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      “The escort has arrived.”

      “Already?” Giancarlo ‘Gio’ Ferraro looked at his watch. “She’s a half hour early.”

      “Do you want her to wait in the parking garage?”

      “No, you know the drill. I’ll be there as soon as I can,” Gio replied and ended the call.

      As the most powerful don in New York, Gio thrived on routines and being in control. He didn’t like surprises, including early guests. But given that he was about to get laid tonight, he let the matter slide. But first thing tomorrow he’d contact the agency to make sure this mistake didn’t happen again.

      Being caught off guard made him edgy.

      He was stuck in midtown traffic on a busy Saturday evening, and he wouldn’t get home to Brooklyn for another half hour. His guest would have to wait.

      Gio tapped his phone and the security feed for his penthouse apartment popped up. He watched as the woman, his escort for the night, was brought inside by his chief of security, Roman Divoli.

      Roman was a trusted friend from childhood and Gio’s right-hand employee since he was twenty-three, just before Gio’s father passed. Roman’s father Angelo had been Gio Sr.’s lead security and so the family tradition continued. Being an only child, Gio took over the family business at a young age from his grandfather and had built the Ferraro empire into the multi-million-dollar success it was today.

      But Gio was never satisfied and, at thirty-five, he craved more. Always more. The money, the power, it was never enough.

      Gio was always on the hunt.

      And he so enjoyed watching his prey tonight.

      The blonde was just his type, with nice curves and a face that was pretty but not too made up. A bit on the slender side but whatever.

      Gio watched as Roman walked her down the long hallway and opened the main bedroom door. Once the woman was inside, Roman closed the door, locked it, and headed back to the foyer. Roman looked up at the camera and gave a thumbs up.

      The woman took her clothes off and headed for the bathroom. Good. She knew the routine and Gio’s expectations.

      As with every woman Gio requested from the Q Agency, the escort was to arrive promptly, shower, and wait for him in his bed.

      Using the service saved him time, and time was precious to a man as busy as Gio. Controlling legal and not-so-legal businesses was a careful juggling act. Gio was handsome enough to draw the ladies, with thick black hair, dark blue eyes, and a permanent five o’clock shadow. But he didn’t have time to woo a woman, and he didn’t care to. His wealth had many benefits and having women on call was one of them.

      Gio’s blood began to pump fast and hot as he thought about all the ways he wanted to fuck this one tonight.

      He was on edge after several meetings that didn’t go as expected. His legal businesses were doing fine but his underground operations, in particular the casino in New Jersey, was plagued with missing cash. The books weren’t adding up. Some asshole was duping him, stealing his money, and Gio’s anger was set to unleash.

      No one betrayed him and got away with it. No one.

      When Gio caught whoever it was, they would die a painful death.

      He’d had his security team, including Roman and his second in command, Vincent Verano, working on figuring out who was responsible.

      Until then, Gio would have to be satisfied with fucking away his stress. He didn’t even care to look at the woman’s face as he railed her. He just wanted to pound every hole - her pussy, her mouth, her ass - and get the relief he craved.

      Other people used alcohol and drugs, and he’d enjoyed his share when he was younger. But Gio’s vice now was sex. He needed it often, and the agency was the perfect solution. He didn’t need to bother with flirting. The escorts arrived willing and eager. And well compensated for their time.

      Glancing at his phone, he noticed that the woman had exited the bathroom but was now wandering over to his closet. She opened the doors and peered in, then began to check each one of his suits.

      What the fuck was this?

      The women he paid never disobeyed the orders they were given by the agency. They showered, got into bed, and waited for him. They weren’t stupid enough to snoop around in his closet.

      The woman wandered back out and pulled her phone out of her purse. She was holding the phone up. It looked like she was taking pictures.

      Then she began searching the dressers and the nightstands. Fucking hell.

      Gio tapped his phone, calling Roman.

      “What’s up, Gio?” Roman answered.

      “Get that fucking woman out of my bedroom! She’s taking pictures and snooping through my stuff. I don’t know what the hell is going on but grab her phone and keep her locked up until I get there.”

      “Right away, boss.”

      Why would the woman take such a stupid risk? Did she not understand the terms of her contract? Did she have no idea who he was?

      He could have her disappear in the blink of an eye and no one would ever find her.

      Gio tapped the feed again and watched as Roman and Vincent entered the bedroom. The woman screamed but Roman grabbed her purse while Vincent threw her clothes at her, urging her to get dressed. The woman put her dress back on but kept yelling and throwing a fit as they dragged her out of the bedroom and down the hallway. She was pulled into Gio’s private office and Vincent cuffed her to a chair.

      Roman headed back out into the hallway and tapped on his phone.

      Gio’s cell rang.

      “She said she did nothing and is obviously pissed as hell,” Roman muttered.

      “Bullshit, she was looking through my stuff and taking snaps. I’ll deal with her as soon as I get there. I need you to book a call with the agency. I want an explanation for this behavior, and I want it now,” Gio demanded.

      “On it. See you shortly.”

      Gio’s plans for the evening went down the shitter as he stared at his phone. Could this day get any worse?

      Thankfully, his driver got him to Brooklyn within half an hour.

      Once inside the underground garage, he was met by Roman. Escorting him to the private elevator, Roman handed over the woman’s phone.

      “Has she said anything else?” Gio asked.

      “Nope. I got you an appointment with Kara Delaine at 9 PM.”

      “Who?”

      “The owner of the Q Agency,” Roman replied.

      “Right. Sorry. She’s got a lot of explaining to do,” Gio growled.

      By the time the elevator reached the penthouse, Gio’s temper was smoking hot.

      He stalked down the hallway and entered his office. Vincent was sitting on a chair opposite the blonde.

      “Good evening,” Gio announced.

      The blonde jumped and stared at him with wide eyes, black streaks of mascara running down her face.

      He walked around to sit behind his desk, taking his time and controlling his words despite his anger.

      “My name is Gio Ferraro and I’m your client. Or I was, until I saw you rifling through my bedroom. I want an answer from you. Tell me why you were searching my room. And before you answer, think very fucking carefully. I’m not a man you can con. Tell me the truth.”

      The blonde bit her lip. “I was looking for drugs, and cash. I need a hit real bad. Or, at least money so I can get a hit.”

      Gio leaned forward and noticed the woman’s bloodshot eyes, the sheen of sweat on her far too pale skin, and the quick breaths she was taking. “You’re in withdrawal?”

      The woman nodded vigorously. “I just need one hit of coke and I’ll be good to go. I--”

      Gio held up his hand and she stopped talking.

      “Vincent, take her downstairs to the club and get her what she needs. Stay with her for a while. Then let her go,” Gio ordered. “But I’m keeping this.” He held up her phone.

      “But I need my phone, man! I gotta work.”

      Gio shook his head and noticed that Roman was standing at the door.

      “You’re lucky to be leaving here alive. Give me your passcode,” Gio stated calmly. “Or I’ll have Vincent here do some damage to your face. And that might make finding your next job rather difficult.”

      The woman trembled and nodded. After she gave up her passcode, Gio tested it and he nodded at Vincent.

      Vincent hauled her up and out of the room as Roman slipped into his office.

      “That’s a surprise. Normally the women are well vetted and do as their told.”

      Gio nodded. “This appointment with the agency owner, is it by phone?”

      “Yes. I figured that’s what you’d prefer.”

      “No. I want to speak to this Kara Delaine face to face. I’m paying hundreds of thousands of dollars a year for high quality women, and she sends me an addict with the fucking shakes. She’s got a shit load of explaining to do.”

      “I’ll get hold of her and set it up.”

      “Now Roman. I want to talk to her now!” Gio yelled.

      “On it, boss.”

      Roman left the office and Gio sat back in his chair, taking a deep breath to calm his temper.

      Picking up the woman’s phone, he entered the passcode and perused her messages and pictures. He discovered her name was Sara and that she lived on the Upper East Side with two roommates. He glanced through her browser history.

      The photos were mainly New York hot spots including nightclubs, bars, and restaurants. A few pics at someone’s private party and a fashion show. And of course, the pictures of his bedroom. He deleted those.

      She also had several text messages. One from her handler at the agency giving her the instructions for tonight, another text from her drug dealer who refused to give her anything until she paid her growing tab, one from a friend, and one from her sister.

      He spent over an hour looking through every item on her phone, including social media, but it was all about fashion and beauty. Nothing nefarious. She likely wasn’t a spy. Just an addict with poor self-control and bad judgement.

      Still, he’d have Roman wipe her phone.

      Gio’s phone buzzed.

      “Yes?” Gio answered.

      “Kara Delaine is here,” Roman replied.

      “Send her in.”

      Gio was looking forward to this conversation. He was going to take all his goddamn frustration out on Kara Delaine. Then he’d hit a club and find an eager woman. The day was shitty so far, but it wasn’t over yet. Gio wasn’t one to give up or admit defeat. And he always got what he wanted.

      A minute later, there was a knock on his door.

      “Enter!” Gio yelled as he checked his phone and replied to a few messages.

      The door opened and Gio stood up, buttoning his navy suit jacket.

      “Kara Delaine,” Roman announced.

      The first thing Gio noticed about the woman entering his office was her unusual green eyes, so pale they were almost translucent.

      Gio had the urge to look away which wasn’t like him at all. Was this in fact a woman or a fucking witch?

      As their eyes met, an unexpected chill ran up his spine, but he ruthlessly ignored it.

      She was younger than he’d imagined. Maybe late twenties, with long auburn hair styled in voluminous waves, like a movie star pinup from the 40s.

      The glamour look continued with full red lips, curved in a confident smirk.

      That caught his attention.

      Most people, when called to his office, were overcome with fear - sweating, trembling, and nervous as hell.

      But not her. She wandered in with a purposeful stride. Bold as fuck.

      A black suit clung to every curve on her body, and as she stepped closer, her scent wafted over him.

      Jasmine, rose, vanilla. It was subtle, warm, and undeniably sexy.

      Jesus Christ, Gio, remember why she’s here.

      Something about her face felt familiar to him but he couldn’t place her. Had they met before? No. He would have remembered such unforgettable eyes.

