

      When he finally released his hold on my hair, I shifted against his cock, bucking hard enough water splashed over the side of the tub.

      “Does my sweet angel need something?” he murmured, nipping my chin.

      “Yes. Oh, God. Yes.”

      “Then tell me.”

      “You. Your cock.” The tiny laugh I emitted highlighted my nervousness as well as my increasing need.

      He blew a hot breath from one side of my face to the other. “Have you been a good girl?”

      I bit my lip then slid one hand under the water, squeezing his shaft before stroking all the way to his cockhead and squeezing. “Have I?”

      A low growl rumbled into the air as he yanked me on top. “Then do it.”

      As soon as I placed his cock against my swollen folds, there was no holding back for either of us. He yanked me down, holding me in place, the fingers of one hand digging into my hip.

      I issued a sharp cry, dropping my head and clamping my fingers around his shoulders. I couldn’t believe how my muscles spasmed as they accepted his wide girth, pulsing against his shaft to the point I was already close to an orgasm.

      “Not yet, angel. You don’t come until I allow.”

      His command only enticed me further and as he started rocking me, I stared into his eyes, mesmerized by how open he seemed, willing to allow me into his inner sanctum. This was exactly what ecstasy was made of.

      He was slow in his movements as he lifted me up and down, allowing me to feel every inch of his cock. I tangled my fingers in his hair, the longing intensifying.

      “I could fuck you for days,” he whispered, shifting his cheek against mine. When he darted his tongue into my ear, I couldn’t stop several whimpers.

      I clamped my legs against him, rocking gently, the hard beating of my heart matching the rhythm chosen. The water splashed over our heated bodies, boosting the explosive heat until I was breathless, gasping for air.

      He ran his fingers down my spine, allowing the rough pads to tickle my skin.

      “I will never hurt you,” he said; the thought lingered in my mind.

      I closed my eyes, allowing the sensations to continue building, my pussy aching as a joyous release pushed closer and closer.

      As he lifted his hips, switching the angle, I almost lost it, disobeying him again. I jerked away, purring as I watched a single bead of sweat slide down from his forehead.

      There was something sinful about his slight smile, the way he was looking at me. But I could tell he was searching the depths of my soul, determining how much of this was real.

      “I need to come,” I managed, laughing softly as vibrations skittered through every tendon and muscle.

      “Not yet.” Now his smile was coy, the man fully in control.

      “Not fair.”

      “Who said I was a fair man?”

      In answer, I bucked against him, lifting my hips from the water, leaving just the tip inside.

      “A very naughty girl,” he muttered, yanking me down again. He slid his arms under mine, easing his hands against my back, his fingers digging in. “Come for me, angel. Take all you want.”

      There was no holding back, no way of controlling my needs. As the climax rushed into me, I threw my head back, fighting a strangled scream. I was lightheaded, another blur of stars and colors racing across my field of vision. Everything about this moment was perfect, allowing me to experience the true bliss of our passion.

      The single orgasm was like a jolt of lightning, driving electricity into every cell. I was so alive and free, incapable of thinking clearly or focusing. And I was in utter euphoria.

      “Yes. Oh… Yes…”

      “That’s it, dolce angelo. Come for me again.” His command was darker, more determined and he thrust me up and down with wild abandon, driving me into another moment of uncontrollable need.

      I was shocked how my body responded, accepting his dominance, the orgasm even more explosive than the first one.

      And there was no chance of remaining quiet, my scream of euphoria floating all around us. As the climax turned into a wave, he whispered several passages in Italian, the lilting sound of his voice keeping me close to the precipice, my mind lost in the moment. When my body finally stopped shaking, he captured my mouth once again, pulsing my body against his, his rhythm never changing.

      I had no idea how long he kept the pace as the kiss became more savage, his tongue smashing against mine, his grunts and thunderous growls rumbling in my system.

      When I could tell he was finally unable to hold back any longer, his entire body shaking, I clamped down on his cock, savoring every moment as he erupted deep inside, filling me with his seed.

      He finally broke the kiss, his eyes rolling in the back of his head as he pumped me up and down ferociously. I could tell he wanted more. This was just the beginning of a passion-filled night, one that would bring us closer together. There was nothing more I wanted than to have his body curled around mine, our two hearts beating in unison.

      That’s what I wanted for the future. I only hoped the devil wouldn’t drag us both into hell.

      As Valentin opened his eyes, I could swear there was something different about his gaze. It was even more possessive, determined to keep me in a gilded cage for my protection.

      “I do love you, Valentin.” This time, the strong feeling was easier to admit, even though I doubted I’d ever hear the powerful man speaking the same words. The admittance would be too difficult for him.

      He brushed his knuckles across my face, tugging a strand of hair behind my ear. “You know what I am, Cassidy, someone you should run far away from. I can’t promise you I’ll be the man you need, but I will be the man you crave, ensuring your nights are filled with passion.”

      I wasn’t certain how to take his statement, but for the first time, there was more than just lust in his eyes.

      There was love, a tenuous hold on an emotion that he’d tried desperately to shove aside and for right now, it was enough. As far as the future, only time would tell, but I couldn’t imagine spending a day without him in my life.

      “My beautiful angel. You are my everything.”

      I closed my eyes, longing to keep the moment intact for as long as possible. Maybe, just maybe, it would be enough.
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        * * *

      

      Valentin

      

      As the bright moon swept in through the open windows, the light breeze allowing the scent of flowers to trickle into the room, I was more at peace than I’d been for a long time.

      Perhaps ever.

      Just having her in my arms was an incredible feeling. I kissed her forehead, smiling as she murmured in her sleep. She wasn’t just my angel.

      Cassidy had become my salvation.

      Sighing, I stroked her arm as I listened to the sound of night creatures, wishing we could stay here for an extended period of time, but life would continue to interfere. The next few days, maybe weeks would be treacherous. Just keeping her safe could mean losing her.

      Hell. I refused to think about that now.

      Love.

      It was different this time, more intense. I could feel it boiling my blood, keeping me on edge. I hungered for Cassidy more than ever, finding it almost impossible not to take her again. Somehow, I knew my weakness could destroy her, but there was no way I could ever lose her.

      As soon as I closed my eyes, the sound of my phone not only irritated the hell out of me, but an immediate shot of concern rushed into my system. Something was wrong.

      Rising out of bed, I grabbed my phone on the third ring, snarling my answer given the number was blocked. “Who is this?”

      As I listened to the caller, the dark, gruff voice one I recognized, I fisted my hand.

      Revenge wouldn’t only be sweet.

      It would become the most destructive force anyone had ever seen.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      An empire.

      The Vincheti family had amassed an empire over the generations, usually comfortable in whatever situation was tossed in our direction.

      Treachery.

      Bloodshed.

      Law enforcement.

      Nothing was insurmountable.

      Until this moment.

      I stood in my father’s office, staring out the window at his impressive backyard, the rolling landscaping carefully maintained by a service he paid a hefty price for in order to keep everything pristine. My mother insisted on it. However, the greenery and flowers, shrubs and fruit trees did little to calm my anger.

      Or my anxiety.

      We’d left Italy less than two hours after the call. I closed my eyes, still able to see a vision of Cassidy’s naked body writhing under mine, the passion shared between us incredible. Yet when I’d forced her to dress without telling her anything, remaining quiet the entire flight, she’d shut down as she’d done before.

      Goddamn it. I’d allowed the entire situation to get out of hand.

      Niccolo had arrived not long after I stepped foot in my father’s house, my brothers Salvatore and Dominik soon after. Only my sisters and mother would be left out of the conversation and the needed decisions. This wasn’t something I wanted them to hear.

      Or to worry about.

      “Any word?” Dominik asked.

      “Nothing since the first call,” I told him.

      “The bastard is playing games,” Salvatore hissed.

      That was definitely the case. This wasn’t just about a game of power any longer.

      “We need to get a handle on this,” my father stated, his booming voice filling the expansive room.

      He’d gathered together my brothers, our Capos, and two representatives from the Kozlov family. Being in the same room as Vladimir and Alexei Kozlov only added to the tension.

      As if there wasn’t enough of that already.

      Everyone was on edge, the Russians still angered by the accusation they’d been involved at the attack at the club.

      “We rounded up several traitors,” Vladimir stated from his perch on one of my father’s leather chairs.

      I threw a look in his direction, noticing he was comfortable in his surroundings.

      “Did they talk?” I asked. I’d already been told there was confirmation that several men from the Russian community had been lured to work for the Poles.

      Alexei snorted. “True patriots to the wrong cause, remaining silent to the end.”

      “Did you fucking try and obtain any information?” Niccolo snapped.

      “Maybe we should have been the ones to handle their interrogation,” Salvatore added.

      “Yebanyy mudak,” Alexei huffed. Yeah, maybe we were all fucking assholes.

      I sensed Alexei’s rage climbing as he walked toward my brother, sneering at him. “We have methods of torture that are almost always effective. Perhaps I’ll find it in my good graces to teach you the fine art of knifework one day.”

      “You fucking asshole!” Niccolo hissed.

      “Enough! This isn’t getting us anywhere,” my father snapped. At least he was overriding the goddamn Russians.

      “Bottom line. We need to deal with Casimine but the situation is delicate. We will do what’s necessary in order to keep this under control.” I kept my voice calm, even though the rage continued to build. What the fucker had done was reprehensible.

      “Agreed,” Dominik said quietly. Of all my brothers, he understood the most what I was facing, the possible loss something I’d never be able to get over.

      At least given the silence in the room there was some level of respect for what I was facing.

      “Other than the bastard’s demand, has he indicated how he wants to handle the issue?” Vladimir asked.

      Sighing, I turned to face the group, shoving my hands into my pockets, my drink remaining on the edge of the bar. There was no amount of liquor that would dull the pain that had nearly become suffocating. “As of yet, no. However, I won’t risk an innocent life. Whatever the demand, it will be followed.”

      “You’re a fool,” Alexei stated, shaking his head.

      I slowly turned my head then I walked closer. “It’s obvious you haven’t cared for anyone in your life. I feel sorry for you, Alexei. I really do. Perhaps one day you’ll understand there are more important things in life than business or the expansion of territory.”

      “You have a price on your head. You shouldn’t take that lightly,” Brando said from the corner of the room.

      “As I’ve had many times before.” How many assholes had hungered to kill me? My words seemed to echo in the room, or perhaps it was just the haze surrounding me pulling everything into a fucking vacuum. This wasn’t a situation I’d dealt with before. There was a code of honor amongst even the most destructive crime syndicates. Casimine had broken that honor because of his grief in learning of his brother’s death. My mind continued to wonder about the assassin. If Orpheus was behind it, he’d already arrived in New York. There was no amount of protection that would keep him from hunting me down.

      There was no such thing as friendship or even a professional relationship when it came to accepting a job. Money was the only player.

      “We sent a message of our own to Casimine, destroying two of his clubs,” Vladimir said in passing as he swirled his drink.

      “That will likely cause additional bloodshed, Vladimir. The intention was not to destroy innocent lives,” my father insisted.

      “A necessity, my friend,” Vladimir said far too casually for my liking.

      “Where is Filip?” Salvatore asked.

      My father shook his head. “Unfortunately, he’s yet to be tracked, but there isn’t a hole he can hide in where we won’t find him.”

      My two brothers had been handling other aspects of business, only recently brought up to speed with the situation with Casimine and his son. It would seem our list of enemies was growing.

      So much for power.

      “Who hired the assassin?” Dominik glanced at me as he sipped on his drink.

      “I don’t know for certain. I believed Casimine could never want his brother dead, but now, I’m not so certain.” I’d agonized over that question for hours. If not Casimine, then what other player had surfaced? With Lazor and one of his sons gone, that left a kid still wet behind the ears to run the Adamos organization out of Chicago. I doubted he’d had the balls or the knowhow to kill off his family.

      But with Casimine’s reaction, I had serious doubts he was behind his own brother’s murder. What I didn’t doubt was that the contract for my death remained in place, although given Casimine’s demanding phone call, it would appear he was determined to handle it personally.

      “Then what the fuck are the plans?” Alexei snarled.

      My father glanced into my eyes. I’d already told him what I had every intention of doing. If it meant the loss of my life, then so fucking be it.

      “First of all, we continue to garner information on the streets,” Salvatore suggested. “Someone will talk with the right incentive.”

      “That’s fine, but don’t do anything rash at this point. Valentin is correct. There’s too much at stake. We wait until Casimine makes a second call. Then we go hunting.” My father’s voice was unusually strong. He knew how I felt, but he refused to accept the potential loss of my life.

      “You will do nothing without my approval.” I allowed the words to sink in, glancing at every man in the room. While no one verbally acknowledged my command, at least they had the decency to give me their nod of respect. This was my battle to fight. Then the Russians could sweep the streets of every fucking Pole as far as I was concerned.

      “What about the traitors?” Niccolo finally asked.

      “They’ll be handled at a later time. This is the only thing that matters.”

      Another round of tension presented itself.

      “I think we’re done here. When Casimine makes contact, we will be in touch,” Pops said to the others.

      Vladimir took his time finishing his drink before standing. Then the man did something so uncharacteristic I bristled. He walked closer, placing his hand on my shoulder. While my inclination was to pull away, there was something entirely different about his intense gaze.

      “Pust’ kryl’ya angelov okruzhayut tebya,” he said then repeated himself. “Let the wings of angels surround you. We will help eradicate the scourge. Please keep us informed.”

      Perhaps most men would be touched by his words, but I wasn’t most men. The emotions I’d felt had been shoved inside a box, now chained with iron. If I didn’t, it would be the reason I lost something so precious.

      After they left, Niccolo cursed in Italian. Only my father seemed to tolerate the Russians, but at this point, the Poles needed to be taught a lesson they wouldn’t soon forget. “I’ll continue to have my soldiers search for Filip. There is still the issue of the two detectives sniffing around. What do you want to do about them?”

      “I’ll handle them,” Pops said. “I assure you that Commissioner Worthington can be a reasonable man. It’s all in how you handle him.”

      I nodded, taking a deep breath. At least the bases were covered at this point. However, I had no intention of remaining in hiding for fear of Orpheus surfacing. If he did, I’d be the first one to place a bullet in his eyes.

      “Call me, brother. For now, the club will remain shut.”

      “For now,” I answered Niccolo. The last thing we needed was to appear weak on any level. After glancing at the four Capos, they knew when to leave the family alone. Only then did I address our father. “Why didn’t you tell us about your victories against the Adamos family while in Italy?”