      He ignored the flutter of warning in his belly. Just like he ignored her scent and everything else about her.

      Motioning for her to sit in a chair, he studied her movements. Once she was seated, he leaned on his desk, crossed his arms, and stared down at her.

      She may be confident now, but in another minute, she’d be begging him for mercy.

      Just the way he liked it.
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      Being called to a client’s home was never a good sign.

      Being called to Gio Ferraro’s residence at nine on a Saturday night was worse. So much worse.

      Kara wracked her brain, but she couldn’t figure out why she’d been requested. She’d sent Sara here over an hour ago and assumed everything was fine. Sara hadn’t texted back but that was normal. Most of the women who worked for her would text around midnight, when Gio was finished with them.

      Gio was her top client, with weekly visits and generous tips. But judging by the sour look on his chiseled face, she gathered that he was less than satisfied with Sara’s performance.

      Kara was ready for his ire.

      “Do you enjoy your business Ms. Delaine?” Gio asked as he looked down at her.

      Ah yes, the power move. Stand and stare over the person you’re confronting and earn the edge. Make them nervous. Keep the upper hand.

      Fuck that.

      Kara had been dealing with influential men and women her entire life and she wasn’t intimidated by anyone. She grew up a senator’s daughter in Washington D.C. for god’s sake. Meeting powerful people was everyday life. And since making a home here in the Big Apple nine years ago, she’d continued to use her brains to get what she wanted. Not even the don of New York’s most notorious family, the Ferraro’s, could frighten her. She’d faced trials before and she was still here.

      Men like Gio were challenging to deal with but she was up to the task. A spark of excitement filled her as she thought about going toe to toe with the ‘filthy don’ as Gio was referred to by the media.

      “I enjoy my work very much, Mr. Ferraro. Do you enjoy yours?” Kara replied with a smile.

      His blue eyes flashed with an intense heat that suggested he was angry as hell.

      “I do,” he murmured in a deep baritone.

      The velvety sound made Kara shiver.

      “Especially when I get to evaluate people and decide whether they stay or…go.”

      “Having the power to hire and fire is a heady thing,” she replied, willing her heart rate to calm.

      The longer he stared, the more she wanted to fidget.

      Don’t give him the satisfaction. Remember, you’re the Queen of the Q Agency.

      “It is. I thrive on it. And do you know why? Because my standards are very high. If someone isn’t working as they should, they need to be brought to task. And taught a lesson,” he bit out, the clench of his jaw telling.

      Kara met his gaze head on and refused to look away. “I assume that’s why I’m here? To be taught a lesson? Even though I still don’t know why I was called.”

      “But you still came,” he stated.

      “When my number one client requests a meeting, I answer. Normally I prefer phone or text but I’m not going to say no to Gio Ferraro.”

      “Really?” Gio smiled and a dimple popped out on his left cheek.

      His grin was beautiful but dangerous, and a tendril of fear swirled inside her.

      “That’s wise. Do you know that every experience I’ve had with your agency, until now, has been highly satisfactory? The women are exceptionally beautiful, talented, and follow my requests to the letter.”

      “But not Sara? Was there an issue this evening?”

      Gio pulled a phone out of his pocket and tapped it, then turned it around so Kara could view it.

      “Watch,” he commanded.

      Kara stared at the screen. Sara was let into the apartment, then the bedroom. She got undressed and headed for the shower. That was normal. That what Gio’s usual request.

      Then Sara exited the bathroom and began to open closet doors, then bedside tables…shit.

      “I talked to her. Do you know that she’s a coke addict?” Gio bit out as he put the phone back in his pocket. “She was in withdrawal and started searching for drugs. Or money, so she could buy them after I was done with her.” He paused and stood up, walking around his desk. “I pay you a weekly retainer of ten thousand dollars for the finest women in this city and you send me a fucking drug addict in crisis!”

      His voice boomed and nearly burst Kara’s eardrum, but she refused to react.

      “I carefully vet each woman in my employ and there was nothing in her background check or recent health screening to suggest--”

      “I don’t care for excuses!” Gio interrupted. “We’re here now. I want my money back for tonight and I will never use your services again. Not only that, but I’m going to make sure that everyone I know is aware that you and your agency can’t be trusted. Now get the fuck out of my office!”

      Kara’s blood turned to ice as she thought about all the hard work she’d put into her business. The years of hosting underground parties and the time it took to establish a seven-figure sex service business. And one man was going to obliterate it? Did Gio really have that kind of power? Kara didn’t know, but she had a feeling that Gio didn’t make empty threats.

      No fucking way was she going to let this man ruin her.

      Kara would find a way to make this right. To convince Ferraro to change his mind.

      Use that ivy league brain of yours and think…

      “Mr. Ferraro, I have never, not once, had a complaint about my employees. Not once. This is truly an aberration and I assure you it will not happen again.”

      Gio glared at her from across the desk and Kara felt like a deer in the headlights. She couldn’t look away, even though she knew that whatever came next was not going to be good.

      “And how do you suppose to make it up to me? A free month of your services? Maybe a year? I don’t fucking care. You don’t have anything that I need, Kara. There are other agencies ready and willing to pick up where you slacked off.”

      “Why did you use my services to begin with?” Kara lashed out. “Because I run the most discreet agency in New York. I have a client list that reads like the Forbes Top 100. Entrepreneurs, politicians, lawyers, judges, you name it, I’ve got them all. And they come to me, over and over again, because I have the best selection of women and men. Sara is an exception, an error, and I will do whatever it takes to make it right with you. I take my business as seriously as you do yours.”

      Gio said nothing.

      The only sound in the room was the pounding of her heartbeat and the ticking of the clock on his desk. What else could she say? The man had a long reach in this city. A reach that could cut her off at the knees.

      There had to be a way out of this.

      “How did you get into the sex business?” Gio asked, surprising her. His intense gaze surveyed her. “Your accent is hard to pinpoint but your mannerisms reek upper class.”

      Kara lifted her chin and crossed her legs. “I’m from Washington D.C.”

      “Well, that explains it. The boardrooms and bedrooms of that city are dirtier than the underbelly of Hell’s Kitchen. A good training ground for a high-class call girl.”

      The insult meant nothing to her. She’d been called worse. And Gio was talking, not kicking her out, so that was a good sign.

      Keep talking. Tell him who you really are.

      “Indeed,” she replied. “Are you familiar with Senator Josiah Karryn?”

      Gio nodded and leaned forward. “My father made several donations to his re-election campaign. And then, shortly after he was sworn into his second term, the scandal hit. The steadfast married senator from New Jersey had an affair with his rival’s PR director, a man named Leon Lourdes. It made national headlines nine years ago. Why?”

      “I’m Jessica Karryn. His daughter. Or, at least, I was.”

      Gio’s black eyebrows nearly reached his hairline. Kara would bet money that very few people surprised Gio Ferraro. A rush of exhilaration swept through her.

      Kara continued. “I had just graduated from the economics program at Georgetown when the story broke. Like everyone in my family, I was hounded by the media. It got so bad, I couldn’t land a decent job interview. No one would talk to me, let alone consider me for a position with their firm. People I thought were my friends turned on me. I lost everything and it made me incredibly angry and frustrated. My parents refused to help me in any way. My mother took off for Europe, divorced my father, and started a new life. My father moved in with Leon. And I was left to fend for myself. They cut me out of their life, and I did the same. I changed my name and moved to New York.”

      “That’s a sad story but it still doesn’t explain the sex work.”

      Kara leaned forward. “When I came to New York, I had nothing but student loans. Despite the name change, I was still recognized. So, I needed a business I could create from scratch, something that was in demand but that would enable me to work behind closed doors. And I was desperate for cash. A lot of it. So, I asked myself. What do people want most? What can I offer? And the answer was simple.”

      “Sex.”

      “Yes. But I wasn’t going to pimp myself out for a handful of cash for the rest of my life. I was going to be the madam. I had experience hobnobbing with the wealthiest people in the country, so I knew where they frequented, what they were looking for, and how to set up a discreet service.”

      “Only you forgot the first rule. The customer is always right,” Gio snapped.

      “I already told you, I will do whatever it takes to make up for what happened this evening.”

      “Tell me something, Kara,” Gio murmured as he stood up and rounded his desk. “When was the last time you personally offered your services?”

      Kara didn’t flinch. It was a near thing. Should she lie or tell Gio the truth?

      Glancing at his turbulent blue eyes, she had her answer. And she wasn’t ashamed of doing what she needed to to survive.

      “Not for years. When I was starting out, I needed the money.”

      “But not recently?”

      “No.”

      Gio slowly smiled again, and goosebumps popped out all over Kara’s skin. The man had a wicked grin that was far too alluring.

      It was lethal.

      “If you want to satisfy this customer,” he pointed to himself. “And save your business from complete annihilation, you better be prepared to do what it takes.”

      “I’m ready,” she replied without hesitation.

      “Good.” Gio nodded, the ferocious gleam in his eyes telling. “Get on your knees. Now.”

      Despite her sweaty palms and racing heart, Kara obeyed Gio’s order. A surprising heat bloomed inside her at his command, but she ignored it and did as she was told.

      She ignored everything but her instinct to survive.

      She wasn’t going to let anyone, not even the formidable ‘filthy don’ of New York, Gio Ferraro, ruin her life.

      She had a few secret weapons of her own.

      He had no fucking idea what he was in for.
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      Watching a woman get on her knees always gave Gio a heady rush of power.

      But having the bold and stunning Kara Delaine on her knees? The spike of adrenaline coursing through his blood was like nothing he’d ever felt, outside of the high-risk sports he liked to indulge in.

      Kara was stronger than most people Gio knew. Going toe to toe with a mafia don was a ballsy move. Especially after she’d fucked up so badly. But she’d never broken eye contact. And except for the wild beat of her pulse point on her slender neck, she didn’t display any outward signs of nerves or fear. The woman was either batshit crazy or tougher than he’d anticipated.

      He’d have Roman dig into her story to confirm everything she’d told him. But Gio was good at reading people. He was convinced she was telling the truth. And now the reason for her familiar face was clear to him.

      And what a face it was.

      Smooth, golden skin that set off her fiery hair.

      But it was those hypnotic eyes…

      She was a tempting zingara, a gypsy. Gio had been warned by his grandmother about the curse of such women, but he always pushed aside her old-fashioned superstitions. He didn’t believe in witches or gypsy curses.

      He believed in things he could see and taste and touch.

      Like the woman kneeling before him.

      With her head bowed and her hands in her lap, she was the perfect submissive, waiting for his next order. The sight had gotten him so hard, so fast, it was almost painful to stand up. Kara knew exactly what she was doing, and an unsettled feeling erupted in the pit of his stomach. She knew how to give people what they desired the most. Did she know instinctively what he needed?

      That wouldn’t do. He didn’t want anyone knowing his innermost desires. Being vulnerable to another was like handing over the knife to plunge into your back.

      Should he be fearful of her? No. He didn’t fear anyone. And certainly not this woman.

      No, Kara wasn’t a gypsy. She was just a woman. A beautiful and intriguing woman, but still. He’d use her and toss her aside. If he enjoyed her services tonight, he might reconsider ruining her business. Maybe.

      First, she had to prove that she would do whatever it takes to appease him.

      “So obedient,” he stated as he walked to stand in front on her.

      His cock was throbbing with a fierce ache, tenting his tailored pants.

      She’d yet to look at him, ever since he gave the order, and that wouldn’t do. He slipped a finger under her chin and tilted her head back. Juicy red lips beckoned.

      He ran his thumb over her lower lip, testing its softness then pushed the tip of his finger into her mouth. Her hot tongue circled his finger, teasing him with light strokes.

      “You have a perfect mouth. It’s so lush. You know that you were made for fucking and sucking, don’t you?”

      Kara said nothing in response, but her eyes gleamed like a cat that had caught the canary. Her silent self-assurance grated on Gio’s overheated nerves.

      “Unzip me and take my cock in your mouth,” he growled. “But make it last. I don’t want to come quickly. I’m going to save my load for your ass. And you better swallow it all down. Every fucking inch.”

      Gio was not a small man. His cock was long and thick and it took even the most skilled sex workers a while to build up to swallowing his whole dick.

      Kara didn’t blink as she unzipped his pants. He was mesmerized by those fucking eyes, watching as her pupils dilated. Was she getting off on this or was she high on something else? Gio shouldn’t care but for some crazy reason, he was itching to know.

      She slid one warm, slim hand in his pants, delved into his boxer briefs and pulled out his leaking cock. Gripping the base and without breaking eye contact, she leaned forward and wrapped those full lips around his pulsing head, then swallowed him down.

      Fuck, she didn’t have a goddamn gag reflex because she kept on going and thirty seconds later, his dick was snug in the heat of her throat.

      Holy fucking shit.

      She hummed and the vibration on his cockhead felt amazing. His heavy balls tingled, and he knew he wasn’t going to last. Fuck, he’d just wet his dick. He shouldn’t be ready to come yet.

      He saw the determination in her green gaze. She thought she was winning this game, but she had no idea who she was playing with.

      Gio punched his hips forward, shoving his cock in deeper, fucking her face. She surprised him by letting go of his dick and placing her hands on her thighs, leaving her totally at his mercy.

      Fuck, that was hot.

      He let himself give into temptation and gripped her hair, the soft, thick strands tangling in his fingers. Then he angled her head just the way he needed it and pumped his hips. Over and over, his hips took on a life of their own. He wasn’t going to last. She sucked harder and Gio’s balls drew up tight.

      Motherfucker, her mouth was like the first hit of coke. Dizzying, electrifying, and so fucking good.

      He wanted more, more, more.

      One, two more thrusts, and he was spilling down her throat in a hot, wicked rush. The orgasm ripped through his body like a massive wave, taking him under. He blinked and looked down, watching his cum drip down the sides of her mouth. She was beautiful and filthy, and he wanted to wreck her again. In every possible way.

      Good thing she couldn’t read minds.

      Even though the amused glint in her eyes told him otherwise. It sparked his temper.

      He pulled out, tucked himself in, and zipped up.

      “I thought you were saving that load for my ass,” she murmured, her voice hoarse.

      “Next time,” he replied and reached back, gripping the edge of his desk.

      His legs were weak and that realization was a complete mindfuck.

      No, not a mindfuck. It was just a good blowjob. Spectacular. The best he’d ever had. That’s all.

      “Next time?” she asked as she wiped her mouth with her hand.

      “Come on, Kara, you really didn’t think that one blowjob would make up for your fuck up, did you?” he sneered.

      “Yes, because I’m that good.”

      “It was satisfactory,” he panted, still catching his breath.

      That orgasm was like seeing heaven.

      “It was better than that and you know it. I sucked out half your brain through your cock.”

      Gio let out a laugh before he knew what was happening. Then he cleared his throat and resumed his usual glare. He would not let this woman charm him. She was far too wily and talented for her own good.

      “That may be but, thankfully, the other half still works. And we aren’t done here. I’ve decided that you’re going to be my exclusive escort for the time being.”

      “What?”

      “You heard me.”

      Her eyes narrowed. “For how long?”

      “However long I wish. Until I’m satisfied. You want to save your business, don’t you?” He reminded her.

      “Yes,” she hissed.

      “Then you’ll do as I tell you.”

      “Yes, sir,” she replied with a smirk.

      He grabbed the box of tissues off his desk and threw it at her lap. “Clean your face before you leave. And be ready for me next Saturday at seven PM. Wear a cocktail dress.”

      “Why does it matter what I wear?”

      “Don’t question me, just do it,” he snapped.

      “You’re the boss,” she responded as she wiped her face with a tissue.

      Her lipstick smeared over her swollen lips.

      Maybe asking her to clean up was a mistake. He liked seeing his cum on her face.

      The proof of his filthy desire.

      She stood up and ran a hand through her red hair and Gio had the urge to touch it again. He shook his head. Maybe she was right. She had sucked out part of his brain.

      “Yes, I am.”

      “For now.”

      “For as long as I see fit,” he bit out.

      Kara took a step closer, until they were almost nose to nose. In her heels, she was as tall as him.

      “We’ll see,” she replied as she cocked her head.

      “Don’t test my patience. I may find you useful now but I’m not above changing my mind.”

      Despite his words, his dick throbbed like a motherfucker. Just one taste and he needed another. No way was he changing his mind. Not yet.

      “I got it. Next Saturday, seven PM,” she replied and pulled out a card from her purse.

      “What’s this?”

      “My private number. In case you can’t wait a whole week for another best-in-class blowjob.”

      Her amused expression had his temper sparking. When he refused to take the card, she left it on his desk. Gio picked up his phone and texted Roman.

      His hands were shaky.

      It was just hunger. He needed food. And a strong drink.

      “Am I free to go now?” Kara asked.

      “Roman will escort you downstairs.”

      At just that moment, there was a knock at the door. Roman entered the room and stood waiting.

      “It was a pleasure doing business with you. Well, for you at least,” Kara murmured. “Maybe next time, for me?”

      “Very funny. This is about my needs, not yours.”

      “How silly of me to forget.” She smiled.

      Forget, my ass. She was far too quick-witted for her own good. But he had a bad feeling that his desire to play with fire had just begun.

      She turned away and Gio took a good long look at her high, round ass, framed perfectly in tight black satin. Next time he’d get her fully naked and pound that ass until she screamed his name.

      But for now, he was done. With his libido temporarily sated, he had more important matters to attend to. Like finding a thief. The person trying to rip off his casino.

      “Roman, please escort Ms. Delaine to her car.”

      Once they’d left, Gio walked around his desk and sat down. His notifications were piling up, so he picked up his phone and started reading.

      The latest message from Vincent caught his attention.

      
        
          
            
              
        I have good news and bad news.

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        My office is open

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        Be there in ten

      

      

      

      

      

      Gio sat back and continued to read his work messages. But he had a difficult time concentrating, his thoughts all but consumed by a fiery woman with a killer mouth.

      Maybe his grandmother was right.

      If so, his troubles were just beginning.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            4

          

          
            KARA

          

        

      

    

    
      Kara did her best to remain calm during the elevator ride down.

      It wasn’t easy but she succeeded. Holding her head high, she walked quickly as Roman, Gio’s bodyguard, led her to the underground parking garage. She felt his stare a few times. He probably noticed the traces of cum that lingered on her face. And there was the proof of her swollen lips.

      Just like she did with Gio, she ignored the stare, and her racing heart, and focused on breathing.

      She wasn’t ashamed. Kara did what she had to. And assuaging the anger of a filthy mafia don by giving him the best blowjob of his life was a victory in her book.

      Gio had been surprised by her efforts and entirely satisfied. He didn’t need to tell her how much he liked it. Kara knew from the hunger in his gaze while she was sucking him off, the way his body shook when he climaxed, and the tremble of his hands afterward. She’d noticed all of it and would keep that information for future reference.

      After the fuck up with Sara and given all the rumors she’d heard about Gio’s temper, she was thankful she was still alive and walking out of his penthouse at all. And with an invitation to return, no less.

      She knew what he was up to. Gio was going to use her and then ruin her anyway.

      But she was going to prove that she was more skilled at this game than he was.

      When she finally made it to her red sports coupe, she all but collapsed in the driver’s seat. Even her bravado had limits.

      She started the engine and took several deep breaths.

      It had been years since she’d been intimate with a man, never mind a stranger. As much as she enjoyed running a business that was all about sex, she didn’t have the time or the inclination herself. People would never believe it but most nights it was just her, alone in her apartment, with her cat Riley and a good book.

      But apparently Kara’s skills in the bedroom were still top notch.

      And using them on Gio Ferraro wasn’t exactly a hardship. The man was sinfully attractive in a rugged, rough-around-the-edges way. His sharp jawline, big blue eyes, and full lips were tempered by a crooked nose and a scar near his left eye, not to mention the dark stubble. He wasn’t movie star handsome, but he had a fierce presence that no one could deny.

      Not even Kara.