      I’d briefed my brothers earlier, and while this wasn’t the best time to confront him, I had no doubt Casimine’s act of revenge was based in part on the fact his family had all but been destroyed, his father killed by a much younger Cesare Vincheti.

      While my father’s face paled, he didn’t hesitate to answer. “Because whether or not it plays into Casimine’s decisions on attempting to destroy us doesn’t matter.”

      “That’s bullshit, Pops.” Salvatore was angrier than the rest of us, although he and Dominik had been much younger during our life in Italy, kept away from the family’s more unscrupulous businesses.

      “There isn’t an enemy that we’ve faced who doesn’t have a reason in their minds for hating us, determined to take what we have. My father, a man all four of you adored, served in the Great War. He saw exactly what happened to those poor people, many of which sought asylum in Italy. My God, the bastards all but crippled their own country, for fuck’s sake, all because of their greed. The unsuspecting Poles were tortured, their homes and children stolen from them. He instilled in my father a sense of pride that he’d been able to help. When the Adamos family decided to invade Italy, taking what didn’t belong to him, I was determined to keep them from destroying all my father had built. If you think I was the only one fighting to keep them from gaining any power, you’re wrong. If that’s the reason for Casimine’s actions, then I can look myself in the mirror without issue.”

      I looked at my brothers. We’d faced wars of many kinds, but nothing in comparison to what my father was talking about.

      “What it will do is make him relentless, his bloodlust consuming him.” Dominik’s words were well said. That was the issue. With a man like Casimine, his grief could cause him to act without thinking.

      “Do any of the rest of you want to challenge me?” Pops demanded as he pushed up his sleeves. “If so, do it now. Casimine Adamos has tainted blood running through his veins and I have no problem ending his life.”

      “Whatever we do must be handled carefully.” A dull ache formed across my temples. It was almost time to talk to Cassidy, a conversation that would nearly destroy me.

      “Valentin is right.” Niccolo headed toward the bar, refilling his drink.

      Another moment of quiet tension shifted between us. As Giovanni had reminded me, every family had secrets, only some had the kind of honor I believed my father had held.

      “Did you find the picture?” I asked after a full minute had passed.

      Niccolo sighed then brought me Cassidy’s phone. “Yeah, I found several. My soldiers were sent the best ones.”

      I snapped the cellphone from his hand, glaring into his eyes before turning my attention to the camera roll. Seeing Cassidy’s face again only added to the anger furrowing in my system. As I flipped through the photographs, one caught my attention.

      A man holding Molly in his lap. Only it wasn’t just any man.

      At least now I knew the reason Cassidy had been attacked.

      Now the stakes were even higher.

      Christopher Wren was none other than Orpheus.
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      Cassidy

      

      Anger.

      The strong emotion had welled up inside of me, leaving me with the feeling of being suffocated. The bastard had said nothing to me during the flight, providing no reason for the sudden return to New York. Since then, I’d felt like a prisoner, even if I’d been allowed to roam the massive interior of the estate.

      There were soldiers everywhere, all of them carrying weapons. I’d seen dozens of people come and go since we’d arrived. I’d also heard Russian being spoken. Whatever the hell was going on indicated an escalation of the battle Valentin and his family were facing.

      Maybe it had turned into a crisis. And I was stuck in the middle of it.

      While I certainly felt protected in the environment, I needed answers. I was finished with playing both the damsel in distress and Valentin’s plaything.

      I also had a terrible feeling in the pit of my stomach that wouldn’t go away.

      I moved down the hallway, avoiding the soldiers that left a still closed room. I knew Valentin was inside, the multiple voices floating past the heavy wooden door. Without hesitation, I sucked in my breath and barged in.

      The five men remaining inside all turned their heads in my direction.

      “Valentin. I need to speak with you. Now.” I didn’t wait to see their reaction. I could already imagine how furious he was because of my interruption. At this point, I didn’t care.

      Even though I’d already started to walk down the hallway, I didn’t make it four feet before Valentin grabbed my arm, slamming me against the wall. Then he shoved my cellphone in my face.

      “Do you see this man?” he snarled. Even after all we’d been through, he’d never been this furious or rough with me.

      “Yes. What does it matter?”

      He half laughed, his eyes wild from the rage that continued to build. “Because he’s a hired assassin, Cassidy, a man trained to kill.”

      “What? You’re crazy.” What the hell was he talking about?

      “Am I? Maybe your little game is something you thought you could keep a secret, but in my world, secrets ensure your early death. I hired this man on two occasions to handle business. Do you understand what I’m saying?”

      He dug his fingers into me and in truth, what he was saying terrified me more than his brutal actions. “Even if that happened before, he’s dead.”

      “Bullshit. He’s the man behind killing Lazor Adamos.”

      When I didn’t answer, he shook me, leaning in, his glare sharpening.

      “That’s impossible,” I huffed, but the nagging I’d felt the entire time I’d been with him surfaced all over again. He’d never brought any work home. There’d been no papers, every interaction on his computer kept private. While we’d had a joint bank account, he’d always transferred money from another account, one I’d tried to trace after he’d taken everything from me.

      Christopher’s laugh had been dark and dangerous.

      Just like the man holding me.

      “Come with me.” Valentin didn’t give me an option, dragging me down the hall past several rooms. Then he pulled me into a smaller living room, slamming the door behind him. “Sit down.”

      I knew better than to argue with him, moving toward one of the chairs and easing onto the edge.

      “Did you know? If you lie to me, so help me God.”

      Swallowing, I stared up at him as he paced the floor. “No. I knew something was off, but I already told you that.”

      “Do not lie to me! This is far too important,” he snapped.

      “I’m not lying. Why would I lie? My God. I hated the man. He lied to me about everything.”

      He snorted, shaking his head. “Unbelievable.”

      Okay, none of this was making any sense.

      “Are you trying to insinuate that he faked his death?” I finally asked.

      “That’s exactly what I’m saying.”

      I watched his reaction, the heat between us entirely different. He was distraught, his anger reaching a new level. “Why did he do this?”

      “I don’t have that answer. Do you realize I could be his next target?”

      “Why?”

      “That’s what I’m going to find out, Cassidy. However, that’s why you were targeted. Not your goddamn newscast or the belief that you betrayed them. Lazor Adamos was hunting for Christopher, if that’s even his real name. If I had to guess, he was the man responsible for the death of Lazor’s son as well.”

      I put my head in my hands, trying to make sense of what he was telling me. I’d lived more than just a lie. I’d spent years with a man I didn’t even know. “Why did he steal from me? Why disappear?”

      He laughed again, the sound sending chills down my spine. “Because he’d gotten too hot. He needed a quick escape. I’ll venture a guess his bank accounts had been frozen. He assumed another identity, Cassidy, but in doing so, he placed both your life and that of your daughter’s in danger.”

      I jerked to my feet, moving toward him quickly. “Then bring her to me. Here. Now. He can’t touch her. I’ll kill him myself.”

      There was a sudden change in his demeanor, a different look in his eyes. That’s when I knew. A wave of emotion rushed into me. Then it stopped cold, the realization that hitting me hard. “That’s why we returned. She’s gone. She was taken. Right?”

      My God. The bastard didn’t answer me. I closed the distance, smacking him across the face. “You fucking tell me the truth.”

      Exhaling, he lifted his head. “She was taken by Casimine Adamos. Your friend was bound in her home but unhurt.”

      I didn’t hear him correctly. I couldn’t have. “What did you say?”

      “He has your daughter but there is a way to get her back. In exchange for my life.”

      There was no way of processing everything I’d just heard other than putting it in a neat box until I could pull it out thread by thread. I pulled away from him, turning toward the window. “He’d kill a child for revenge.”

      “Yes, Cassidy. I believe he’s capable of doing something so reprehensible.”

      I was lightheaded, uncertain how I remained standing. “Then what are you doing to get her back?” I no longer recognized my own voice. I gasped for air, trying to find a way to focus.

      “What am I doing? I’m going to honor his wishes.”

      My world had been turned upside down. There was no light in the tunnel I’d been shoved into, no understanding of what could happen other than the loss of the most precious creature in my life. My knees finally buckled, and I slipped to the floor, everything around me moving into slow motion.

      Then I felt his arms around me, holding me against him. Moaning, I was frozen for a few seconds. Then I fought to get free from his clutches. “No, just leave me alone. Let me go!”

      “I will never let you go, baby. Never. I promise you that I will get your daughter back no matter what I need to do.”

      “You’re willing to die for her?” I sobbed, hating the fact I’d broken down in front of him.

      “If that’s what it takes, yes.”

      Shaking, I couldn’t seem to stop the tears or the hard thudding of my heart. Images of my sweet baby flashed into my mind. Why hadn’t I trusted him earlier? I almost laughed, choking instead. I’d had no reason to trust him. And now? He was the only man capable of bringing my baby back alive.

      “Why would he take her? She’s just a baby! Why?”

      “Because he knew I wouldn’t allow her to be killed.” As he rocked me against him, the warmth and comfort weren’t normal reactions. There was something wrong with me.

      “I can’t lose her, Valentin. I just can’t.”

      “I’m going to do everything in my power to get her back. I’ll move fucking heaven and hell if that’s what it takes.”

      “Does that bastard of a man Christopher or whatever the hell his real name is know his own daughter is in danger?”

      He hugged me even tighter. “I don’t know that either.”

      “What the hell do you know?”

      “That Casimine is going to call providing a location for an exchange.”

      “That’s when you’re going to kill him, right?”

      “My angel, that’s not how it works. He will use her as a shield, and I assure you that he’ll have dozens of his soldiers protecting him.”

      My mind was foggy making processing everything difficult, but I was no fool. “She won’t survive.” As tears continued to fall, all the fight was dragged out of me. For a few minutes, there were no words that could be said, no amount of comfort that could really matter, but I sensed his sadness and his love.

      And as it had done before, it scared me to death.

      “You’ll tell me everything, no matter if I don’t want to hear it?” I asked, although my tone was demanding.

      “I promise that I will. Unfortunately, I have no idea when he’ll make the call. However, please know that we are looking for any sign of him, including his son. I will get her back, Cassidy. I never break my promises. I need to go but I’ll be back.”

      “Can I keep my phone? Please? I promise I won’t do anything. There’s no one I want to call, including my family. I just… I need to see her pictures. I need hope.”

      The sad thing was that even if I called my father, I knew in my heart the only person who could save my daughter was Valentin.

      Sadly, in the process I could lose him or both of them. I was sick inside, incapable of making any rational decisions.

      “I’ll leave it with you for a few minutes, but I can’t let you have it right now, Cassidy. There could be some useful information in your photographs. However, I’ll have one of my men print as many of them as you’d like.”

      After kissing the top of my head, he let me go. When I looked down, he’d left my phone behind.

      And I’d never felt so cold or alone in my life.
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        * * *

      

      Valentin

      

      Thirty-six hours.

      Thirty-six fucking hours that we’d been searching for the bastards, determined to find Casimine as well as Filip. While my father had tried to insist that I remain on the premises, it had been impossible. But after scouring the city, taking out my anger on several loathsome individuals, I’d gotten nothing that mattered.

      However, there was extreme fear on the streets, word that a potential bloodbath was about to begin widely discussed.

      At least the damn Russians had instigated interrogations of their own. It had put the cops on notice, dozens more on the streets. While my father had spoken with Commissioner Worthington, the man remained itchy to use whatever trouble was brewing to bring us down.

      I moved toward the building holding the rat, Brando and two other soldiers remaining close. Brando had seen to it that no one had followed us. Niccolo had provided proof that the steward from the hotel had provided Casimine with information on my connection with Cassidy. While I was surmising the rest at this point, I would guess Casimine had already been told about Cassidy’s connection with Orpheus, using that as proof I’d been behind Lazor’s assassination. With her in their clutches, they would have felt certain Orpheus would come forward.

      I was in a foul mood from finding nothing, eager to return to Cassidy. She’d fallen into a near catatonic state, refusing to eat, every sound making her jumpy. I was ready to destroy the entire city in order to track the bastard down, tearing Casimine limb from limb until he told me where the girl was.

      This poor fuck would take the brunt of my pent-up rage.

      I strode into the building, choosing one that was already in the process of being demolished, a future condominium coming in its place. Even as I walked in, I heard rats scuttling way from the noise, their chirps making me cringe. A rat for a rat. At least the setting was appropriate.

      By the time I moved into the room where the asshole was being held, I’d lost some of my desire to take time with dissecting him. I also couldn’t give a shit if he had anything to offer. There was nothing worthwhile a low-level piece of shit like himself could provide that would appease me in the least.

      I stared at him, yanking my knife from the sheath inside my jacket. The men holding him backed away, all giving me a sign of reverence.

      They knew better than to fuck with me when I was in this kind of mood.

      Even Brando remained silent, which meant I was getting closer to the edge.

      The bastard immediately started to whine when I yanked his head up by his hair. Even his whimper pissed me off.

      “Pu-wese,” he managed. He’d been worked over more than once, his entire face swollen.

      “Enjoy your stay in hell.” A sudden chill coursed through me, shoving aside the anger until a strange sense of calm washed over me. Then I was able to concentrate, fulfilling my need for revenge until blood pooled around his feet.

      Seconds later, I backed away, taking several deep breaths.

      “What do you want me to do with him?” Brando asked.

      I turned to face him, prepared to clear the air between us. He was lucky he’d caught me at a calm moment, the sense of relief caused by both the act as well as the sweet scent of the man’s blood comforting.

      “Have the mess cleaned up but leave him here. A feast for the rats. I suggest you remember, Brando, what happens to men who dare defy my authority.”

      While he’d normally have a smart retort, he simply nodded then looked away.

      While Niccolo hadn’t been correct in his assumptions about Brando’s loyalty, I refused to allow a single man in my employ to believe they had any right to question me.

      As I left the building, the same men following me, I heard Brando’s sigh of relief.

      There wouldn’t be an additional warning. I was finished with anyone playing games.

      The single kill hadn’t been satisfactory.

      The return to the house was arduous, the dead end unacceptable. All I could think about was Cassidy, which only heightened my fury. As soon as I parked the car, I jumped out, immediately heading for the house.

      “What do you want to do now, boss?” Brando asked as I headed for the front door of my father’s house.

      “We wait. Although I want this woman tracked down.”

      When I handed him a photograph, he narrowed his eyes. “Who is she?”

      “The last traitor to deal with.”

      “Whew. Okay. I’ll hunt her down.”

      “You can start at the restaurant,” I said, huffing.

      I walked inside, listening for any sounds, Brando closing the door behind me. As I headed to find Cassidy, I realized blood covered my shirt. The last thing she needed to see was the aftermath of handling business. I stripped off my jacket, yanking the shirt over my head.

      Then the chirp of my phone stopped me in my tracks. When I eyed the screen, I turned toward Brando, giving him a quick nod. He moved into action, pulling out his phone.

      “Valentin.”

      “My friend. Did you think I wouldn’t call?” Casimine dared to laugh at me.

      “Are you prepared to turn her over?”

      “I am, but only in exchange for the piece of vermin I mentioned earlier.” His continued laugh only allowed the strange calm to filter deeper into my system.

      That’s when I was most dangerous.

      “I need proof of life.”

      “Of course you do. Come here, little kiddie.”

      There was no sound like that of a frightened child, the agony in the tiny wails something that would keep me awake at night for years to come. I took a deep breath, holding it for as long as possible.

      “Is that enough or would you like more?”

      “Fuck you, Casimine. If you harm her in any way, there isn’t a hell you can put me in where I won’t get to you.”

      “It will be fun to see you try.”

      His idea to meet him at the Belmont Lake State Park was clever, a location not only near where my father lived, but with a large enough lake and plenty of room to hide his soldiers. Plus, there wouldn’t be as much of a presence from law enforcement to interrupt our business meeting.

      As soon as I was off the phone, Brando moved closer.

      “Where’s the meet?” he asked.

      “Belmont Lake State Park. One hour.”

      “The men are ready. Are you calling the Russians?”

      I thought about his question. “Yeah, but not until we’re ready. We leave in fifteen minutes. I have a few things to do.”

      “Understood. The plan is in motion.”

      The plan. At this point, everything could go wrong.

      As I rounded the corner to the kitchen, the sight of her standing at the edge of one of the islands was as chilling as it was breathtaking. I could tell by her face that she’d sensed I had some news.

      Cassidy remained silent as I walked toward her, trying to find the right words to keep her from losing her mind while I was gone. I had no intentions of dying on this day, but the plan was in motion to ensure the child returned safely no matter what happened.

      She was trying to keep from falling apart, her jaw as strong as ever, but I could see the tears forming in her eyes and there was the same nervous tic I’d noticed on the night I’d met her. As she wrapped her finger around a tuft of hair, the monster inside of me returned to the surface.

      “He called,” she said, holding her head high.

      “He did. It’s almost over, baby.”

      “Are you certain of that, Valentin?”

      I cupped her face, holding my breath as she closed her eyes, allowing me to caress her skin. “You need to trust me, my sweet angel. More now than ever. Can you do that?”

      “I do trust you, but I know that when life isn’t precious to someone, they won’t understand the pain others go through for the loss. This man doesn’t care about my daughter. He only wants revenge. Isn’t that the way of the mafia? The only thing that matters?”

      Her words cut through me more easily than any sharp knife. The truth was she was right. But things had changed. “Just know that she will be brought home.” As I lowered my head, pressing my lips across hers, when she pressed her hands against my chest, I pulled her to me, holding her as close as possible.

      I’d been brought up a Catholic, my mother insisting that her children have faith. In my mind, it was the only way she’d allowed herself to care for my father, accepting his line of work. She believed that if there was goodness in our hearts, then God would never forsake us.

      Sadly, I’d accepted the fact that there was no salvation for ruthless beasts like me. Then Cassidy had entered my life and my world. Whatever happened, she would see that her goodness had brought me some light.

      She clung to me even after I pulled away, staring down at my bloodstained chest and finally looking away.

      “I need to go, but you won’t be alone. You will be protected by several of my men. My mother will be here, and my sister should stop by in an hour or so.”

      “How will I know if you’re dead or alive?”

      “You’ll know, Cassidy. You’ll know.”

      As I walked toward the doorway, I looked back, soaking in every inch of her, my heart aching.

      Then as I turned my head, fisting my hand, I shut it all down.

      The emotions.

      The love.

      The need.

      The passion.

      There was only one thing that I needed to concentrate on and that’s exactly what I was planning on doing.

      Then all hell would break loose.
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      “It is not possible to achieve by vigilance in anger and revenge what the soul is longing for. The soul longs for peace.”

      —James A. Forbes

      

      Valentin

      

      My mother enjoyed reciting quotes, often angering my father. While most were passages from the Bible, those she’d gleaned from her father had always stood out to me the most. As I eased from my Mercedes, I took a deep breath and glanced at the early morning sky. Strings of color crisscrossed the golden hue, erasing the burnt umber of only a few seconds before.

      The colors and the few wispy clouds were far too similar to another tragic day. It would seem karma was playing games with me.

      As I started walking, I thought about the conversations I’d had over the last several hours, the sleepless night fueled by rage and concern for the woman I adored.

      My father had believed that the act of seeking revenge was a birthright. That’s what my brothers and I had been taught at an early age. Perhaps given the noble cause that had been passed down to him from my grandfather, I’d learned more about his character than through every accomplishment and act of retaliation.

      He’d allowed me into his private world over the last few hours, attempting to help me understand decisions he’d made, including the one he made involving my sister. While I would never accept his reasoning, I’d begun to see the reasons why he’d chosen to accept peaceful terms instead of those deemed bloody.

      For the family.

      I’d always thought family came second to such a powerful man. During the last twenty-four hours, I realized I was wrong. He’d even taken the time to provide some thoughts on how to handle the situation with Casimine, including where to hide another weapon. It was the same conversation he’d had with me on the day I turned twelve, one of my birthday presents a Glock. He’d taught me how to use the weapon, ensuring that I understood every safety measure and precaution, never taking the power of the piece of steel I had in my hand for granted.

      As I’d listened to the same sermon, I realized how much emotion there was behind his words and gravelly tone.

      He was terrified I’d lose my life on this day.

      I’d faced much worse over the years, ambushes and explosions that by all rights should have killed me long ago. However, he knew this time it was personal and when something got personal, people became careless.

      I had no intention of allowing that to happen today or any other day for that matter.

      What my father had endured as a young man was treacherous, turning him into the monster I’d always known him to be. In turn, I was a direct reflection of his tutelage.

      If there was any time death could come with honor in my world, it was this one. My one chance for atonement.

      I was aware of not only the presence of my soldiers and the Bratva, but at least a dozen of Casimine’s men. While the deal made would be honored at first, there were too many chances for mistakes, testosterone taking over. I knew the park well enough and had certain vehicles placed in different locations in order to get the child to safety. Brando had been tasked with taking the lead on it. If the fucker let me down, so help me God.

      Her release would be a demand that Casimine wouldn’t ignore, or the bloodbath would begin. I’d have no other choice in order to protect the life of the child.

      I headed toward where the cannons from the war of eighteen twelve were placed, the location Casimine’s choice. I almost laughed at the thought. Perhaps this was his way of continuing the war between our families. What I couldn’t understand is how he thought he could win.

      I moved toward the sign, scanning the area. There was no way of knowing whether Casimine had brought Molly with him or if she was even alive. I refused to think about the possibility but had already told my family what they could expect if that was the case.

      The city would be ripped to shreds.

      The only noise was the birds chirping in the morning sun, but I sensed his presence and snarled. Within seconds, I heard another sound, one that forced my muscles to tense.

      A child’s voice.

      Her hand was in his, her small skips indicating she understood the level of danger she was in. While he had a smile on his face, I could smell his anger from where I was standing.

      “Allow the girl to go. You have what you want.”

      “I’m not certain I can do that.”

      I turned around, holding my hands in the air. “As you can see, I’m not armed.”

      Casimine laughed, his hand still placed tightly around Molly’s. “And we both know you have men positioned everywhere, many crafted marksmen.”

      “I would suggest we both have our soldiers in position but that the last thing we want is to start a war that would only end in additional tragedies.”

      “You’ve already taken from my family. I think it’s only fair I take from yours. I know how important that woman is to you, and I know why. Does she have any idea you’re using her as a pawn?”

      “That’s where you’re wrong, Casimine. I had nothing to do with the death of your brother or nephew. I wasn’t at war with them.”

      “You’re a liar, Valentin, which surprises me. Originally, I thought you were a man of integrity, but I can see you’re just like your father.”

      I could tell Molly was getting antsy, tugging at his hold. “This isn’t about generations ago, Casimine. This is about the fact someone wants members of your family dead and at this point, that someone isn’t me. Now, let Molly go so we can finish our discussion in private.”

      “Your father mentioned what happened in Italy all those years ago. I am surprised he had the guts to tell you what kind of monsters they became.”

      “Monsters? Your ancestors slaughtered your own people. Hundreds, thousands of them. You believed you were gods, the right-hand assassins of a real monster in Germany. While I believe what my father did was more than honorable, as I said, it has nothing to do with today or the fact you’ve placed an innocent child in harm’s way. No matter the outcome, that won’t be tolerated.”

      When he moved his hand to her shoulder, I bristled, taking several steps closer.

      “My nephew was a special young man. He meant something to me as did my brother.” His voice wavered as he became more emotional. I wanted to think of him as a ruthless bastard, but he was aching from the recent murders of family members. I’d heard they were close, although at the time I hadn’t given a shit.

      “Then I’ll help you locate the killer. You need justice. You need vengeance. I happen to know who he is.” I chose my words carefully, continuously scanning the area for any of his soldiers. It was entirely possible a sharpshooter would take the fatal shot, although I continued to gamble that Casimine had given them explicit instructions that he would do the deed himself. That couldn’t happen with a child in his hands.

      His interest was piqued, but he snarled. “Lies. You are just like your father. You deserve to die for what you’ve done.”

      “Listen to me. Someone hired an assassin to eliminate your family. Lazor was hunting down the man who killed his son and almost found him. I’m surprised he didn’t tell you.”

      “Of course he told me, which is why I began my crusade against your family.”

      “He’s not lying, Casimine Adamos. I was paid a significant sum, no questions asked,” the stranger stated, the sound coming from fifty yards away.

      Casimine’s eyes opened wide.

      The voice was one I hadn’t heard in almost three years. As the man I only knew as Orpheus moved closer, his weapon in both hands, I wasn’t surprised that the child didn’t respond immediately. He’d changed his appearance almost entirely from the one in the picture, his former blond hair now jet black. He’d gained weight, much bulkier than when I remembered, glasses hiding a significant portion of his face. Even his voice was different, the slight accent meant as another disguise. At this point, I was thankful that Molly didn’t know the man with the gun was her father. That could change at any moment.

      “What the fuck is this?” Casimine hissed, jerking on Molly’s shoulder.

      That’s when she finally couldn’t take being held any longer, jerking free, taking several steps then stopping.

      What Casimine’s surprise did confirm was that he hadn’t hired Orpheus to kill me. My assumptions had been correct in that he planned on handling the assassination himself.

      “I’m going to take Molly away from here, Casimine. I suggest you allow that to happen.” I moved closer, sensing movement in the trees. “Answer me, Casimine. Will you allow me to take the child away?”

      “As I said, Vincheti is not lying, Casimine. I was hired by another entity altogether.” Orpheus spoke and I could tell Molly was confused. I had to get her the fuck out of the way.

      Casimine continued staring at Orpheus. That’s when I made my move, lunging forward and grabbing Molly around the waist, pulling her against my chest. I held her head, making certain she couldn’t see the massacre unfold. Within seconds, Brando and several of my men rushed forward. As soon as she was passed off, I yanked the second weapon I had strapped to my leg, swinging around, pointing the barrel in Casimine’s direction. How the fuck had Orpheus known what the hell was going on?

      He’d obviously tracked Casimine, but why?

      Another hit.

      There was no doubt in my mind that the same person who hired Orpheus to slaughter Casimine’s family was finishing the deed. Had he already exterminated Filip?

      I heard rustling of the trees all around us, several soldiers appearing in the distant perimeter. As I moved closer, Casimine retrieved his weapon, but I could tell by his expression that he was suddenly uncertain of the information he’d received.

      “Who hired you?” Casimine shouted, his hand shaking as he shifted the gun back and forth from my position toward Orpheus.

      “Do you understand that you are my current assignment?” Orpheus asked, his voice as calm as I remembered, but I’d seen the way he’d looked at his daughter, the guilt quickly masked. Maybe the man had tried to protect his girlfriend and daughter, not knowing the power of influence that Lazor had in being able to extract information.

      Casimine laughed, the sound as bitter as the anger boiling inside of me. I had the taste of blood in my mouth, the need to exact revenge as strong as it had been before, only the unanswered questions keeping me from beginning a war that would taint the city for months to come.

      “Orpheus. Were you aware that Cassidy was threatened and that the reason was to try and flush you out into the open?” I asked, being careful as I moved even closer.

      Orpheus darted a single glance in my direction, his chest heaving. “There was no way my identity was exposed.”

      “Unfortunately, that’s where you’re wrong. She almost died because of your assignment. You daughter was kidnapped. Does that matter to you? You lied to a woman who cared about you. Does that mean anything to you? Put down the weapon and walk away.”

      “Fuck you, Valentin. I’m a professional. I finish every assignment.”

      The tables had turned quickly, but the missing piece was far too important.

      “Who is the son of a bitch who put hits on my family?” Casimine demanded.

      Another rustle in the trees grabbed my attention, but the hiss from another unwanted visitor chilled my blood to the core.

      “I am, Father dear.” As Filip moved from the denseness of the trees into the open light, his arm wrapped around Cassidy’s neck, I shifted my full attention in his direction.

      “Bastard,” I said under my breath. How the hell had he managed to grab her? What the fuck had he done to my parents, my sister?

      Casimine reacted in slow motion, his face twisting as the horror of the betrayal finally sank in. “What the fuck is wrong with you?”

      “What is wrong? You and my uncle were going to share territories, determined to push me out of my rightful place. I deserve to rule. I created our army, built our business. I was the only man with the balls to challenge the Vincheti scum. And for that, you called me worthless, pretending as if I was nothing to you.”

      Cassidy struggled, trying to wrench her way free, her eyes wide open, pleading with me to get her free from the monster’s arms.

      I took several deep breaths, realizing that this would become a massacre.

      “You bastard,” Casimine huffed, taking two long strides in Filip’s direction. “You were weak, hungry for power. You made mistakes, those that almost cost us everything.”

      Filip’s plan was a decent one, although his greed and anger had proven to be his downfall.