      And he also had a monster cock. She’d seen all types and sizes but admitted that Gio’s was impressive. He tasted good too, salty and musky. Giving head wasn’t her favorite trick, but a small part of her had enjoyed her work tonight. Maybe a little too much. As she was sucking his brain out through his dick, she wondered how said dick would feel inside her. She imagined that he was a skillful lover given how often he used her services. And how some of her employees had requested to work for him again. Even though Gio didn’t do repeats.

      But for the time being, she’d be the one servicing him. Just that thought filled her with a strange mix of apprehension and curiosity.

      Pulling out of the parking garage, she sped towards the Brooklyn Bridge on her way back to Manhattan.

      Traffic was busy as it usually was on a Saturday night, so she listened to her favorite classical music while idling. Her phone pinged with a message from a number she didn’t recognize. And then more messages from other employees.

      Tapping speakerphone, she dialed the unknown number first.

      “Hey, it’s Sara. The john took my phone so I’m using my friend’s. Look, about tonight--”

      “Save it,” Kara snapped as she entered Manhattan and drove up the Avenue of the Americas. “You’re done. Don’t bother calling back.”

      “But I need work! I swear it won’t happen again,” Sara whined.

      “You need to clean up first. I told you when I hired you that I have the top escorts in the city. A drug addict looking for her fix instead of following the client’s demands is a deal breaker. And especially this client. Do you know who the fuck he is? We’re lucky to be talking at all!”

      “I’m sorry. But he sent me downstairs with his security. The guy took me to some club and got me what I needed.”

      “Well, I’m glad you’re not strung out, but I still can’t work with you. You can’t be trusted.”

      “Please give me another chance,” Sara begged.

      “If you get sober, call me, and I’ll refer you to another agency. But I’m not putting my livelihood or my life at risk again.”

      Kara ended the call and ignored the repeated call backs. Just like Gio, she had to draw a line somewhere and being a bitch was necessary in this case. She supposed it was hypocritical to ask Gio for another chance and not give Sara one. But Sara’s addiction created instability. Kara couldn’t have that in her business.

      And Kara was fully capable of fixing her error so it would never happen again.

      She pulled into the underground garage of her high-rise and parked.

      Ten minutes later, Kara opened the door to her spacious unit and was greeted by Riley, who mewled her disapproval.

      “Did you miss me, baby?” She cooed to her cat, picking up the tabby and rubbing her face in the warm fur.

      A second later, a sharp sting made her forearm twitch. Riley jumped out of her arms and took off for the kitchen.

      “Brat,” Kara murmured as she slipped off her four-inch heels and padded barefoot to her bathroom.

      She ran the shower as hot as it could get. Stepping under the spray, she let the water wash away all remnants of her evening. Washing away Gio’s heady scent. His cum.

      She scrubbed her face twice.

      Feeling calmer, Kara tied her hair up in a topknot, threw on her pink silk bathrobe and walked out to the living room. Her phone kept ringing and pinging. Picking it up, she noticed three deposits from other clients, and a new booking.

      And a message from her best friend, Tiko Hanes.

      Tiko was a cabaret performer. They’d met on a rare night when Kara went out. She preferred secluded jazz clubs to crowded nightclubs. A live performance, a dimly lit room, and an expertly made cocktail was the perfect evening in her book. And that’s where she’d met Tiko. His husband Ray owned several bars, including Zane’s, where Tiko performed four nights a week. An establishment that Kara had since invested in. It made for good legal cover.

      Kara had all but foregone friendships when she left Washington. She was comfortable being alone. But Tiko had noticed her at the bar, sitting by herself, and had made it his mission to befriend her. Soon, they were enjoying coffee dates and museum trips together. Tiko encouraged her to get out of the apartment and date, despite her protests. Kara couldn’t imagine dating anyone. She didn’t want to lie about her life to someone she was intimate with. And who would understand her line of work?

      Tiko was different. As her trusted friend, he knew about her business, but they rarely discussed it.

      She didn’t need a man in her life anyway. She was happy on her own.

      Stepping into the kitchen, she pressed call and waited as the phone rang.

      “Kara, please tell me you were out on a date tonight and that’s why you weren’t answering my phone calls,” Tiko answered.

      She flushed as she thought about Gio and their encounter. She couldn’t imagine the man even taking the time to ask a woman out.

      “Not exactly,” she replied.

      She opened the fridge and took out a bottle of pinot grigio. Pouring a glass, she took a long sip.

      “What does that mean?” Tiko asked. “And why does your voice sound funny?”

      She choked on the wine and started coughing.

      “Are you okay?”

      “Fine, I’m fine,” Kara managed to reply as she cleared her throat. No doubt she’d have a sore throat for a day or two thanks to Gio’s ginormous cock. “I just had business to attend to. A client who was less than happy with his service.”

      “And what? You had to make it up to him?”

      “Well… yes. He was very angry and with good reason. My employee showed up and started looking through his stuff. She was going through drug withdrawal and needed a hit. Or money to buy a hit.”

      “Oh fuck. Did she steal anything?”

      “No, he has a lot of security.”

      “He sounds like one of New York’s high rollers.”

      “Very high but also very dangerous. Trust me when I say you do not want to mess with this guy. But I think I managed to assure him that it won’t happen again. Only…”

      “Only what? What did he make you do?” Tiko’s concerned voice had her hesitating.

      She told Tiko everything. He was the one person with whom she could fully be herself.

      “Let’s just say I haven’t turned a trick in a while, but I’ve still got it.”

      “No fucking way! You slept with him?”

      “No. I gave him the best blowjob of his life. He threatened to ruin my business and I couldn’t let that happen.”

      “He could do that to you?”

      “With one phone call,” Kara responded as she took another sip of wine.

      “Who the fuck is this guy?”

      Kara hesitated but decided to tell him. “Ever heard of the ‘filthy don of New York’?”

      “Sure, Giancarlo Ferraro.” Tiko paused. “He’s the guy? Kara, he’s a gangster. A mafioso. Honey, I love you, and I admire your business model but maybe it’s time you think about another line of work. I know the big boys pay big money but is it worth your safety?”

      “I appreciate your concern, Tiko, but I know how to handle men like him. And I have to see him again next week.”

      “How long is this going to go on?” Tiko asked.

      “Until he’s satisfied that I’ve paid for my mistake.”

      “But a man like that can’t be trusted. He could ruin you anyway.”

      Kara sighed and walked out to her living room. “I know that. That’s why I need to go next week. The more I’m around him, the more information I can glean. I need to find something that I can use as leverage if he tries to fuck me over. No pun intended.”

      “I don’t like the sound of this at all. I’m worried.”

      Kara sat down on her tufted couch and put her feet up. “I’ll be fine. I’ve been dealing with jerks like him my whole life. He enjoyed himself way too much tonight and I’m going to keep pressing on all his buttons until I learn one of his secrets.”

      “I know how stubborn you are, so I’ll say no more. But promise me you’ll stay in touch. And reach out if you need help. Ray and I are always here.”

      “I’ve already told you too much. And I don’t want you to get involved at all. In fact…”

      “No. Don’t tell me you’re going to stop calling or showing up at Zane’s. Or miss our weekly shopping trips.”

      “Just for a while. We’ll still text. But I want you safe and at a distance from me. No doubt Gio’s looking into every aspect of my life as we speak.”

      “Gio?”

      “Mr. Ferraro,” Kara corrected herself.

      “Right,” Tiko paused. “And as your friend, I’m still very concerned. But you know how fucking nosy I am, and I have to ask…”

      “He’s as filthy as his nickname,” Kara responded with a chuckle.

      There was silence on the line.

      “Filthy how?” Tiko asked.

      “Well, to start with, he’s got the biggest cock I’ve ever seen.”

      This time, it was Tiko’s turn to choke.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            5

          

          
            GIO

          

        

      

    

    
      “Tell me what you found.”

      Gio sat across from Vincent. Roman was on his way back upstairs to join them.

      “The good news is that I checked out all our regular clients and they’re clean. They have healthy bank accounts that can more than compensate for their gambling losses. None of them have ever been accused or convicted of fraud or any type of theft. And I looked over security videos from last weekend. I didn’t see any attempts to con the dealers.”

      “Okay, so the bad news is, it has to be an employee. Someone that we trust,” Gio replied as Roman stepped into the room.

      Gio nodded at him and Roman took the chair beside Vincent.

      “Yup. We have twenty dealers, five bartenders, twenty wait staff including cashiers, and five security team members.”

      “Fifty suspects is a large pool,” Gio considered. “How are we going to narrow it down?”

      “I can add extra cameras, but there’s a risk that our security team might pick up on it,” Vincent added.

      “So how do we find this fuckhead?” Gio demanded as he slammed his hand on the desk. “I want them caught!”

      “Vincent, install the extra cameras,” Roman murmured. “But do it tomorrow, before anyone comes in. We can hold the security staff outside for an hour, I’ll make up some excuse.”

      “Do it. And by the way, I’m paying the casino a visit on Saturday evening,” Gio commented. “I want the person responsible for stealing brought to me that night. I’ll play a couple hands and then head to the security office to deal with them. You have seven days to find this piece of shit. Understood?”

      Vincent and Roman both nodded.

      “Good, get back to work.”

      Gio picked up his phone, and Vincent left the room. Roman stayed seated.

      “Is there anything else? I’ve got a lot of emails to catch up on,” Gio asked.

      “Is that Delaine woman coming back here next week?”

      “Saturday. In fact, I’m going to take her with me to the casino. I’m going to gamble, have a drink with a beautiful woman, kill the fuckhead who stole from me, and then get laid.”

      “Better watch that one. She runs the top escort agency in New York for a reason. She didn’t get there by being stupid.”

      “I know what I’m doing. I’m using her.”

      “Just make sure it stays that way and she’s not using you. The longer she’s around, the nosier she’s gonna get.”

      Gio scoffed. “She doesn’t care about my business. She’s worried about losing hers after that disaster she sent me.”

      Roman stood up and shook his head. “I don’t trust redheads.”

      “What?”

      “My ex-wife, remember? She’s got a temper and a devious mind. She’s the fucking devil, man.”

      Gio chuckled and ran a hand over his scruff. “I can handle the devil. I’ve had lots of practice.”