      “Kill him,” Filip directed Orpheus. “That’s what I paid you to do.”

      “And if you do, there won’t be a single one of Casimine’s soldiers who won’t hesitate to send you directly to hell,” I snarled. I kept my gaze locked on Cassidy, watching every move she made.

      She moaned, her voice strangled. “No! My baby! You bastard. You fucking bastard.”

      As soon as Orpheus turned his head in her direction, Casimine took the opportunity to fire off a single shot in the assassin’s direction.

      Only his aim was off given his shaking hand.

      That allowed chaos, Cassidy screeching then twisting her body, managing to free herself from Filip’s hold, lunging toward me. While everything seemed to pitch into slow motion, the only sound that of my thudding heart and the screams of the woman I loved, the inertia of what was happening, the ugly visions would forever remain locked in my mind.

      I grabbed her arm, tossing her to the ground, spinning and taking aim at Filip, but I was a split second too late, the man able to fire off two shots. I could see the bullets as they headed in my direction, the fiery glow as they left the chamber.

      Then the blur of darkness as Orpheus pitched in front of me.

      Pop! Pop! Pop! Pop!

      I got off a single shot, lunging for the ground in an effort to cover Cassidy, prepared to die in order to protect her, waiting for the explosion of agony.

      But it never came.

      As another round of gunfire went off, the echoes began to clear, real time resurfacing.

      Then I watched as Casimine collected himself, firing a single shot into Filip’s forehead.

      Then suddenly, all was quiet, the peace of the few seconds a realization that the end was near.

      A rumble began seconds later, soldiers coming from all directions. I snapped my head toward Cassidy, gasping for air.

      “Baby. Are you alright?” I pulled away, checking her for injuries before jerking my head in several directions. “Do not fire! It’s over!”

      “My baby. Where is she?” Cassidy croaked.

      “She’s safe. She’s safe. Stay right here. Just stay here.”

      She nodded then reached for me, her fist wrapping around my shirt. “Thank you.”

      The two words held such meaning even as the scent of blood floated through the nearly cloudless sunny day.

      It was a good day to die, but not for those I loved.

      As I stood, I held out my hand, glaring at Alexei and his men, who were all prepared to fire.

      “Hold your fire,” Casimine said to his soldiers, taking several gasping breaths before dropping to his knees.

      I’d seen men broken by loss, but as his sobs filled the air, I realized that there were certain levels of betrayal that left scars that would continue to fester, the open wound oozing as a reminder of the loss.

      I glanced at Cassidy again before realizing that Orpheus was still alive. That man had taken two bullets meant for me. Why the fuck had he done that? As I moved closer, bending down, I closed my eyes briefly. The wounds were mortal, the man choking on his own blood, but his eyes were wide open, and he was trying to talk. When he managed to grab my hand, I lowered down, staring into his eyes.

      “Tell her… I’m sorry. I wanted… to… protect.” Spittle flew from his mouth, his coughing even worse. He had only a few seconds left. “Left money for… Molly. Account. Private.”

      “Don’t talk, Orpheus.” I shifted my gaze toward Cassidy, shaking my head.

      As she moved closer, I tried to offer the dying man a smile. “It’s okay. I’ll take care of it.”

      “She called me. Told me about you. Take… care of… her for me. Will ya?”

      “I’ll do my best.” An understanding shifted into my mind. Cassidy. I’d allowed her to have her phone for a few minutes. My thoughts drifted toward her, my heart aching. The woman had more strength that I’d realized.

      As Cassidy bent down, I left her alone, moving toward Casimine. “This war is over, Casimine. No more. Do you understand?”

      His sobbing continued but he managed to look me in the eyes. “I have nothing left to fight for.”

      As I turned away, I made it a point to stare into every man’s eyes. Italians. Russians. Polish. It didn’t matter the nationality. On this day, there would be no additional bloodshed.

      It was time to turn the tide.
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        * * *

      

      Cassidy

      

      “Where are we again, Mommy?” Molly asked as I tucked the covers around her, smoothing hair from her face.

      “In a special place. Think of it as a magic castle. Dream of all the beautiful creatures who live here.” I grabbed the teddy bear that had appeared on the nightstand, pressing a kiss against the bear’s nose before easing it into her arms. Valentin had done everything in his power to make certain both my daughter and I were comfortable in his home. Exhaling, I leaned down, kissing her cheek. “Now, it’s time for you to get some sleep. Do you think you can do that for Mommy?”

      “Maybe.” Molly giggled then rolled over, clutching the bear. “I wuv you.”

      “I love you too, baby.” After turning off the light, I patted my hands on the comforter before standing.

      I still felt empty, nauseous, but at least I knew we were safe, protected from the evils of this world.

      While I could barely stand to think of what had happened just yesterday, everything a horrible blur, the fact Valentin had kept his promise meant more to me than almost anything. I wanted to hate Christopher, but he’d longed for a life that most people took for granted, allowing himself a taste of something normal.

      Then he couldn’t handle the alternative life.

      At least he’d listened to what I’d said on the short phone message, one I didn’t even know would get to him. I’d dialed his number at least a dozen times after his disappearance, even doing so twice after hearing about his death.

      Now it was reality, the man losing his life in order to right the wrongs he believed he’d done.

      When I turned toward the door, the sight of Valentin standing in the doorway brought a tingle into my system. He seemed more casual than I was used to, the powerful man dressed in faded blue jeans and a tee shirt, his bare feet sexy, alluring.

      The same hunger for him was there, the need to have his body pressed against mine stronger than ever, but the feelings for him had changed.

      There was so much hate in the world, a need to become top dog no matter the circumstances. The few people able to appreciate the simple things in life were the lucky ones.

      I moved into the hallway, waiting as Valentin closed the door, leaving it cracked in case Molly had a nightmare. At least she hadn’t recognized her daddy, forced to experience the loss for a second time. That was another thing I was grateful that Valentin had managed even amidst the carnage.

      As I faced him, he took me into his arms, tenderly brushing his fingers down the side of my face. “You waited for me.”

      “Did you think I wouldn’t?” he asked in his usual sultry tone.

      “I know you have business to handle.”

      “Nothing is more important than ensuring my girls are okay.”

      His girls. It was the first time he acknowledged caring about us in such a familiar way. “Your girls, huh?”

      “I do have responsibilities now.” He lowered his head, kissing my forehead. The he lifted my chin. “And I do take them seriously.”

      I leaned in, clutching my fingers around his shirt, tugging as I rose onto my tiptoes. “I know you do. But I can take care of myself.”

      He shook his head before crushing his mouth over mine, rolling his hand down the back of my head then fisting my hair. There was nothing like his scent, masculine, full of fresh timber and exotic spices. I was instantly lightheaded as the kiss became passionate, another reminder of our intense connection.

      I parted my lips, encouraging him to sweep his tongue inside, taking as much as he wanted. The shiver remained, electricity exploding between us. Everything about the moment was special, the care he’d taken at making life as normal as possible after such a tragedy something I would never forget.

      As I managed to slip my hands under his shirt, he growled into the kiss, pulling me even closer. Just touching his skin scalded my fingertips, my nipples so aroused they ached. In the thirty-six hours since the events in the park, he’d been forced to handle the aftermath, people constantly inside his house.

      And I’d been forced to contact my family. There’d been no easy explanation that I’d taken a different path in my life, my father screaming at me for almost fifteen minutes. Then my brother had visited, insisting he see me.

      Whether or not they would ever accept or understand that I’d fallen in love would always leave an ache in my heart, but I’d never felt so certain about my future as I did when I was with Valentin. Perhaps one day after time had passed, my family would come to understand that the ruthless deeds done by my man didn’t necessarily mean the person responsible was evil.

      I knew better.

      I’d witnessed the subtle yet powerful changes within Valentin in a little more than a week. There were some who said it took the right person coming into another’s life to allow change. There were critics who’d say I was a fool to allow the monster near my child, but I knew better. The man holding me in his arms had been prepared to die in order to save my daughter.

      I couldn’t think of a better person to allow in her life.

      Or mine.

      His touch left me aching inside, the need increasing. As he pressed and rubbed the hard ridge of his cock against me, I almost lost balance, but his hold was firm, and I knew it would always be.

      After breaking the kiss, he pulled me into his arms, cradling me against his body.

      “What are you doing?” I purred.

      He laughed softly, the tone as exciting as always. “I’m taking you to bed. Then I’m going to ravage ever single inch of you. And you will not deny me.”

      “Mmm… We shall see.”

      “Besides, we need to handle your disobedience.”

      “I’ve been good.”

      He stared down at me as he moved down the hallway to his bedroom. “Uh-huh. Let’s talk about the phone call you made to Christopher or the fact you managed to steal one of my soldier’s cars, following us to the park. That almost got you killed.”

      “Oh, those things.”

      I’d been frantic, allowing the chaos of the moment to fuel me, refusing to allow my daughter to be killed for some crazy vendetta. Keys had been left in a car, so I snuck off without thinking. It had been careless, reckless.

      But I’d do it again.

      “Yeah, those things. I think we need to establish rules.” As he moved inside the room, kicking the door shut and easing me down onto the bed, I squealed on purpose, trying to crawl away.

      I knew he’d capture me, punish me.

      And fuck me.

      That’s exactly what I wanted.

      And what I needed not just for now, but for the rest of my life.

      Love came in many forms, the sweetest moments a reflection of what was truly in our hearts. The love I felt inside was strong, a bright shining star.

      All because of the love and passion exuded from one incredible, dangerous man.
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      Valentin

      

      “If you think you’re going to hurt my daughter in any way, you have no idea who you are dealing with.”

      I took a deep breath as I stared at the commissioner. While I understood his angst in realizing that his daughter had fallen from what he considered his good family tree, he was pushing my level of patience by pointing his fingers in my face.

      In the week that had passed, the club was fully operational and I was finally able to handle business as usual. However, the visit indicated my family would always be under a microscope.

      “I assure you, Commissioner Worthington, that your daughter is here of free will. May I suggest you pay attention to members of your own rank.” I’d made the controversial decision to toss a few officers who were paid well for their services in his lap to deal with. I needed him concentrating on cleaning up his organization, not mine. What he didn’t know is that I had enough information on his personal proclivities to bury him, but I refused to destroy his family given my relationship with his daughter.

      I only hoped he was wise enough to accept that he could never manage to overturn my power or that of my family.

      He pulled back, lowering his arm. “You massacred several people. I will bring you down, Valentin, one way or the other.”

      “Good luck trying, Commissioner. I run legitimate businesses, all of them paying a significant portion of your salary.” There was nothing else I needed to say. He had nothing on me, the incidents of a few days ago thoroughly cleaned, bodies removed. Even Casimine had refused to give a statement, other than his son had died in a horrible car crash. At this point, my businesses were fully operational, peace restored.

      While I wasn’t foolish enough to believe Casimine wouldn’t act on his need for revenge, for now he was controlled, additional soldiers rounded up by my new friends the Russians. How they’d been handled was of no concern any longer.

      Before he had a chance to retort, which I could tell he was planning on, Molly raced into my office. The child brought a ray of sunshine every time she entered a room. I’d grown to adore her just like her mother and even the short time I’d seen their interactions had only fueled my need to have a family.

      A large one.

      I almost laughed at the thought.

      “Pappy!” Molly squealed as she jumped into the man’s arms.

      “How’s my little angel?” he asked, his demeanor entirely different.

      “We went to the park and saw a giraffe and we had ice cream and Valentine bought me some toys and I love my room. Do you want to see it?”

      Valentine.

      The name suited me.

      I glanced at Cassidy, who remained in the doorway, able to gather a whiff of her perfume. She was more relaxed, even though she’d been aware of her father’s impending visit. There was a level of confidence in her expression, a hint of amusement curling on her lip.

      And all I could think about was devouring her.

      “I don’t have time today, punkin, but maybe another time.” The commissioner swung her around, giving me another hard look, which I totally understood. He was attempting to threaten me without issuing words.

      “O-tay,” Molly whispered. “But you will come back?”

      “Of course he will,” I answered. “He’s welcome in our home any time.”

      Colin gave her a kiss before letting her down, managing to give me a single nod before moving toward his daughter.

      I shifted my gaze toward Brando, who was trying to keep a smile from crossing his face. While the commissioner walked Molly toward the door, I hung back, allowing Cassidy a moment with him without my interference.

      When he left, she sauntered into the room, the tropical dress she’d selected pushing my needs into overdrive. Damn, the woman could drive me into crazed desire. Molly immediately headed toward Brando, another man she seemed to trust and all I could do was grin.

      “Our home? Does that mean I can change it any way I want?” she purred.

      “Hmmm… Within reason.”

      “You have a way with my father,” she said as she leaned over my desk.

      “If you mean setting him on a straight path, then you’re right.” I couldn’t resist entangling my fingers in her strands of hair, tugging her closer. “I thought we could head toward the toy store later, maybe catch an early dinner.”

      “You’re spoiling her.”

      “That bothers you?”

      She darted her heated gaze down the length of my body then sighed. “Not in the least.”

      “I have one additional piece of business then I’m all yours.”

      “Be careful what you promise, Mr. Vincheti. I don’t take no for an answer.” As she backed away, she gave me a sultry look, her eyes twinkling. Every thought racing through my mind was filthy and vile, forcing me to take a deep breath.

      When she left the room, Brando chuckled. “I’ve never seen you this way.”

      “What way is that?”

      “Happy.”

      Laughing, all I could do was agree with him. I was happy for a second time in my life, but this time I wouldn’t allow anything to interfere. “Has our guest arrived?”

      “He’s here. Are you sure you want to be alone with him?”

      “He’s family, Brando. This is something I need to do.”

      “Okay, boss. Whatever you say. I’ll send him in.”

      I shifted my attention to the outside of my house, realizing for the first time how much I loved the outdoors, including the new playset. Fuck. How things had changed.

      “Valentin. Why the hell did you want to see me here?”

      As usual, Giovanni was incensed I’d called him into a meeting. I took a few seconds before facing him. My cousin was a brilliant chef, but had become lost over the last few weeks, succumbing to the same hungers that I’d been facing.

      Only the woman he was involved with had brought an additional level of danger to my family.

      “Giovanni. I’m going to get to the point because we are both busy men. Alana, the woman you’ve been seeing for a few weeks?”

      “What about her?”

      “She’s a second cousin of the now deceased Filip Adamos.”

      He narrowed his eyes, jerking back then laughing. “That’s bullshit.”

      “Not at all. I had her thoroughly checked.”