      Roman nodded and left the office.

      Gio checked his phone again. According to his bookkeeper, over two hundred thousand dollars in cash had gone missing from the casino. All of it over the past month. Someone was very stupid if they thought they could fuck him over. So far they’d had a month to get away with it. But no more.

      Gio then called his grandfather, Mario.

      The old guy was nearing ninety but still gave great advice. Which Gio took with a grain of salt. Times had changed, business had changed. But one thing remained the same. People had vices and people were greedy. And men like his grandfather, the first don of New York, didn’t live to old age because they were stupid. He survived jail time, the death of his son, and several attempts on his life. His grandfather had experience, and most of all, he knew how to read a con.

      “Gio, what’s up?” Mario’s gruff voice answered.

      “Evening, Pops, did I wake you?”

      “Wake me? What am I, five years old? It’s only nine fucking thirty at night.”

      Gio chuckled. His pops was still feisty as hell.

      “How’re you doing?”

      “I need a cane to get around. Not fucking great. But the mind is still sharp.”

      “I got a problem and I wanted to run it by you.”

      Mario coughed and cleared his throat. “Of course, what is it?”

      “I got someone at the place in Jersey ripping me off. The books are missing a lot of cash. Vincent and Roman think it’s a staff member.”

      “Not surprising. The place is flush with cash. It’s easy to skim a bit off the top here and there without drawing suspicion.”

      “Two hundred grand worth is a lot to skim.”

      “Ouch. Well, whoever is taking it from you is ballsy, probably desperate too. I wish I had more mobility, I’d go in there and talk to your staff. You know I got the nose for liars.”

      “Vincent’s putting in extra hidden security cameras in hopes we can catch whoever it is. I told them I expect results by Saturday. It’s time I paid the place a visit.”

      “Good. I taught you well. When you do the rounds, pay attention. You’ll know who’s nervous as fuck.”

      “I’ll have a date with me so I might be a bit distracted.”

      What the fuck? Gio couldn’t believe he said that. He must be the one in need of sleep.

      “Date? You? You don’t need a date. You need a wife.”

      Gio rolled his eyes. Not this again.

      “I don’t need a wife. I don’t want to get married.”

      “Family is important, Gio. It’s everything. And kids. I need some great-grandkids to spoil before I kick off. Now who is this woman?”

      “Not the kind of woman I’d want to be my wife,” Gio replied as a shiver wracked his body.

      Just the thought of walking down the aisle gave him cold everything, not just feet.

      A sudden vision of Kara in a wedding dress walking towards him flashed in his mind and his stomach flipped. “She runs the escort agency I use.”

      “A madam?” Mario’s loud laughter had Gio turning down the volume on his phone.

      “Laugh it up, old man.”

      “What’s she like?”

      “She’s a zingara.”

      “A gypsy? Oh, that’s bad.”

      “She’s got these unusual eyes, pale green. Long, wavy red hair. And a body with killer curves. The only problem is, she’s too clever for her own good.”

      Mario paused. “She sounds like trouble.”

      “Nah. I’ll have my fun with her and then she’ll be forgotten.”

      Gio would never forget those eyes.

      “Be careful. A good woman can make your life sublime. A bad one can fuck it up overnight.”

      “I’ll keep that in mind.”

      “You come next Sunday for dinner. Your grandmother hasn’t seen you in weeks.”

      That was the one direct order which Gio gladly obeyed.

      “I’ll be there. You take care, Pops, I’ll call you soon.”

      “You catch that thief and show them what a Ferraro is made of.”

      “I will.”

      Gio hung up and opened his laptop.

      He checked the security feed for the casino tonight, but he wasn’t expecting to see anything. It all looked like business as usual. Whoever was skimming the money must be doing it when they were counting the cash at the end of the evening. Or one of the dealers was skimming as they went along.

      Leaving that to his security leads, Gio had another item to take care of. He picked up the phone and called his favorite PI, Jasper Hawk.

      “Gio, how can I help you?” Jasper answered with a cough.

      “You all right? You sound like shit.”

      “Gotta bad cold. What can I do for you?”

      “I need you to run a full profile on Kara Delaine, of Manhattan. That’s her registered name. She used to go by Jessica Karryn, of Washington D.C. I want to know everything. Where she hangs out, who she fucks, what kind of coffee she drinks in the morning.”

      “Karryn? That name sounds familiar.”

      “She’s the daughter of former senator Josiah Karryn.”

      “Woah, okay. They’re a high-ranking family in D.C. Or they used to be. Now she lives here but under a new name?”

      “Yeah, apparently the media ruined her life.”

      “No shit. That scandal was front page news for over a year.”

      “Not only that but get this. She runs the most exclusive escort agency in the city. But I imagine she has a legal business as a cover.”

      “A senator’s daughter is a madam? This story gets better and better.” Jasper cackled.

      “I didn’t call you to offer entertainment. Find out everything you can about her and send it to me by Friday. I want financial details too, all of it. I don’t care how you get it. And keep your mouth shut.”

      “You don’t need to tell me, Gio. I’ve got you.”

      Gio hung up and let out a sigh. He trusted Jasper but like everyone in this town, he could be bought for the right price. Jasper’s business, like Gio’s and Kara’s, relied on discretion and keeping secrets. For now, Gio felt safe enough sharing information with him. He’d been on his retainer for over a decade and never had a problem.

      Curiosity got the better of Gio as he began to research Kara on his own. Her name didn’t yield…anything. She was a ghost.

      He searched her old name and hit the jackpot. News articles, gossip sites, social media. He perused several sites and made a few notes, saving them in a private folder. Then he made additional phone calls in preparation for the week ahead.

      Next Saturday night was going to be one to remember.

    

  







            KARA

          

          

      

    

    






A WEEK LATER…

        

      

    

    
      Kara had received only one communication from Gio during the week.

      Or from BigDickHead as she now referred to him.

      She’d gone and changed his handle in her phone to reflect his new title, erasing NumberOneClient. Her life and her business may be hanging in the balance, but she still had a sense of humor about the whole thing.

      
        
          
            
              
        BigDickHead: My driver will pick you up at your front door at 7:30 PM sharp. Cocktail dress, four-inch heels, no underwear. We’re going to visit one of my establishments for a drink and then back to my place. My driver will drop you home at 2 A.M.

      

      

      

      

      

      Kara rolled her eyes at his request. No underwear? How risqué…not. He may be a mafia don, but Gio wasn’t that different from most men.

      
        
          
            
              
        Kara: Have you had a good week?

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        I bought five apartment buildings, fired two employees, and jerked off twenty or so times. It was a good week.

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        Twenty times? Sounds like you have an itch you just can’t scratch. Or a dick that misses my warm, wet throat. I guess I’ll have to do all the work tonight since your hand is probably cramped. That’s okay, I’m so good, you won’t need to do anything but lie back and enjoy it.

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        You’ll be the one on your back. And your front. And any other position I want. And my dick can get wet anywhere.

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        I know the truth Gio. It was the best BJ of your life. You’ve probably jacked off to thoughts of my expert suction all week.

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        It was satisfactory

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        Don’t lie

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        It was fucking amazing, all right? And now I have very high expectations for tonight.

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        Well, I haven’t fucked a man in over five years, so this pussy is nice and tight for you.

      

      

      

      

      

      Kara had to admit that even though Gio was a hothead and a scary motherfucker, his charisma could not be denied. Their sharp exchanges sparked a strange kind of fire inside her. One that she hadn’t felt in…ever. It had caused a few sleepless nights this week, which was unlike her. She didn’t fret over any man. But maybe she’d been housebound too long. That was probably it.

      She wished she could see Gio’s face as he read her last message. No doubt he wouldn’t believe that a woman who ran a sex empire was celibate. In her experience, men were mostly concerned with their own pleasure. Their pleasure, their control. She’d yet to meet a man who was focused more on her pleasure than his.

      Kara was happy on her own, with no one to answer to but herself. And she had a battery-operated boyfriend when she needed release.

      
        
          
            
              
        That’s a joke, right?

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        Nope. Feel free to have your investigator double check.

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        See you at 7:30

      

      

      

      

      

      Her phone went silent after that.

      She knew she was being followed all week and by whom. There was a van parked in front of her building four days in a row. She was able to verify the licence plate and found it belonged to a private investigator named Jasper Hawk. The man lived in Brooklyn, not far from Gio’s residence. If he was trying to be stealthy, he hadn’t succeeded.

      Let him look, investigate away. There wasn’t much to tell. She had no secrets from men like Gio.

      She’d had a busy week, booking new clients and scheduling regulars. Fridays were always crazy because she had to give her employees their weekend assignments. Twenty grand landed in her bank account on Saturday morning and Kara had treated herself to a little shopping therapy.

      A new dress, a new pair of heels, and a new perfume. Just for Gio.

      Once she was done with tonight, however, the dress and the shoes would be donated or recycled. No reminders.

      For now, she was taking her time getting ready for the evening. It had been so long since she put in the full hair and makeup routine that she spent over two hours in the bathroom. Shaving, moisturizing, plucking, concealing. Fake eyelashes, a coat of mascara, and a plumping lip gloss and she was good to go.

      She’d bought a dark green velvet dress with a corseted bustier and a ruffle at the hem. It hugged her in all the right places and complimented her hair. Tonight, she’d done simple waves again and smoothed her locks until they shone brightly. A spray of perfume in her cleavage and her pulse points and she was good to go. She slipped on gold sandals and a beaded purse and was standing in the lobby of her building at exactly 7:28 P.M.

      The concierge wished her goodnight but didn’t stay and chat. Most everyone in her building kept to themselves. There were a few notable celebrities who lived on the premises and security and privacy were top notch.

      A minute, then two went by.

      A black SUV pulled up to the curb. Then her phone buzzed.

      
        
          
            
              
        You’re late.

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        I’ve been waiting here for two and a half minutes. You’re late.

      

      

      

      

      

      She really was pushing her luck by talking back to him, but she had a feeling that Gio enjoyed their banter far more than he let on. He was the type of man who wouldn’t hesitate to tell her to shut it. Until he did, she’d continue.

      Keep your enemies closer…

      The concierge opened the door and she stepped out, surprised to find Gio getting out of the back of the vehicle, his bodyguard flanking him. Their gazes locked and she caught the hunger in his blue eyes. Her cheeks heated as he perused her from head to toe. Fuck, now she was blushing like a teenager on her first date?

      What next? And why this man? He was an arrogant prick.

      An arrogant prick who looked delicious in a three-piece navy suit. His broad shoulders were made for tailored clothes. Or none at all.

      She’d find out soon enough.

      He gave her that crooked grin, a knowing smirk, like he could read her mind and she forced herself not to react.

      “You look stunning,” he proclaimed as he held his hand out.

      “Thank you. You clean up pretty good yourself,” she replied as she reluctantly placed her hand in his.

      Hand holding was far too intimate, but she forced herself not to pull back. When his warm palm met hers, a jolt ran up her arm and through her body.

      Like lighting striking. She didn’t like those odds.

      Her heart began to race out of control. Taking a deep breath, she gave him her best smile. “And a reminder, I’m fully capable of getting into a car on my own.”

      He ignored her comment, let go of her hand, and let her slide in first.

      “I may be a gangster, but I still have manners. My pops would kill me if I let you open a car door.”

      “Pops?”

      “My nonno, grandfather. Mario Ferraro, the first don of New York. He’s old school.”

      “I’ll bet. He must be disappointed you haven’t married yet and given him six great-grandchildren.”

      Gio let out a deep chuckle and the sound had Kara shivering. “Do you know him? Because he said almost the exact same thing to me the last time I talked to him.”

      Kara laughed in return. Then she remembered that she wasn’t supposed to be enjoying herself. She was in debt to this man.

      “No, but I’m familiar with big families. My mother was half-Italian.”

      “And the other half?”

      “Irish.”

      “Family reunions must’ve been fun,” Gio commented.

      “They were. Loud and boisterous. Until they weren’t.”

      Kara didn’t want to think or talk about the family she’d lost. The parents who had abandoned her. And the remaining relatives who cut off all contact as the media storm erupted.

      “Where are we going?” Kara asked.

      “To one of my casinos.”

      “Legit or underground?”

      “What do you think?” Gio asked with a smirk. “I own several legal casinos but the exclusive, members only one does four times the business in the same period. People with money love to belong to an elite, secret place that only the wealthiest can access.”

      “I know that very well,” Kara replied and shifted in her seat. “So, what did your PI uncover about me this week?”

      “I don’t know what you mean,” Gio bit out, his eyes glittering in the dark.

      Kara should look away, but she didn’t.

      “Please. I spotted his van parked outside my building four days in a row. Jasper Hawk should think about improving his methods if he wants to go about unseen.”

      Gio smiled, like a hungry wolf about to pounce on his prey.

      Beautiful but lethal.

      The intense look he gave her had her shivering again. She should’ve brought a jacket with her. Then again, the air inside the car was warm so her reaction had nothing to do with the temperature.

      Shit.

      “He doesn’t need to hide. He was checking on your schedule, learning your routine. He wasn’t trying to capture you in an indiscreet moment. But I’ll pass along your advice.”

      Kara glanced out the window and observed that they were headed south, then crossing the George Washington bridge.

      “Taking me to New Jersey?”

      “That’s right.”

      “I’m surprised the bigwigs from Manhattan are willing to head out there. The drinks must be really good.”

      “The casino is in a secluded residential area. Hardly any local police around. And so far, business has been very good. My cash flow has no complaints. For the most part,” Gio replied.

      “You’re not concerned someone might recognize me?”

      “No one at this place cares. And because you’re with me, they wouldn’t dare. They come to gamble, snort, and drink. Anonymously.”

      Someone’s phone beeped in the quiet of the car. Gio reached into his pocket and pulled out his phone, tapping on it and typing. While he was busy, Kara looked out the window, memorising the route they were taking. Gio was mumbling under his breath.

      Kara realized that the entire time they’d been in the car, Gio made no move to touch her. Except for helping her into the car.

      Strange.

      She figured he’d try to wet his dick before they arrived.

      Maybe he wouldn’t be as easy to manipulate as she’d hoped.

      Most men were ruled by their cock, but Gio seemed different. No doubt he’d given her a thorough once over, but he’d sat so far away from her that they might as well be in different cars.

      Kara was having a hard time getting a read on Gio. He was more complex than she first realized. Ruthless, but with a soft spot for his family. A person with iron-clad control and a filthy mouth. And everything in his life was about the desire for money and power.

      Then it hit her, like lightning striking. A second time.

      Kara was also describing herself.
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      Gio texted his cousin, Dimitri, but he was having a hard time concentrating.

      His cock was about to tear a hole through his ten-thousand-dollar suit.

      It had been like that all week. He hadn’t joked when he told Kara that he’d jerked off two dozen times. Just the thought of sliding down her throat again or pounding that perfect ass had his erection painfully throbbing.

      But he’d held off on touching himself today. He wanted the build-up, the edging that bordered pleasure and pain. His adrenaline was already spiking, and it would only increase from here on out.

      Roman had forwarded the secret video footage from the casino along with a note.

      Gio finally had answers about the missing money and the knowledge filled him with anticipation.

      A kill followed by a killer woman was the recipe for an unforgettable night.

      And Kara was even more beautiful than the first time he met her.

      Those fucking eyes. So unusual, so hypnotic. It surprised him and made him unreasonably pissed off. Why the fuck was he reacting this way? Gio rarely noticed a woman twice. Once he’d sated his appetites, he was on to the next.

      It’s the thrill of knowing she’ll do whatever I demand. That must be it.

      He had to admit, the woman had brains. From the information Jasper had given him, she’d amassed an amazing amount of money over nine years with nothing more than smarts and a laptop.

      And her sharp mouth always had a quick retort. She liked to play with fire. Her boldly replying to him that he was late picking her up had him forcing back a laugh in the car.

      But he hadn’t completely succeeded. Vincent and Roman had both turned around and looked at him like he was nuts.

      Gio was starting to wonder the same thing.

      The car rolled to a stop and Gio finally looked over at the woman who was occupying way too much of his time.

      Kara had sat silently for a good part of their ride and that was nice too. He hated women who droned on and on. There was a time to talk and a time to shut your mouth. Smart people knew that. Dumb ones just kept talking.

      Roman opened the door and Gio slipped out first, holding his hand out to Kara again. His palm was still tingling from their earlier contact. She may hate his guts, but their chemistry couldn’t be denied. God help them when they both got naked. They’d burn down his fucking house.

      Kara hesitated to touch him, and his temper sparked. Gio didn’t care for her ‘I can open my own door’ bullshit. Since when was it a bad thing to be considerate of your date? Not that this was a date, but still. He had fucking class.

      Kara ignored his hand and slipped out into the cool April evening. She’d forgone a coat and he noticed the goosebumps popping up all over her exposed shoulders. Without thinking, he whipped off his jacket and threw it around her shoulders.

      “I’m not cold,” she snapped and made to take it off.

      “Your bumpy skin says otherwise. Leave it on,” Gio ordered and took her hand as they walked up the stairs to the entrance.

      “Yes, sir,” she replied.

      “Exactly. Do as you’re told and I might decide to cut you loose after tonight. Disobey me and we’ll see what happens.”

      Kara’s face and neck flushed a deep crimson and Gio chuckled. “Let it out, Red. It’s not healthy to keep your Irish-Italian temper bottled up.”

      “I don’t think that’s a good idea where you’re concerned. I’d like to live to see tomorrow.”

      “No one’s guaranteed anything.”

      “Are we going to stand out here all night and discuss philosophy or are we going to play?” Kara responded and cocked her head.

      Roman coughed but it sounded more like a laugh that he’d tried to cover up.

      “Get your smart ass inside,” Gio grumbled as Vincent held open the front door.

      A rush of hot air and the sound of chatter greeted them. Gio walked into the main salon, where the blackjack and roulette games were going on. The smell of expensive cologne, cigars, and booze filled the air. Men in tuxedos and women in designer gowns and jewels littered the floor.

      Hannah, a tall brunette in a slinky black dress, approached.

      “Good evening Mr. Ferraro, can I get you and your guest a drink?”

      “Kara?” Gio asked.

      “Champagne, please.” Kara smiled.

      “Make that two, Hannah,” Gio responded.

      “I’ll have Lila send your drinks over to table 1. Enjoy your night,” Hannah replied and quickly headed for the bar.

      Kara took off his jacket and held it up for him. Gio turned and slipped it back on. Only this time, he was hit with the sexy, edible scent of jasmine and vanilla. Whatever perfume she was wearing, Gio was a fan.

      “One moment,” Gio murmured to Kara.

      Gio stepped away from her and then turned to Roman. “I want to speak to Danny Lucas in an hour. Make sure I have a room in the basement.”

      “You got it.”

      “Meantime, do your tour. We’ll be fine,” Gio responded and motioned for Kara to follow him.

      He got a look at the crowd tonight and noted several billionaire entrepreneurs, Wall Street execs, as well notable celebrities. Normally he did the rounds and greeted everyone, but he didn’t want to stop and get asked any questions about Kara.

      Instead, he nodded to people as he went, leading Kara to the table closest to the bar. Two seats, as well as five stacks of chips, sat waiting for them.

      Gio pulled out a chair for Kara. She reluctantly sat but not before giving him a dramatic eye roll.

      “I’m not above spanking your ass in front of these people. Stop giving me attitude,” he growled.

      She flipped her silky hair over her shoulder and gave him a smirk. “You’re such a relic. Do the women in your life really fall for these ridiculous displays of so-called chivalry? Kind of ironic, considering that you’re definitely not a gentleman.”

      Kara nodded at the others seated at the table until Gio placed his hands on her shoulders. He surrounded her tender neck, squeezing gently. Her pulse point beat an uneven rhythm under his thumbs, igniting his blood.

      Leaning down, he whispered in her ear.

      “Well, you’re not a lady so I guess we’re a perfect match.”

      “I never said I was. And I’d rather be matched with the devil himself.”