      “So, what the hell does it matter?”

      I rubbed my jaw, thinking about his obvious distress. “When you arrived in this country a few years ago, you were flown into our private airport. Do you remember that night?”

      Giovanni seemed confused at first, then slowly nodded. “Impressive facility.”

      “Yes, it is, or I should say it was. Unfortunately, the location was compromised. I remember that night clearly. You wanted a tour of the facility, which I had no problem allowing.”

      “Get to the point, Valentin. I have a shipment of produce coming in.”

      I moved closer, trying to keep the increasing anger from showing. “As I said, the airport was compromised, nearly destroyed. That meant someone who knew the location and could provide details about the facility provided information that was shared to Casimine Adamos. Does that ring a bell?”

      “Why the fuck should it?”

      He was testing my patience. I resisted wrapping my hand around his neck. He was family after all. “Did you happen to mention your arrival in the United States to Alana?”

      “Fuck, no,” he insisted then looked away. I found it interesting his expression changed. “Shit. She asked me how I came into the country. Maybe I told her a few details.”

      “Maybe. I don’t deal with maybes, Giovanni.” I returned to my desk, yanking a picture from the drawer, studying it as I headed toward him.

      He grabbed it from my hand, hissing. “What the fuck?”

      “While they are second cousins, Giovanni, it would appear that Filip and Alana were lovers. It was Filip who was behind the majority of attacks, including the one on the airport. And it would seem that your girlfriend betrayed you.”

      I watched as his anger increased, his face turning red. “I had nothing to do with this. I swear to God, Valentin.”

      I allowed a full minute to tick by.

      “I believe you, Giovanni. Sadly, I can’t trust that additional information hasn’t been relayed to one of my enemies.”

      “Oh, dear God. I didn’t tell her shit. I wouldn’t do that. I just… She was curious where I came from and my experience in New York and… And I’d been drinking. I didn’t say shit.”

      I studied him intently. The man wasn’t lying, but at this point, whatever he’d told the woman was inconsequential.

      However, she would need to be handled.

      “As you might imagine, I can’t tolerate any moles in my organization. It doesn’t bode well for business. But…” I said, allowing a dramatic pause on purpose, “I will allow you to rectify the situation in order to prove your loyalty to the family.”

      “What does that mean?”

      “I think you understand what that means, Gio. You certainly understand the operations of our world.”

      “So you want me to kill her?”

      I took another deep breath, allowing my exhale to take a few seconds. “I want you to handle the situation as you see fit.”

      “And if I don’t?”

      “Then you can envision what I’ll find necessary to do.”

      He was obviously distraught, his brow furrowing. “I love her, Valentin. I was going to ask her to marry me.”

      “Love isn’t easy, Gio, but it also can’t be blind. You do what you believe is right and so will I.”

      His shoulders slumped as he lowered his head. “I understand.”

      “I hope you do.” I watched as he walked out, now a broken man. Loyalty was important.

      No matter the circumstances.

      As my thoughts drifted to Cassidy, I returned to the window.

      But so was love.
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        * * *

      

      Cassidy

      Two months later

      

      I stood in the doorway, forced to place my hand over my mouth. Just seeing Valentin with Molly was cause for laughter almost every day. He was still the same brutal, unforgiving man, never accepting failure and certainly not treachery of any kind, but around her, he was entirely different.

      It was as if he’d finally been allowed to enjoy life without fear of being chastised by anyone.

      Including himself.

      “Are you ready?” he asked her, tossing one of her dozens of stuffed animals onto her princess bed, as he liked to call it.

      Molly wrinkled her nose, giving him the pouting look that had never failed on the man. “Do we have ta?”

      “Have to and yes.” His answer was firm, but far too compliant. She had him wrapped around her pinkie.

      “You’re spoiling her,” I said, lifting a single eyebrow when he gazed at me, grinning.

      “Nonsense.” He moved closer, sweeping me into his arms. As always, he looked fantastic in a suit, although in truth, I still found myself wanting to rip it off him. Not today. Today was special.

      “You are truly a bad man.”

      “Be careful, sweet angel, or I’ll have no problem showing you just how bad I am.”

      “You wouldn’t dare.” When he lifted me off my feet, I groaned.

      And Molly giggled.

      “Don’t tempt me,” he muttered, winking as he did often lately, a little reminder that I belonged to him.

      “I’ll do what I want.” As he put me down, he shook his head.

      “You look fabulous.”

      “So do you, but we’re late.”

      “Then I guess we need to get going.” Valentin grabbed my hand, pulling it to his lips and kissing my ring finger before reaching out for Molly. “Come on, girls. We’re headed to an adventure.”

      Adventure. I shivered from the thought. Meeting the rest of his family at a huge party wasn’t my idea of fun, but I had no other choice.

      Especially since it was my engagement party.

      The thought continued to amaze me.

      As usual, there were soldiers following Valentin’s car, but they never made it apparent that they were keeping a close eye in deference to Molly. She had no idea that her future stepfather was a dangerous man and wouldn’t until absolutely necessary. That had been one of the first conversations Valentin and I’d had after he’d proposed on one beautiful night. I’d made him wait for my answer until he’d answered several questions, which he’d found amusing.

      As he drove, he kept his hand firmly planted on my knee, as if ensuring I’d know there wasn’t a chance I was getting away from him.

      Did I know that my life would never be the same, that there would always be a heightened level of danger surrounding us? Of course I did. I was a reporter after all, something I continued to believe was my calling. I’d even accepted an interview with the Today Show, although Valentin wasn’t keen about the possibility.

      At least he knew I was my own woman and that would never change.

      Molly continued to chatter away even as he headed into the parking lot of La Travitorria, her happy little chirps always a source of amusement.

      “Are you ready?” he asked after cutting the engine.

      “I’m terrified what to expect.”

      He leaned over, wrapping his hand around the back of my neck. “Don’t worry, dolce angelo. My family may be formidable, but they know better than to cross me. Besides, my cousin Giovanni had prepared a special feast in our honor.” After pressing his lips against mine, he rolled out of the car as if he owned the joint. After opening my door and waiting until I eased onto the pavement, he grabbed Molly, carrying her against his hip.

      As we headed toward the entrance, I took a few seconds to study the building. So many things had happened since that now infamous night three months before.

      And I wasn’t certain I would change but so much.

      Christopher had been true to his word, an account set up in Molly’s name that Valentin had found. Perhaps it had been his way of attempting to say he was sorry for the deceit and maybe to show me that he’d loved her after all.

      Valentin had allowed me to make the house he’d had built special, including Molly’s room, although he’d been the one who’d insisted on picking out her canopy bed.

      Most of all, he’d enjoyed time alone without interference, allowing us to explore our passion.

      When we walked in, the restaurant full of people, a loud cheer went off.

      Then people started rushing forward, introducing themselves so quickly that I couldn’t get their names. I noticed Giovanni and Carmella, Bella already scampering over.

      “I knew it,” she squealed as she threw her arms around me. “I could tell how much in love the two of you were.”

      “Your English is amazing,” I answered, hugging her tightly.

      “Costretto dal mio padrino,” she muttered as she pulled away, throwing a sarcastic look toward Valentin. “Forced by my godfather.”

      Valentin grabbed my hand, tugging me several feet.

      “You’ve already met Niccolo. This is Salvatore and Dominik. The girl over there is my sister Isabella and her boyfriend, Ricco. And that’s Giada and her husband Sevastian.” Valentin kept his hand on my back as he led me through the crowd, still holding Molly above the crowd. There wasn’t a person who hadn’t expressed their congratulations until suddenly, everything was overwhelming.

      Valentin grinned. “I need a drink.”

      “Here you go,” Dominik offered, smiling as he handed me a glass of champagne. “You need to get your own drink, bro.” In his arms was a beautiful little girl close to Molly’s age.

      “Very funny,” Valentin huffed.

      The greetings came fast and furious and after a few seconds, I managed to step away from the crowd, sipping on my delicious glass of bubbly. A moment of sadness shifted inside, the realization that my family was now his family hard to bear. But it had been my choice.

      When I felt a presence behind me, I took a deep breath. I wasn’t certain how much banter I could handle.

      “He is a handful,” the woman said, her Italian accent heavier than any of the others.

      When I turned to face her, at least I was able to smile. “You must be Mrs. Romano.”

      “Oh, goodness, child. You are now family. I am Grandmama Lucia or you can just call me Lucia. Just remember, child, that love will conquer everything.” As she grabbed me into a bear hug, I could swear everyone in the restaurant cheered. When she pulled away, she kissed me on each cheek before noticing Molly. “Oh! This must be your little girl. I have a surprise for you, Molly.”

      As the older woman took my daughter from Valentin’s hands, he turned his full attention in my direction, moving through the crowd toward me. He stood with his hands in his pockets, staring at me as if it was the first time.

      “Do you know I love you?” His question caught me off guard. It was the first time he’d actually said the words.

      “I…”

      “You better know, sweet angel.” He rolled the tip of his finger down my neck to the bodice of my dress.

      “What if I don’t?” I asked coyly.

      “Then I guess I have to start teaching you from scratch.” He pulled me close, taking a deep breath, lowering his head to kiss me.

      Then the entire room went silent.

      Snarling, Valentin snapped his head up and I could tell he was reaching into his pocket, ready to grab his weapon. When we both noticed my parents and brothers, my sisters-in-law, nieces and nephews walking in through the front door, the tension in the restaurant was palpable.

      “What the fuck are they doing here?” he growled.

      “I invited them. This is a family party. Right?” I glanced at my parents, who were apprehensive, my father as stoic as always. Then I gazed at Valentin, waiting for his response.

      He pinched my chin between his thumb and forefinger, whispering so only I could hear. “No more secrets. I can tell you still need discipline.” Every time he issued the words, I shivered, the electricity soaring.

      “Yes, sir.”

      Chuckling, he nipped my lower lip then turned to face them. There wasn’t a person in the room who wasn’t waiting to see what he would do.

      Valentin headed in their direction, taking his time. Meanwhile, I held my breath. This wasn’t a fantasy or some crazy fairytale. I couldn’t force anyone to get along or to accept our union, but I refused to surrender to anyone or anything.

      Except for Valentin.

      As a warm blush flushed my cheeks, I noticed Valentin and my father were shaking hands. Suddenly, the music started again, everyone resuming their conversations.

      Now it was a party.

      While there was no way to predict the future, no understanding of what we would face, I’d come to appreciate that love was more important than money or power, no matter how difficult it was to keep.

      But at that moment, I wasn’t thinking about anything but our celebration.

      Two damaged people.

      His beautiful seduction.

      And the future would be what we created…

      

      
        
        The End

      

      

      

      
        
        Can’t wait to read the next book in the series? You can pre-order it now.
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            BOOKS OF THE SINNERS AND SAINTS SERIES

          

        

      

    

    
      Beautiful Villain

      When I knocked on Kirill Sabatin’s door, I didn’t know he was the Kozlov Bratva’s most feared enforcer. I didn’t expect him to be the most terrifyingly sexy man I’ve ever laid eyes on either…

      I told him off for making so much noise in the middle of the night, but if the crack of his palm against my bare bottom didn’t wake everyone in the building my screams of climax certainly did.

      I shouldn’t have let him spank me, let alone seduce me. He’s a dangerous man and I could easily end up in way over my head. But the moment I set eyes on those rippling, sweat-slicked muscles I knew I needed that beautiful villain to take me long and hard and savagely right then and there.

      And he did.

      Now I just have to hope him claiming me doesn’t start a mob war…

       

      Buy on Amazon

      

      Beautiful Sinner

      When I first screamed his name in shameful surrender, Sevastian Kozlov was the enemy, the heir of a rival family who had just finished spanking me into submission after I dared to defy him.

      Though he’d already claimed my body by the time he claimed me as his bride, no matter how desperately I long for his touch I vowed this beautiful sinner would never conquer my heart.

      But it wasn’t up to me…

       

      Buy on Amazon

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            BOOKS OF THE BENEDETTI EMPIRE SERIES

          

        

      

    

    
      Cruel Prince

      Catherine’s father conspired to have my father killed, and that debt to the Benedetti family must be settled. Just as he took something from me, I will take something from him.

      His daughter.

      She will be mine to punish and ravage, but when she suffers it will not be for his sins.

      It will be for my pleasure.

      She will beg, but it will be for me to claim her in the most shameful ways imaginable.

      She will scream, but it will be because she doesn’t think she can bear another climax.

      But when she surrenders at last, it will not be to her captor.

      It will be to her husband.

      

      Buy on Amazon

      

      Ruthless Prince

      Alexandra is a senator’s daughter, used to mingling in the company of the rich and powerful, but tonight she will learn that there are men who play by different rules.

      Men like me.

      I could romance her. I could seduce her and then carry her gently to my bed.

      But that can wait. Tonight I’m going to wring one ruthless climax after another from her quivering body with her bottom burning from my belt and her throat sore from screaming.

      She will know she is mine before she even knows she is my bride.

       

      Buy on Amazon

      

      Savage Prince

      Gillian’s father may be a powerful Irish mob boss, but he owes a blood debt to my family, and when I came to collect I didn’t ask permission before taking his daughter as payment.

      It was not up to him… or to her.

      I will make her my bride, but I am not the kind of man who will wait until our wedding night to bare her and claim what belongs to me. She will walk down the aisle wet, well-used, and sore.

      Her dress will hide the marks from my belt that taught her the consequences of disobeying her husband, but nothing will hide her blushes as her arousal drips down her thighs with each step.

      By the time she says her vows she will already be mine.

       

      Buy on Amazon

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            BOOKS OF THE MERCILESS KINGS SERIES

          

        

      

    

    
      King’s Captive

      Emily Porter saw me kill a man who betrayed my family and she helped put me behind bars. But someone with my connections doesn’t stay in prison long, and she is about to learn the hard way that there is a price to pay for crossing the boss of the King dynasty. A very, very painful price…

      She’s going to cry for me as I blister that beautiful bottom, then she’s going to scream for me as I ravage her over and over again, taking her in the most shameful ways she can imagine. But leaving her well-punished and well-used is just the beginning of what I have in store for Emily.

      I’m going to make her my bride, and then I’m going to make her mine completely.

      

      Buy on Amazon

      

      King’s Hostage

      When my life was threatened, Michael King didn’t just take matters into his own hands.

      He took me.

      When he carried me off it was partly to protect me, but mostly it was because he wanted me.