      “You really like to live on the edge, don’t you? Must be all those years as a repressed Washington debutante. Did you become New York’s most lucrative madam as an act of rebellion? Does pissing off the most dangerous man in New York get you hot?”

      Kara’s husky laugh echoed over the din of the crowd and Gio’s palm tingled with the vibration. She leaned her head back against his stomach and looked up at him.

      “I’m not a rebel, I just did what I needed to survive. And I’m being honest with you. It’s not my fault if my opinions get you hot and bothered.”

      Gio said nothing in response.

      He gave her neck one last squeeze and let go, stepping away and taking the seat beside her. It wasn’t often that people turned the tables on him, but Kara managed to do so without breaking a sweat. And fuck if it didn’t make Gio hornier than ever. And edgier.

      A warning bell sounded off in his brain, but his throbbing dick overruled it. Never mind a fucking gypsy. This woman was a goddamn strega, a witch.

      A waitress appeared and set down their champagne cocktails.

      “How much is each chip worth?” Kara asked as she picked up one of the red plastic disks and tossed it in the air.

      Gio caught the chip mid-flight and placed it back on the table. “Five grand.”

      “What?” Kara’s shocked expression was very satisfying.

      Finally, he got one over on her.

      “There’s two hundred thousand dollars’ worth of chips here,” she whispered.

      “I’m well aware.”

      A dealer arrived at the table and welcomed everyone. Gio watched him closely as he opened a fresh pack of cards and began to prepare the table.

      “You’re letting me gamble with that much of your money? You don’t even know if I can play.”

      Gio glanced at her. “It’s just a bit of fun. I make that in a day’s work.”

      Kara took a sip of her champagne and shook her head. “I’d never waste that much on gambling. People are crazy.”

      Cutting the deck, the dealer began to work, expertly dividing the cards amongst the players.

      “But since it’s not mine to lose, I guess I might as well enjoy myself and play.”

      Kara looked at her cards and placed one chip on the table. Gio looked at his cards and pushed three chips forward.

      “Look around, Kara. It’s packed. Sometimes crazy is good. And it’s fun, if you understand the game,” Gio commented.

      “Speaking of games, why did you bring me here of all places?”

      “Two birds, one stone. I thought you might enjoy my secret club and I have an important meeting with one of my employees later.”

      “I bet you keep a close eye on them given the amount of cash the casino brings in.”

      “I do indeed.”

      Kara leaned in, her soft lips brushing against his cheek. “In that case, you better watch the cashier. His slight of hand is excellent. He’s pocketed a few grand already. I wonder if he’s done for the night? If it were me, I’d be tempted to take more.”

      Gio took a sip of his drink and turned his head slowly to the right. He watched the cashier taking in people’s money in exchange for chips.

      Gio nearly spat out his mouthful of champagne when he read the man’s nametag.

      Danny Lucas.

      Gio turned back to Kara, letting his lips linger over the softness of her cheek. “Would you consider changing careers? I could use a security staff member with sharp eyes.”

      Kara laughed and shook her head. “Nope. I’ve just attended a lot of high-end parties and events. It’s very tempting for staff. Cash and jewels, just ripe for the taking.”

      Gio was impressed. And so fucking turned on that he momentarily forgot what he wanted to say.

      “Do I get to keep my winnings tonight?” Kara asked, changing the subject.

      Gio’s brain snapped back.

      “Yes. You might need it if I’m not satisfied with your performance. Pad up your rainy-day fund,” Gio murmured as he slid his free hand under the table and over her velvet covered thigh.

      An hour later, Kara was up by fifty thousand. And she was garnering attention. It wasn’t just her beauty, but her exuberance over her winning streak. And when she got excited, she became animated. And so unlike the cool madam he first encountered.

      Gio was charmed by her enthusiasm, even though he was barely breaking even. The sting of loss was tempered with the fact that the night was far from over.

      Suddenly, Roman and Vincent appeared by his side.

      Roman leaned down, his voice low. “The room is ready for you.”

      “Thanks, let me finish up here.”

      Gio finished his glass of champagne. His body was practically vibrating with anticipation. He bowed out, passing his remaining chips over to Kara.

      “Stay here,” Gio said as he stood up and buttoned his jacket. “Vincent will keep you company until I return.”

      Kara glanced up at him, her green eyes far too knowing. “Going to get your money back?”

      “In a manner of speaking.”
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      Gio walked down two flights of stairs into the bowels of the building.

      While the upstairs was decked out in sleek wood, crystal, and the finest of everything, the underbelly of the operation was bare bones. It made for speedier departure, should the cops ever come calling. He wasn’t worried. Gio had quite a few of the NJPD on his payroll.

      There were two rooms with basic chairs, tables, and good lighting so they could count their cash and distribute whatever narcotics guests were demanding. A third room with state-of-the-art surveillance equipment to monitor the business. His lead expert, Harry Dane, had worked in Vegas for years.

      And then a fourth and final room, an office that sat across the security space.

      And that’s where Danny Lucas was waiting.

      Gio and Roman watched from the security room, the two-way mirror giving them a perfect view. Danny was fidgeting, unable to sit still. Sweat stains in the pits of his white uniform shirt told Gio just how nervous the man was. And with good fucking reason.

      Gio removed his jacket and vest and passed it over to Roman. In turn, Roman handed him a hunting knife, sheathed, which Gio placed in the back waistband of his slacks. Then he rolled up the sleeves of his shirt.

      He was ready.

      Gio opened the door and stepped into the office. Danny looked up with a fearful expression in his brown eyes. Gio could tell that any moment now, the cashier was gonna piss himself or throw up. Roman had tied his arms and legs to the chair but the man was shifting.

      Gio closed the door behind him and the snick of the latch sent his blood racing. He loved this part of his job.

      “Danny Lucas,” Gio announced.

      “Mr. Ferraro, I didn’t do nothing. I swear,” Danny whined, as he tried to rock back and forth in his chair.

      Gio took the seat opposite him and smiled. “You know, someone’s been stealing money from my casino, and we’ve spent weeks trying to figure it out. We’ve reviewed hours of video tape, interviewed staff, had people investigated. It turned up nothing.”

      Danny stopped rocking, his hands balling up into fists.

      “Until this week, a breakthrough. With the addition of a few extra cameras, guess what we found?”

      Gio paused and watched Danny’s face get paler, his chest moving in and out with rapid breaths.

      “You, Danny. You. Your slight of hand is very, very good. Top notch. No one caught you until the hidden camera picked it up. Well, my guest tonight, she noticed what you were doing shortly before you went on break. But not everyone is attuned to such things. Still, it’s made me revise some of my personnel choices.”

      Gio stood up and pulled the knife out, removing the sheath and laying it on the table. Danny’s body trembled as he stared at the weapon.

      Gio loomed over him.

      “I’m sorry, Mr. Ferraro. I… I needed the money. I got big debts to pay off and I couldn’t keep up. Between gambling and owing my drug dealer a shitload, I’m in deep. And these guys, they don’t care about my excuses,” Danny croaked.

      “Neither do I.”

      Snatching the knife off the table, Gio gripped Danny’s right hand and cut off two of his fingers.

      Danny’s scream echoed in the room as blood gushed onto the floor. Gio stepped around the mess and placed the knife back on the table and sat down again, crossing his arms.

      Danny was shaking and writhing, tears and snot running down his face. The sudden stench of ammonia filled the small space. Danny had pissed himself and he was mumbling and crying, begging for mercy.

      “Unfortunately, I have no mercy to give,” Gio responded as his phone buzzed. He pulled it out and read a message from Roman. “We went through your locker and found fifteen grand. You stole over two hundred.”

      “The… fifteen was… tonight,” Danny panted. “The rest I took over the past month is gone. I…paid off some debts and spent the rest.”

      Gio shrugged his shoulders and stood up. “As a business owner, I’m used to dealing with losses. Some small, some big. It’s not pleasant but it is what it is.”

      He stood up and picked up the knife again. Danny’s trembling intensified, his body shaking so hard the chair legs rattling against the floor. Gio ran the tip of the knife along the thief’s neck, listening to him weep and beg.

      “I have to get back out to my date, so I’ll leave you in Roman’s capable hands.”

      Gio looked up at the mirror and nodded.

      Thirty seconds later, Roman entered the office and waited in the corner of the room.

      “But before I say goodbye, I need to know. Is there anyone else skimming from me?” Gio asked, pressing the tip of the knife into the skin until he pierced it.

      A trail of blood seeped down Danny’s neck.

      Danny hesitated. Just for a split second, but Gio noticed.

      “No.”

      He didn’t believe him, but time had run out.

      Nothing more needed to be said.

      Gio slit Danny’s throat from ear to ear.

      Nowadays, he usually left these messy jobs to Roman. But it had been a while since someone duped him and he needed to vent his anger. And Gio had a reputation to uphold so he had no problem getting his hands dirty when required. He may have been born and raised to lead the Ferraro empire, but he still paid his dues.

      As Danny’s head fell back, Gio stepped away and placed the knife on the table again.

      “Clean it up. And tell Harry to search the rest of the employee lockers now. There’s another person skimming cash. When he finds them, take care of it,” Gio ordered Roman. “I need to change my shirt.”

      Then Gio left the room and went straight to the bathroom at the end of the hallway, where a clean shirt, his vest, and jacket were hung up and ready for him. After washing his hands and removing his bloody shirt, he threw on a clean white button down and finished getting dressed. He tossed the stained items in the garbage bin and took the bin to the stifling furnace room. Roman was already at work.

      The fire was going to get a lot of use tonight.

      Gio didn’t get all his money back but the anger that had plagued him all week was mostly gone. Justice had been served.

      And now that his adrenaline was running hot from the kill, he needed an outlet.

      Gio took one last look at himself to ensure he’d cleaned up enough, then headed back to the security room. Roman was waiting.

      “Everything’s been disposed,” Roman commented.

      Gio nodded. “Let’s head back and get Kara. I’ve had enough work for one night.”

      They locked up and walked upstairs to the main salon.

      He stepped back into the world of luxury and glamour.

      There was a larger than usual crowd gathered around table one. As Gio grew closer, he observed Kara and one other player, tech billionaire Geoffrey Saint, battling it out for the win.