      I didn’t choose to go with him, but it wasn’t up to me. That’s why I’m naked, wet, and sore in an opulent Swiss chalet with my bottom still burning from the belt of the infuriatingly sexy mafia boss who brought me here, punished me when I fought him, and then savagely made me his.

      We’ll return when things are safe in New Orleans, but I won’t be going back to my old home.

      I belong to him now, and he plans to keep me.

      

      Buy on Amazon

      

      King’s Possession

      Her father had to be taught what happens when you cross a King, but that isn’t why Genevieve Rossi is sore, well-used, and waiting for me to claim her in the only way I haven’t already.

      She’s sore because she thought she could embarrass me in public without being punished.

      She’s well-used because after I spanked her I wanted more, and I take what I want.

      She’s waiting for me in my bed because she’s my bride, and tonight is our wedding night.

      I’m not going to be gentle with her, but when she wakes up tomorrow morning wet and blushing her cheeks won’t be crimson because of the shameful things I did to her naked, quivering body.

      It will be because she begged for all of them.

      

      Buy on Amazon

      

      King’s Toy

      Vincenzo King thought I knew something about a man who betrayed him, but that isn’t why I’m on my way to New Orleans well-used and sore with my backside still burning from his belt.

      When he bared and punished me maybe it was just business, but what came after was not.

      It was savage, it was shameful, and it was very, very personal.

      I’m his toy now, and not the kind you keep in its box on the shelf.

      He’s going to play rough with me.

      He’s going to get me all wet and dirty.

      Then he’s going to do it all again tomorrow.

      

      Buy on Amazon

      

      King’s Demands

      Julieta Morales hoped to escape an unwanted marriage, but the moment she got into my car her fate was sealed. She will have a husband, but it won’t be the cartel boss her father chose for her.

      It will be me.

      But I’m not the kind of man who takes his bride gently amid rose petals on her wedding night. She’ll learn to satisfy her King’s demands with her bottom burning and her hair held in my fist.

      She’ll promise obedience when she speaks her vows, but she’ll be mastered long before then.

      

      Buy on Amazon

      

      King’s Temptation

      I didn’t think I needed Dimitri Kristoff’s protection, but it wasn’t up to me. With a kingpin from a rival family coming after me, he took charge, took off his belt, and then took what he wanted.

      He knows I’m not used to doing as I’m told. He just doesn’t care.

      The stripes seared across my bare bottom left me sore and sorry, but it was what came after that truly left me shaken. The princess of the King family shouldn’t be on her knees for anyone, let alone this Bratva brute who has decided to claim for himself what he was meant to safeguard.

      Nobody gave me to him, but I’m his anyway.

      Now he’s going to make sure I know it.

      

      Buy on Amazon

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            BOOKS OF THE MAFIA MASTERS SERIES

          

        

      

    

    
      His as Payment

      Caroline Hargrove thinks she is mine because her father owed me a debt, but that isn’t why she is sitting in my car beside me with her bottom sore inside and out. She’s wet, well-used, and coming with me whether she likes it or not because I decided I want her, and I take what I want.

      As a senator’s daughter, she probably thought no man would dare lay a hand on her, let alone spank her thoroughly and then claim her beautiful body in the most shameful ways possible.

      She was wrong. Very, very wrong. She’s going to be mastered, and I won’t be gentle about it.

      

      Buy on Amazon

      

      Taken as Collateral

      Francesca Alessandro was just meant to be collateral, held captive as a warning to her father, but then she tried to fight me. She ended up sore and soaked as I taught her a lesson with my belt and then screaming with every savage climax as I taught her to obey in a much more shameful way.

      She’s mine now. Mine to keep. Mine to protect. Mine to use as hard and as often as I please.

      

      Buy on Amazon

      

      Forced to Cooperate

      Willow Church is not the first person who tried to put a bullet in me. She’s just the first I let live. Now she will pay the price in the most shameful way imaginable. The stripes from my belt will teach her to obey, but what happens to her sore, red bottom after that will teach the real lesson.

      She will be used mercilessly, over and over, and every brutal climax will remind her of the humiliating truth: she never even had a chance against me. Her body always knew its master.

      

      Buy on Amazon

      

      Claimed as Revenge

      Valencia Rivera became mine the moment her father broke the agreement he made with me. She thought she had a say in the matter, but my belt across her beautiful bottom taught her otherwise and a night spent screaming her surrender into the sheets left her in no doubt she belongs to me.

      Using her hard and often will not be all it takes to tame her properly, but it will be a good start…

      

      Buy on Amazon

      

      Made to Beg

      Sierra Fox showed up at my door to ask for my protection, and I gave it to her… for a price. She belongs to me now, and I’m going to use her beautiful body as thoroughly as I please. The only thing for her to decide is how sore her cute little bottom will be when I’m through claiming her.

      She came to me begging for help, but as her moans and screams grow louder with every brutal climax, we both know it won’t be long before she begs me for something far more shameful.

      

      Buy on Amazon

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            BOOKS OF THE ALPHA DYNASTY SERIES

          

        

      

    

    
      Unchained Beast

      As the firstborn of the Dupree family, I have spent my life building the wealth and power of our mafia empire while keeping our dark secret hidden and my savage hunger at bay. But the beast within me cannot be chained forever, and I must claim a mate before I lose control completely…

      That is why Coraline LeBlanc is mine.

      When I mount and ravage her, it won’t be because I want her. It will be because I need her.

      But that doesn’t mean I won’t enjoy stripping her bare and spanking her until she surrenders, then making her beg and scream with every desperate climax as I take what belongs to me.

      The beast will claim her, but I will keep her.

       

      Buy on Amazon

      

      Savage Brute

      It wasn’t his mafia birthright that made Dax Dupree a monster. Years behind bars and a brutal war with a rival organization made him hard as steel, but the beast he can barely control was always there, and without a mate to mark and claim it would soon take hold of him completely.

      I didn’t know that when he showed up at my bar after closing and spanked me until I was wet and shamefully ready for him to mount and ravage me, or even when I woke the next morning with my throat sore from screaming and his seed still drying on my thighs. But I know it now.

      Because I’m his mate.

       

      Buy on Amazon

      

      Ruthless Monster

      When Esme Rawlings looks at me, she sees many things. A ruthless mob boss. A key witness to the latest murder in an ongoing turf war. A guardian angel who saved her from a hitman’s bullet.

      But when I look at her, I see just one thing.

      My mate.

      She can investigate me as thoroughly as she feels necessary, prying into every aspect of my family’s vast mafia empire, but the only truth she really needs to know about me she will learn tonight with her bare bottom burning and her protests drowned out by her screams of climax.

      I take what belongs to me.

       

      Buy on Amazon

      Ravenous Predator

      Suzette Barker thought she could steal from the most powerful mafia boss in Philadelphia. My belt across her naked backside taught her otherwise, but as tears run down her cheeks and her arousal glistens on her bare thighs, there is something more important she will understand soon.

      Kneeling at my feet and demonstrating her remorseful surrender in the most shameful way possible won’t bring an end to this, nor will her screams of climax as I take her long and hard. She’ll be coming with me and I’ll be mounting and savagely rutting her as often as I please.

      Not just because she owes me.

      Because she’s my mate.

       

      Buy on Amazon

       

       

      Merciless Savage

      Christoff Dupree doesn’t strike me as the kind of man who woos a woman gently, so when I saw the flowers on my kitchen table I knew it wasn’t just a gesture of appreciation for saving his life.

      This ruthless mafia boss wasn’t seducing me. Those roses mean that I belong to him now.

      That I’m his to spank into shameful submission before he mounts me and claims me savagely.

      That I’m his mate.

       

      Buy on Amazon

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            MORE MAFIA AND BILLIONAIRE ROMANCES BY PIPER STONE

          

        

      

    

    
      Caught

      If you’re forced to come to an arrangement with someone as dangerous as Jagger Calduchi, it means he’s about to take what he wants, and you’ll give it to him… even if it’s your body.

      I got caught snooping where I didn’t belong, and Jagger made me an offer I couldn’t refuse. A week with him where his rules are the only rules, or his bought and paid for cops take me to jail.

      He’s going to punish me, train me, and master me completely. When he’s used me so shamefully I blush just to think about it, maybe he’ll let me go home… or maybe he’ll decide to keep me.

      

      Buy on Amazon

      

      Ruthless

      Treating a mobster shot by a rival’s goons isn’t really my forte, but when a man is powerful enough to have a whole wing of a hospital cleared out for his protection, you do as you’re told.

      To make matters worse, this isn’t first time I’ve met Giovanni Calduchi. It turns out my newest patient is the stern, sexy brute who all but dragged me back to his hotel room a couple of nights ago so he could use my body as he pleased, then showed up at my house the next day, stripped me bare, and spanked me until I was begging him to take me even more roughly and shamefully.

      Now, with his enemies likely to be coming after me in order to get to him, all I can do is hope he’s as good at keeping me safe as he is at keeping me blushing, sore, and thoroughly satisfied.

      

      Buy on Amazon

      

      Dangerous

      I knew Erik Chenault was dangerous the moment I saw him. Everything about him should have warned me away, from the scar on his face to the fact that mobsters call him Blade. But I was drawn like a moth to a flame, and I ended up burnt… and blushing, sore, and thoroughly used.

      Now he’s taken it upon himself to protect me from men like the ones we both tried to leave in our past. He’s going to make me his whether I like it or not… but I think I’m going to like it.

      

      Buy on Amazon

      

      Prey

      Within moments of setting eyes on Sophia Waters, I was certain of two things. She was going to learn what happens to bad girls who cheat at cards, and I was going to be the one to teach her.

      But there was one thing I didn’t know as I reddened that cute little bottom and then took her long and hard and oh so shamefully: I wasn’t the only one who didn’t come here for a game of cards.

      I came to kill a man. It turns out she came to protect him.

      Nobody keeps me from my target, but I’m in no rush. Not when I’m enjoying this game of cat and mouse so much. I’ll even let her catch me one day, and as she screams my name with each brutal climax she’ll finally realize the truth. She was never the hunter. She was always the prey.

      

      Buy on Amazon

      

      Given

      Stephanie Michaelson was given to me, and she is mine. The sooner she learns that, the less often her cute little bottom will end up well-punished and sore as she is reminded of her place.

      But even as she promises obedience with tears running down her cheeks, I know it isn’t the sting of my belt that will truly tame her. It is what comes next that will leave her in no doubt she belongs to me. That part will be long, hard, and shameful… and I will make her beg for all of it.

      

      Buy on Amazon

      

      Dangerous Stranger

      I came to Spain hoping to start a new life away from dangerous men, but then I met Rafael Santiago. Now I’m not just caught up in the affairs of a mafia boss, I’m being forced into his car.

      When I saw something I shouldn’t have, Rafael took me captive, stripped me bare, and punished me until he felt certain I’d told him everything I knew about his organization… which was nothing at all. Then he offered me his protection in return for the right to use me as he pleases.

      Now that I belong to him, his plans for me are more shameful than I could have ever imagined.

      

      Buy on Amazon

      

      Indebted

      After her father stole from me, I could have left Alessandra Toro in jail for a crime she didn’t commit. But I have plans for her. A deal with the judge—the kind only a man like me can arrange—made her my captive, and she will pay her father’s debt with her beautiful body.

      She will try to run, of course, but it won’t be the law that comes after her. It will be me.

      The sting of my belt across her quivering bare bottom will teach Alessandra the price of defiance, but it is the far more shameful penance that follows which will truly tame her.

      

      Buy on Amazon

      

      Taken

      When Winter O’Brien was given to me, she thought she had a say in the matter. She was wrong.

      She is my bride. Mine to claim, mine to punish, and mine to use as shamefully as I please. The sting of my belt on her bare bottom will teach her to obey, but obedience is just the beginning.

      I will demand so much more.

      

      Buy on Amazon

      

      Bratva’s Captive

      I told Chloe Kingstrom that getting close to me would be dangerous, and she should keep her distance. The moment she disobeyed and followed me into that bar, she became mine.

      Now my enemies are after her, but it’s not what they would do to her she should worry about.

      It’s what I’m going to do to her.

      My belt across her bare backside will teach her obedience, but what comes after will be different.

      She’s going to blush, beg, and scream with every climax as she’s ravaged more thoroughly than she can imagine. Then I’m going to flip her over and claim her in an even more shameful way.

      If she’s a good girl, I might even let her enjoy it.

      

      Buy on Amazon

      

      Hunted

      Hope Gracen was just another target to be tracked down… until I caught her.

      When I discovered I’d been lied to, I carried her off.

      She’ll tell me the truth with her bottom still burning from my belt, but that isn’t why she’s here.

      I took her to protect her. I’m keeping her because she’s mine.

      

      Buy on Amazon

      

      Theirs as Payment

      Until mere moments ago, I was a doctor heading home after my shift at the hospital. But that was before I was forced into the back seat of an SUV, then bared and spanked for trying to escape.

      Now I’m just leverage for the Cabello brothers to use against my father, but it isn’t the thought of being held hostage by these brutes that has my heart racing and my whole body quivering.

      It is the way they’re looking at me…

      Like they’re about to tear my clothes off and take turns mounting me like wild beasts.

      Like they’re going to share me, using me in ways more shameful than I can even imagine.

      Like they own me.

       

      Buy on Amazon

      

      Ruthless Acquisition

      I knew the shameful stakes when I bet against these bastards. I just didn’t expect to lose.

      Now they’ve come to collect their winnings.

      But they aren’t just planning to take a belt to my bare bottom for trying to run and then claim everything they’re owed from my naked, helpless body as I blush, beg, and scream for them.

      They’ve acquired me, and they plan to keep me.

      

      Buy on Amazon

      

      Bound by Contract

      I knew I was in trouble the moment Gregory Steele called me into his office, but I wasn’t expecting to end up stripped bare and bent over his desk for a painful lesson from his belt.

      Taking a little bit of money here and there might have gone unnoticed in another organization, but stealing from one of the most powerful mafia bosses on the West Coast has consequences.

      It doesn’t matter why I did it. The only thing that matters now is what he’s going to do to me.

      I have no doubt he will use me shamefully, but he didn’t make me sign that contract just to show me off with my cheeks blushing and my bottom sore under the scandalous outfit he chose for me.

      Now that I’m his, he plans to keep me.

       

      Buy on Amazon

      

      Dangerous Addiction

      I went looking for a man working with my enemies. When I found only her instead, I should have just left her alone… or maybe taken what I wanted from her and then left… but I didn’t.

      I couldn’t.

      So I carried her off to keep for myself.

      She didn’t make it easy for me, and that earned her a lesson in obedience. A shameful one.

      But as her bare bottom reddens under my punishing hand I can see her arousal dripping down her quivering thighs, and no matter how much she squirms and sobs and begs we both know exactly what she needs, and we both know as soon as this spanking is over I’m going to give it to her.

      Hard.

       

      Buy on Amazon

      

      Auction House

      When I went undercover to investigate a series of murders with links to Steele Franklin’s auction house operation, I expected to be sold for the humiliating use of one of his fellow billionaires.

      But he wanted me for himself.

      No contract. No agreed upon terms. No say in the matter at all except whether to surrender to his shameful demands without a fight or make him strip me bare and spank me into submission first.

      I chose the second option, but as one devastating climax after another is forced from my naked, quivering body, what scares me isn’t the thought of him keeping me locked up in a cage forever.

      It’s knowing he won’t need to.

       

      Buy on Amazon

      

      Interrogated

      As Liam McGinty’s belt lashes my bare backside, it isn’t the burning sting or the humiliating awareness that my body’s surrender is on full display for this ruthless mobster that shocks me.

      It’s the fact that this isn’t a scene from one of my books.

      I almost can’t process the fact that I’m really riding in the back of a luxury SUV belonging to the most powerful Irish mafia boss in New York—the man I’ve written so much about—with my cheeks blushing, my bottom sore inside and out, and my arousal soaking the seat beneath me.

      But whether I can process it or not, I’m his captive now.

      Maybe he’ll let me go when he’s gotten the answers he needs and he’s used me as he pleases.

      Or maybe he’ll keep me…

       

      Buy on Amazon

      

      Vow of Seduction

      Alexander Durante, Brogan Lancaster, and Daniel Norwood are powerful, dangerous men, but that won’t keep them safe from me. Not after they let my brother take the fall for their crimes.

      I spent years preparing for my chance at revenge. But things didn’t go as planned…

      Now I’m naked, bound, and helpless, waiting to be used and punished as these brutes see fit, and yet what’s on my mind isn’t how to escape all of the shameful things they’re going to do to me.

      It’s whether I even want to…

       

      Buy on Amazon

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            BOOKS OF THE DARK OVERTURE SERIES

          

        

      

    

    
      Indecent Invitation

      I shouldn’t be here.

      My clothes shouldn’t be scattered around the room, my bottom shouldn’t be sore, and I certainly shouldn’t be screaming into the sheets as a ruthless tycoon takes everything he wants from me.

      I shouldn’t even know Houston Powers at all, but I was in a bad spot and I was made an offer.

      A shameful, indecent offer I couldn’t refuse.

      I was desperate, I needed the money, and I didn’t have a choice. Not a real one, anyway.

      I’m here because I signed a contract, but I’m his because he made me his.

      

      Buy on Amazon

      

      Illicit Proposition

      I should have known better.

      His proposition was shameful. So shameful I threw my drink in his face when I heard it.

      Then I saw the look in his eyes, and I knew I’d made a mistake.

      I fought as he bared me and begged as he spanked me, but it didn’t matter. All I could do was moan, scream, and climax helplessly for him as he took everything he wanted from me.

      By the time I signed the contract, I was already his.

      

      Buy on Amazon

      

      Unseemly Entanglement

      I was warned about Frederick Duvall. I was told he was dangerous. But I never suspected that meeting the billionaire advertising mogul to discuss a business proposition would end with me bent over a table with my dress up and my panties down for a shameful lesson in obedience.

      That should have been it. I should have told him what he could do with his offer and his money.

      But I didn’t.

      I could say it was because two million dollars is a lot of cash, but as I stand before him naked, bound, and awaiting the sting of his cane for daring to displease him, I know that’s not the truth.

      I’m not here because he pays me. I’m here because he owns me.

       

      Buy on Amazon

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            BOOKS OF THE CLUB DARKNESS SERIES

          

        

      

    

    
      Bent to His Will

      Even the most powerful men in the world know better than to cross me, but Autumn Sutherland thought she could spy on me in my own club and get away with it. Now she must be punished.

      She tried to expose me, so she will be exposed. Bare, bound, and helplessly on display, she’ll beg for mercy as my strap lashes her quivering bottom and my crop leaves its burning welts on her most intimate spots. Then she’ll scream my name as she takes every inch of me, long and hard.

      When I am done with her, she won’t just be sore and shamefully broken. She will be mine.

      

      Buy on Amazon

      

      Broken by His Hand

      Sophia Russo tried to keep away from me, but just thinking about what I would do to her left her panties drenched. She tried to hide it, but I didn’t let her. I tore those soaked panties off, spanked her bare little bottom until she had no doubt who owns her, and then took her long and hard.

      She begged and screamed as she came for me over and over, but she didn’t learn her lesson…

      She didn’t just come back for more. She thought she could disobey me and get away with it.

      This time I’m not just going to punish her. I’m going to break her.

      

      Buy on Amazon

      

      Bound by His Command

      Willow danced for the rich and powerful at the world’s most exclusive club… until tonight.

      Tonight I told her she belongs to me now, and no other man will touch her again.

      Tonight I ripped her soaked panties from her beautiful body and taught her to obey with my belt.

      Tonight I took her as mine, and I won’t be giving her up.

      

      Buy on Amazon

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            BOOKS OF THE DANGEROUS BUSINESS SERIES

          

        

      

    

    
      Persuasion

      Her father stole something from the mob and they hired me to get it back, but that’s not the real reason Giliana Worthington is locked naked in a cage with her bottom well-used and sore.

      I brought her here so I could take my time punishing her, mastering her, and ravaging her helpless, quivering body over and over again as she screams and moans and begs for more.

      I didn’t take her as a hostage. I took her because she is mine.

      

      Buy on Amazon

      

      Bad Men

      I thought I could run away from the marriage the mafia arranged for me, but I ended up held prisoner in a foreign country by someone far more dangerous than the man I tried to escape.

      Then Jack and Diego came for me.

      They didn’t ask if I wanted to be theirs. They just took me.

      I ran, but they caught me, stripped me bare, and punished me in the most shameful way possible.

      Now they’re going to share me, and they’re not going to be gentle about it.

      

      Buy on Amazon
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      Hawk

      He’s a big, angry Marine, and I’m going to be sore when he’s done with me.

      Hawk Travers is not a man to be trifled with. I learned that lesson in the hardest way possible, first with a painful, humiliating public spanking and then much more shamefully in private.

      She came looking for trouble. She got a taste of my belt instead.

      Bryce Myers pushed me too far and she ended up with her bottom welted. But as satisfying as it is to hear this feisty little reporter scream my name as I put her in her place, I get the feeling she isn’t going to stop snooping around no matter how well-used and sore I leave her cute backside.

      She’s gotten herself in way over her head, but she’s mine now, and I protect what’s mine.

      

      Buy on Amazon

      

      Scorpion

      He didn’t ask if I like it rough. It wasn’t up to me.

      I thought I could get away with pissing off a big, tough Marine. I ended up with my face planted in the sheets, my burning bottom raised high, and my hair held tightly in his fist as he took me long and hard and taught me the kind of shameful lesson only a man like Scorpion could teach.

      She was begging for a taste of my belt. She got much more than that.

      Getting so tipsy she thought she could be sassy with me in my own bar earned Caroline a spanking, but it was trying to make off with my truck that sealed the deal. She’ll feel my belt across her bare backside, then she’ll scream my name as she takes every single inch of me.

      This naughty girl needs to be put in her place, and I’m going to enjoy every moment of it.

      

      Buy on Amazon

      

      Mustang

      I tried to tell him how to run his ranch. Then he took off his belt.

      When I heard a rumor about his ranch, I confronted Mustang about it. I thought I could go toe to toe with the big, tough former Marine, but I ended up blushing, sore, and very thoroughly used.

      I told her it was going to hurt. I meant it.

      Danni Brexton is a hot little number with a sharp tongue and a chip on her shoulder. She’s the kind of trouble that needs to be ridden hard and put away wet, but only after a taste of my belt.

      It will take more than just a firm hand and a burning bottom to tame this sassy spitfire, but I plan to keep her safe, sound, and screaming my name in bed whether she likes it or not. By the time I’m through with her, there won’t be a shadow of a doubt in her mind that she belongs to me.

      

      Buy on Amazon

      

      Nash

      When he caught me on his property, he didn’t call the police. He just took off his belt.

      Nash caught me breaking into his shed while on the run from the mob, and when he demanded answers and obedience I gave him neither. Then he took off his belt and taught me in the most shameful way possible what happens to naughty girls who play games with a big, rough Marine.

      She’s mine to protect. That doesn’t mean I’m going to be gentle with her.

      Michelle doesn’t just need a place to hide out. She needs a man who will bare her bottom and spank her until she is sore and sobbing whenever she puts herself at risk with reckless defiance, then shove her face into the sheets and make her scream his name with every savage climax.

      She’ll get all of that from me, and much, much more.

      

      Buy on Amazon

      

      Austin

      I offered this brute a ride. I ended up the one being ridden.

      The first time I saw Austin, he was hitchhiking. I stopped to give him a lift, but I didn’t end up taking this big, rough former Marine wherever he was heading. He was far too busy taking me.

      She thought she was in charge. Then I took off my belt.

      When Francesca Montgomery pulled up beside me, I didn’t know who she was, but I knew what she needed and I gave it to her. Long, hard, and thoroughly, until she was screaming my name as she climaxed over and over with her quivering bare bottom still sporting the marks from my belt.

      But someone wants to hurt her, and when someone tries to hurt what’s mine, I take it personally.

      

      Buy on Amazon
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      King’s Mate

      Her scent drew me to her, but something deeper and more powerful told me she was mine. Something that would not be denied. Something that demanded I claim her then and there.

      I took her the way a beast takes his mate. Roughly. Savagely. Without mercy or remorse.

      She will run, and when she does she will be punished, but it is not me that she fears. Every quivering, desperate climax reminds her that her body knows its master, and that terrifies her.

      She knows I am not a gentle king, and she will scream for me as she learns her place.

      

      Buy on Amazon

      

      Beast’s Claim

      Raven is not one of my kind, but the moment I caught her scent I knew she belonged to me.

      She is my mate, and when I claim her it will not be gentle. She can fight me, but her pleas for mercy as she is punished will soon give way to screams of climax as she is mounted and rutted.

      By the time I am finished with her, the evidence of her body’s surrender will be mingled with my seed as it drips down her bare thighs. But she will be more than just sore and utterly spent.

      She will be mine.

      

      Buy on Amazon

      

      Alpha’s Mate

      I didn’t ask Nicolina to be my mate. It was not up to her. An alpha takes what belongs to him.

      She will plead for mercy as she is bared and punished for daring to run from me, but her screams as she is claimed and rutted will be those of helpless climax as her body surrenders to its master.

      She is mine, and I’m going to make sure she knows it.

      

      Buy on Amazon
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      Claimed by the Beasts

      Though she has done her best to run from it, Scarlet Dumane cannot escape what is in store for her. She has known for years that she is destined to belong not just to one savage beast, but to three, and now the time has come for her to be claimed. Soon her mates will own every inch of her beautiful body, and she will be shared and used as roughly and as often as they please.

      Scarlet hid from the disturbing truth about herself, her family, and her town for as long as she could, but now her grandmother’s death has finally brought her back home to the bayous of Louisiana and at last she must face her fate, no matter how shameful and terrifying.

      She will be a queen, but her mates will be her masters, and defiance will be thoroughly punished. Yet even when she is stripped bare and spanked until she is sobbing, her need for them only grows, and every blush, moan, and quivering climax binds her to them more tightly. But with enemies lurking in the shadows, can she trust her mates to protect her from both man and beast?

      

      Buy on Amazon

      

      Millionaire Daddy

      Dominick Asbury is not just a handsome millionaire whose deep voice makes Jenna’s tummy flutter whenever they are together, nor is he merely the first man bold enough to strip her bare and spank her hard and thoroughly whenever she has been naughty. He is much more than that.

      He is her daddy.

      He is the one who punishes her when she’s been a bad girl, and he is the one who takes her in his arms afterwards and brings her to one climax after another until she is utterly spent and satisfied.

      But something shady is going on behind the scenes at Dominick’s company, and when Jenna draws the wrong conclusion from a poorly written article about him and creates an embarrassing public scene, will she end up not only costing them both their jobs but losing her daddy as well?

      

      Buy on Amazon

      

      Conquering Their Mate

      For years the Cenzans have cast a menacing eye on Earth, but it still came as a shock to be captured, stripped bare, and claimed as a mate by their leader and his most trusted warriors.

      It infuriates me to be punished for the slightest defiance and forced to submit to these alien brutes, but as I’m led naked through the corridors of their ship, my well-punished bare bottom and my helpless arousal both fully on display, I cannot help wondering how long it will be until I’m kneeling at the feet of my mates and begging them take me as shamefully as they please.

      

      Buy on Amazon

      

      Captured and Kept

      Since her career was knocked off track in retaliation for her efforts to expose a sinister plot by high-ranking government officials, reporter Danielle Carver has been stuck writing puff pieces in a small town in Oregon. Desperate for a serious story, she sets out to investigate the rumors she’s been hearing about mysterious men living in the mountains nearby. But when she secretly follows them back to their remote cabin, the ruggedly handsome beasts don’t take kindly to her snooping around, and Dani soon finds herself stripped bare for a painful, humiliating spanking.

      Their rough dominance arouses her deeply, and before long she is blushing crimson as they take turns using her beautiful body as thoroughly and shamefully as they please. But when Dani uncovers the true reason for their presence in the area, will more than just her career be at risk?

      

      Buy on Amazon

      

      Taming His Brat

      It’s been years since Cooper Dawson left her small Texas hometown, but after her stubborn defiance gets her fired from two jobs in a row, she knows something definitely needs to change. What she doesn’t expect, however, is for her sharp tongue and arrogant attitude to land her over the knee of a stern, ruggedly sexy cowboy for a painful, embarrassing, and very public spanking.

      Rex Sullivan cannot deny being smitten by Cooper, and the fact that she is in desperate need of his belt across her bare backside only makes the war-hardened ex-Marine more determined to tame the beautiful, fiery redhead. It isn’t long before she’s screaming his name as he shows her just how hard and roughly a cowboy can ride a headstrong filly. But Rex and Cooper both have secrets, and when the demons of their past rear their ugly heads, will their romance be torn apart?

      

      Buy on Amazon

      

      Capturing Their Mate

      I thought the Cenzan invaders could never find me here, but I was wrong. Three of the alien brutes came to take me, and before I ever set foot aboard their ship I had already been stripped bare, spanked thoroughly, and claimed more shamefully then I would have ever thought possible.

      They have decided that a public example must be made of me, and I will be punished and used in the most humiliating ways imaginable as a warning to anyone who might dare to defy them. But I am no ordinary breeder, and the secrets hidden in my past could change their world… or end it.

      

      Buy on Amazon

      

      Rogue

      Tracking down cyborgs is my job, but this time I’m the one being hunted. This rogue machine has spent most of his life locked up, and now that he’s on the loose he has plans for me…

      He isn’t just going to strip me, punish me, and use me. He will take me longer and harder than any human ever could, claiming me so thoroughly that I will be left in no doubt who owns me.

      No matter how shamefully I beg and plead, my body will be ravaged again and again with pleasure so intense it terrifies me to even imagine, because that is what he was built to do.

      

      Buy on Amazon

      

      Roughneck

      When I took a job on an oil rig to escape my scheming stepfather’s efforts to set me up with one of his business cronies, I knew I’d be working with rugged men. What I didn’t expect is to find myself bent over a desk, my cheeks soaked with tears and my bare thighs wet for a very different reason, as my well-punished bottom is thoroughly used by a stern, infuriatingly sexy roughneck.

      Even though I should have known better than to get sassy with a firm-handed cowboy, let alone a tough-as-nails former Marine, there’s no denying that learning the hard way was every bit as hot as it was shameful. But a sore, welted backside is just the start of his plans for me, and no matter how much I blush to admit it, I know I’m going to take everything he gives me and beg for more.

      

      Buy on Amazon

      

      Hunting Their Mate

      As far as I’m concerned, the Cenzans will always be the enemy, and there can be no peace while they remain on our planet. I planned to make them pay for invading our world, but I was hunted down and captured by two of their warriors with the help of a battle-hardened former Marine. Now I’m the one who is going to pay, as the three of them punish me, shame me, and share me.

      Though the thought of a fellow human taking the side of these alien brutes enrages me, that is far from the worst of it. With every searing stroke of the strap that lands across my bare bottom, with every savage thrust as I am claimed over and over, and with every screaming climax, it is made more clear that it is my own quivering, thoroughly used body which has truly betrayed me.

      

      Buy on Amazon

      

      Primitive

      I was sent to this world to help build a new Earth, but I was shocked by what I found here. The men of this planet are not just primitive savages. They are predators, and I am now their prey…

      The government lied to all of us. Not all of the creatures who hunted and captured me are aliens. Some of them were human once, specimens transformed in labs into little more than feral beasts.

      I fought, but I was thrown over a shoulder and carried off. I ran, but I was caught and punished. Now they are going to claim me, share me, and use me so roughly that when the last screaming climax has been wrung from my naked, helpless body, I wonder if I’ll still know my own name.

      

      Buy on Amazon

      

      Harvest

      The Centurions conquered Earth long before I was born, but they did not come for our land or our resources. They came for mates, women deemed suitable for breeding. Women like me.

      Three of the alien brutes decided to claim me, and when I defied them, they made a public example of me, punishing me so thoroughly and shamefully I might never stop blushing.

      But now, as my virgin body is used in every way possible, I’m not sure I want them to stop…

      

      Buy on Amazon

      

      Torched

      I work alongside firefighters, so I know how to handle musclebound roughnecks, but Blaise Tompkins is in a league of his own. The night we met, I threw a glass of wine in his face, then ended up shoved against the wall with my panties on the floor and my arousal dripping down my thighs, screaming out climax after shameful climax with my well-punished bottom still burning.

      I’ve got a series of arsons to get to the bottom of, and finding out that the infuriatingly sexy brute who spanked me like a naughty little girl will be helping me with the investigation seemed like the last thing I needed, until somebody hurled a rock through my window in an effort to scare me away from the case. Now having a big, strong man around doesn’t seem like such a bad idea…

      

      Buy on Amazon

      

      Fertile

      The men who hunt me were always brutes, but now lust makes them barely more than beasts.

      When they catch me, I know what comes next.

      I will fight, but my need to be bred is just as strong as theirs is to breed. When they strip me, punish me, and use me the way I’m meant to be used, my screams will be the screams of climax.

      

      Buy on Amazon

      

      Hostage

      I knew going after one of the most powerful mafia bosses in the world would be dangerous, but I didn’t anticipate being dragged from my apartment already sore, sorry, and shamefully used.

      My captors don’t just plan to teach me a lesson and then let me go. They plan to share me, punish me, and claim me so ruthlessly I’ll be screaming my submission into the sheets long before they’re through with me. They took me as a hostage, but they’ll keep me as theirs.

      

      Buy on Amazon

      

      Defiled

      I was born to rule, but for her sake I am banished, forced to wander the Earth among mortals. Her virgin body will pay the price for my protection, and it will be a shameful price indeed.

      Stripped, punished, and ravaged over and over, she will scream with every savage climax.

      She will be defiled, but before I am done with her she will beg to be mine.

      

      Buy on Amazon

      

      Kept

      On the run from corrupt men determined to silence me, I sought refuge in his cabin. I ate his food, drank his whiskey, and slept in his bed. But then the big bad bear came home and I learned the hard way that sometimes Goldilocks ends up with her cute little bottom well-used and sore.

      He stripped me, spanked me, and ravaged me in the most shameful way possible, but then this rugged brute did something no one else ever has before. He made it clear he plans to keep me…

      

      Buy on Amazon

      

      Auctioned

      Twenty years ago the Malzeons saved us when we were at the brink of self-annihilation, but there was a price for their intervention. They demanded humans as servants… and as pets.

      Only criminals were supposed to be offered to the aliens for their use, but when I defied Earth’s government, asking questions that no one else would dare to ask, I was sold to them at auction.

      I was bought by two of their most powerful commanders, rivals who nonetheless plan to share me. I am their property now, and they intend to tame me, train me, and enjoy me thoroughly.

      But I have information they need, a secret guarded so zealously that discovering it cost me my freedom, and if they do not act quickly enough both of our worlds will soon be in grave danger.

      

      Buy on Amazon

      

      Hard Ride

      When I snuck into Montana Cobalt’s house, I was looking for help learning to ride like him, but what I got was his belt across my bare backside. Then with tears still running down my cheeks and arousal dripping onto my thighs, the big brute taught me a much more shameful lesson.

      Montana has agreed to train me, but not just for the rodeo. He’s going to break me in and put me through my paces, and then he’s going to show me what it means to be ridden rough and dirty.

      

      Buy on Amazon

      

      Carnal

      For centuries my kind have hidden our feral nature, our brute strength, and our carnal instincts. But this human female is my mate, and nothing will keep me from claiming and ravaging her.

      She is mine to tame and protect, and if my belt doesn’t teach her to obey then she’ll learn in a much more shameful fashion. Either way, her surrender will be as complete as it is inevitable.

      

      Buy on Amazon

      

      Bounty

      After I went undercover to take down a mob boss and ended up betrayed, framed, and on the run, Harper Rollins tried to bring me in. But instead of collecting a bounty, she earned herself a hard spanking and then an even rougher lesson that left her cute bottom sore in a very different way.

      She’s not one to give up without a fight, but that’s fine by me. It just means I’ll have plenty more chances to welt her beautiful backside and then make her scream her surrender into the sheets.

      

      Buy on Amazon

      

      Beast

      Primitive, irresistible need compelled him to claim me, but it was more than mere instinct that drove this alien beast to punish me for my defiance and then ravage me thoroughly and savagely. Every screaming climax was a brand marking me as his, ensuring I never forget who I belong to.

      He’s strong enough to take what he wants from me, but that’s not why I surrendered so easily as he stripped me bare, pushed me up against the wall, and made me his so roughly and shamefully.

      It wasn’t fear that forced me to submit. It was need.

      

      Buy on Amazon

      

      Gladiator

      Xander didn’t just win me in the arena. The alien brute claimed me there too, with my punished bottom still burning and my screams of climax almost drowned out by the roar of the crowd.

      Almost…

      Victory earned him freedom and the right to take me as his mate, but making me truly his will mean more than just spanking me into shameful surrender and then rutting me like a wild beast. Before he carries me off as his prize, the dark truth that brought me here must be exposed at last.

      

      Buy on Amazon

      

      Big Rig

      Alexis Harding is used to telling men exactly what she thinks, but she’s never had a roughneck like me as a boss before. On my rig, I make the rules and sassy little girls get stripped bare, bent over my desk, and taught their place, first with my belt and then in a much more shameful way.

      She’ll be sore and sorry long before I’m done with her, but the arousal glistening on her thighs reveals the truth she would rather keep hidden. She needs it rough, and that’s how she’ll get it.

      

      Buy on Amazon

      

      Warriors

      I knew this was a primitive planet when I landed, but nothing could have prepared me for the rough beasts who inhabit it. The sting of their prince’s firm hand on my bare bottom taught me my place in his world, but it was what came after that truly demonstrated his mastery over me.

      This alien brute has granted me his protection and his help with my mission, but the price was my total submission to both his shameful demands and those of his second in command as well.

      But it isn’t the savage way they make use of my quivering body that terrifies me the most. What leaves me trembling is the thought that I may never leave this place… because I won’t want to.

      

      Buy on Amazon

      

      Owned

      With a ruthless, corrupt billionaire after me, Crockett, Dylan, and Wade are just the men I need. Rough men who know how to keep a woman safe… and how to make her scream their names.

      But the Hell’s Fury MC doesn’t do charity work, and their help will come at a price.

      A shameful price…

      They aren’t just going to bare me, punish me, and then do whatever they want with me.

      They’re going to make me beg for it.

      

      Buy on Amazon

      

      Seized

      Delaney Archer got herself mixed up with someone who crossed us, and now she’s going to find out just how roughly and shamefully three bad men like us can make use of her beautiful body.

      She can plead for mercy, but it won’t stop us from stripping her bare and spanking her until she’s sore, sobbing, and soaking wet. Our feisty little captive is going to take everything we give her, and she’ll be screaming our names with every savage climax long before we’re done with her.

      

      Buy on Amazon

      

      Cruel Masters

      I thought I understood the risks of going undercover to report on billionaires flaunting their power, but these men didn’t send lawyers after me. They’re going to deal with me themselves.

      Now I’m naked aboard their private plane, my backside already burning from one of their belts, and these three infuriatingly sexy bastards have only just gotten started teaching me my place.

      I’m not just going to be punished, shamed, and shared. I’m going to be mastered.

      

      Buy on Amazon

      

      Hard Men

      My father’s will left his company to me, but the three roughnecks who ran it for him have other ideas. They’re owed a debt and they mean to collect on it, but it’s not money these brutes want.

      It’s me.

      In return for protection from my father’s enemies, I will be theirs to share. But these are hard men, and they don’t just intend to punish my defiance and use me as shamefully as they please.

      They plan to master me completely.

      

      Buy on Amazon

      

      Rough Ride

      As I hear the leather slide through the loops of his pants, I know what comes next. Jake Travers is going to blister my backside. Then he’s going to ride me the way only a rodeo champion can.

      Plenty of men who thought they could put me in my place have learned the hard way that I was more than they could handle, and when Jake showed up I was sure he would be no different.

      

      I was wrong.

      When I pushed him, he bared and spanked me in front of a bar full of people.

      I should have let it go at that, but I couldn’t.

      That’s why he’s taking off his belt…

      

      Buy on Amazon

      

      Primal Instinct

      Ruger Jameson can buy anything he wants, but that’s not the reason I’m his to use as he pleases.

      He’s a former Army Ranger accustomed to having his orders followed, but that’s not why I obey him.

      He saved my life after our plane crashed, but I’m not on my knees just to thank him properly.

      I’m his because my body knows its master.

      I do as I’m told because he blisters my bare backside every time I dare to do otherwise.

      I’m at his feet because I belong to him and I plan to show it in the most shameful way possible.

       

      Buy on Amazon

      

      Captor

      I was supposed to be safe from the lottery. Set apart for a man who would treat me with dignity.

      But as I’m probed and examined in the most intimate, shameful ways imaginable while the hulking alien king who just spanked me looks on approvingly, I know one thing for certain.

      This brute didn’t end up with me by chance. He wanted me, so he found a way to take me.

      He’ll savor every blush as I stand bare and on display for him, every plea for mercy as he punishes my defiance, and every quivering climax as he slowly masters my virgin body.

      I’ll be his before he even claims me.

       

      Buy on Amazon

      

       

       

      Rough and Dirty

      Wrecking my cheating ex’s truck with a bat might have made me feel better… if the one I went after had actually belonged to him, instead of to the burly roughneck currently taking off his belt.

      Now I’m bent over in a parking lot with my bottom burning as this ruggedly sexy bastard and his two equally brutish friends take turns reddening my ass, and I can tell they’re just getting started.

      That thought shouldn’t excite me, and I certainly shouldn’t be imagining all the shameful things these men might do to me. But what I should or shouldn’t be thinking doesn’t matter anyway.

      They can see the arousal glistening on my thighs, and they know I need it rough and dirty…

       

      Buy on Amazon

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            ABOUT PIPER STONE

          

        

      

    

    
      Amazon Top 150 Internationally Best-Selling Author, Kindle Unlimited All Star Piper Stone writes in several genres. From her worlds of dark mafia, cowboys, and marines to contemporary reverse harem, shifter romance, and science fiction, she attempts to delight readers with a foray into darkness, sensuality, suspense, and always a romantic HEA. When she’s not writing, you can find her sipping merlot while she enjoys spending time with her three Golden Retrievers (Indiana Jones, Magnum PI, and Remington Steele) and a husband who relishes creating fabulous food.

       

      Dangerous is Delicious.
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        * * *

      

      You can find her at:

      

      Website: https://piperstonebooks.com/

      Newsletter: https://piperstonebooks.com/newsletter/

      Facebook: https://www.facebook.com/authorpiperstone/

      Twitter: http://twitter.com/piperstone01

      Instagram: http://www.instagram.com/authorpiperstone/

      Amazon: http://amazon.com/author/piperstone

      BookBub: http://bookbub.com/authors/piper-stone

      TikTok: https://www.tiktok.com/@piperstoneauthor

      Email: piperstonecreations@gmail.com
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