      Saint was one of Gio’s best clients, visiting the casino every week without fail. The thirty-one-year-old loved blackjack, expensive tequila, and the company of beautiful women.

      Gio noticed the intense way Geoffrey was studying Kara. His temper ignited.

      Buttoning his suit jacket, Gio slowly walked over to the table and stood behind Kara, giving Geoffrey a glare that sent lesser men running. Geoffrey was too busy staring at Kara, and then his cards, to notice.

      Even Gio could admit that the excitement around the table was palpable. It was good for business. People loved watching a winner take all.

      Kara, then Geoffrey, flipped over their cards and waited for the dealer to do the same.

      Geoffrey had seventeen. Kara twenty.

      “The lady wins again,” the dealer announced, and cheers erupted all around.

      Geoffrey smiled at Kara, the whiteness of his teeth nearly blinding. “I hate to lose, but I don’t mind forfeiting to the most beautiful woman in the room. Would you care to join me for a cocktail?”

      “I’m afraid I’m done playing games for the night. But thank you Mr. Saint,” Kara replied politely.

      “It’s Geoffrey.”

      “It’s late and we have other plans,” Gio interrupted as he placed his hands on Kara’s shoulders.

      Geoffrey Saint could fuck right the hell off. No way was Gio letting him get anywhere near Kara.

      “I’m sorry, Gio, I didn’t realize she was with you,” Geoffrey replied with a nod. “It was a pleasure to meet you, Kara. I hope we’ll see each other again.”

      The blond man stood up and made his way through the crowd to the bar.

      Kara collected her chips, then stood up and faced Gio.

      “What the fuck was that?” Gio demanded.

      “That was Geoffrey Saint coming on to me.”

      “No fucking kidding, smart ass. You better not be making plans with him. Or have you forgotten why you’re here?” Gio snapped.

      Kara sighed and stepped closer, facing off. “First off, you don’t own me. And before you spout off about ruining me again, let’s be real. You’re not going to do that. You try to ruin my work, and I’ll go to whoever I need to and inform them all about my number one client.”

      Gio chuckled. “Who’re you gonna tell, Red? The cops? The D.A.? Do you think I don’t have friends in high places? Never, in my thirty-five years, have I had so much as a parking ticket. Don’t try to bluff me. You’re a good player but I’m better. Now cash in your winnings and let’s go. You have a debt to pay off.”

      Kara’s green eyes swirled with anger and Gio was painfully aroused.

      “Once I’m done with you, you can feel free to chase after Geoffrey.”

      Even though the thought of the two of them together made Gio murderously angry. He didn’t want to think about why.

      “Hardly,” Kara scoffed. “Except for business purposes. I have no interest in him personally. He’s too clean cut for my taste.”

      “Clean cut?”

      Kara rolled her eyes. “I like a man who’s rougher around the edges. You know, self-sufficient, independent. Geoffrey seems like the type who’d call in a medical team for a broken nail.”

      Gio barked out another laugh and Roman and Vincent stared at him. So did others who passed by. Fuck, what was going on with him?

      “Here.” Kara held out her chips to him.

      “Why are you giving this to me? It’s your winnings,” Gio snapped.

      “You can’t be serious. There’s two hundred and seventy-five thousand dollars here,” she whispered.

      “Don’t worry, you’ll earn it,” Gio replied with a smirk. “Cash in, we’re leaving.”

      Kara sighed and headed off to the cashier. Gio admired her luscious body in the snug velvet dress. Heads turned as she sauntered through the crowd, and he couldn’t blame them. He couldn’t wait to peel her out of that outfit, to taste all that satiny skin. To pound her tight pussy until she was begging for release. He was going to take his time tonight and completely wreck her.

      He still couldn’t believe that this incredibly interesting woman led such a quiet life. But, according to his PI, it was true. Except for her best friend, a man named Tiko Hanes and his husband Ray, there was no one else in Kara’s life. No dates, no boyfriend or girlfriend. She spent most days at her apartment. She had groceries delivered. She went out weekly to meet Tiko for coffee and shopping. And once a month she got her hair and nails done and attended a jazz club. That was it.

      The mystery of Kara Delaine continued and Gio’s curiosity was going to be sated.

      Kara returned five minutes later. Gio took her arm and guided her out of the casino, Roman and Vincent trailing behind.

      “I don’t feel safe walking around with this much cash,” Kara declared.

      Gio shook his head. “It’s not the cash you should be worried about.”
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      Kara noticed the shift in Gio’s demeanor as they left the casino. He was acting the opposite of their first ride together.

      Whereas before he seemed distracted and aloof, now he was downright possessive, touching her and keeping her close as they stepped outside.

      Not that Kara minded. Not entirely.

      Which was kind of a mindfuck given her situation. Gio was an overbearing asshole to be sure, but she’d never met a man who could keep up with her verbal sparring.

      Unlike Geoffrey Saint. The tech billionaire was handsome and charming but lacked the intensity that Gio had in spades.

      Why Gio of all people? Why did she have to feel this strange kind of pull to a man who was so goddamn dangerous?

      And yes, danger was a real thing. Maybe that was part of it. She didn’t think she’d like to gamble but it turned out, she did.

      She’d caught the specks of red on Gio’s shoes and had a pretty good guess at the source. The man who was stealing from him had probably learned a very painful lesson. And Gio came back to the blackjack table riled up, his pupils dilated, his hands so hot they nearly branded her skin.

      Jacked up on adrenaline, he was ready to fuck.

      Her pro athlete clients were the same way after a game.

      But Gio was playing at a whole other level.

      Once they settled into the backseat of the car, Gio didn’t waste any time pulling her onto his lap. Shoving her dress up over her thighs until it bunched around her hips, he ignored the movement of the car - and his bodyguards a few inches away - sliding one hand over her ass and one around her neck, taking her lips in a bruising kiss. She gasped as his hot tongue speared her mouth, becoming more aggressive with each taste. He thrust his hips, his hard cock rubbing against her pussy. Despite his suit and her dress, she could feel every ridge of his hardness, the throb of his dick. She was already wet and making a mess of her dress.

      “This is just the start of your repayment,” he whispered against her lips.

      The hand that was on her ass moved, sliding around her hip and in between her legs to tease her pussy. Gio rubbed her clit with a practised hand that had her panting and writhing.

      “Good, because I always pay my debt in full,” she whispered as he pumped his hips again and the friction…

      God, right there.

      She wanted to hate his guts, she did, but his touch. Fuck, his skillful touch made every part of her body light up. Years of being alone vanished.

      Why? Why this man?

      Then, as quick as he’d grabbed her, she was deposited back on the seat beside him again.

      “What...”

      She licked her lips and followed Gio’s line of vision.

      Roman had turned around to watch them and Gio was giving him a glare that could cut ice. Roman chuckled and turned back to face the road. She surmised that Gio usually didn’t care about things like fucking in plain sight but for some reason, with her, it bothered him. Then she remembered the way he’d glared at Geoffrey.

      Note to self. Gio doesn’t want to share me…

      Oh, this was getting interesting. She took a deep breath and readied herself for Gio’s next move.

      His body was rigid, his hands clenched, his jaw set. His impressive cock tented his pants. Kara was ravenous for his dick and, at this moment, it had nothing to do with saving her business.

      He didn’t look, touch, or talk to her until they pulled to a stop a half hour later.

      Gio stepped out and offered his hand. This time, Kara readily took it.

      She recognized his parking garage from the first time she visited. With one hand on her lower back, he pushed her into the elevator. With Roman and Vincent, of course. But instead of standing beside her, Gio leaned against the back wall and pulled her in front of him, his hips perfectly cradling her ass, his big hands branding her hips.

      The feel of his rock-hard dick between her ass cheeks had her clenching in anticipation. She counted the floor numbers as the elevator moved, her heart racing faster and faster the higher they lifted.

      All she could feel was the heat of Gio’s body, of her own, burning through the layers of clothing.

      Finally, they reached the penthouse floor.

      Roman and Vincent walked out of the elevator first, opening the apartment, checking inside. Gio kept one arm around her waist and guided her next.

      Gio’s bodyguards gave a nod and then headed for the door, closing it behind them.

      The door locked and the sound had Kara turning around to face Gio.

      Alone.

      The heated look in his eyes was so intense, almost feral, that it had her taking a step back. Gio smiled and fuck, Kara knew from that grin that he was the most dangerous man she’d ever met.

      Sexy, powerful, and seductive, he stepped closer to her, stalking her down the hallway.

      But she knew how to play this game.

      Kara turned on her heels and ran. She had no idea where to, running down the hall and through the first door on the right.

      Entering a dark kitchen, she could barely make out the details of the room save for the moonlight coming in from the window that cast a silver glow. She ran around the center island, but she was no match for Gio.

      And at this point, she was so turned on she couldn’t deny that she wanted to be caught.

      Kara backed against the island, Gio’s arms on either side, trapping her. When his hips finally collided with hers, they both moaned.

      He reached for the edge of her dress, gripping it tightly in both hands and tearing it in half.

      Cool air met heated skin, as the material fluttered to the floor, her body completely bare to Gio. His chest moved in and out with rapid breaths as he looked her over. When their gazes collided, Kara’s pulse jumped so fast she thought she might faint.

      She’d never felt more powerful or beautiful than she did in this moment. Which should have alarmed her since she was standing naked, except for her heels, in front of the most dangerous man in the city.

      But Gio had no idea what he was in for. She was going to fuck him so good and make him want her again and again.

      Until he was the one who was entrapped.

      “Turn around and bend over the counter. Show me that fuckable ass of yours,” Gio demanded, licking his lips.

      Kara slowly turned and did as he asked, the marble countertop cool against her overheated skin, her nipples painfully hard and begging for attention.

      A sharp swat to her ass had her body jolting.

      She loved a good spanking so if this was supposed to be a form of punishment, Gio was sadly mistaken.

      “That’s for running away,” Gio murmured as his fully clothed body encountered her naked one. His hands gripped her ass cheeks, his thumbs rubbing up and down her crease. She tried to widen her stance, but his legs were on either side of hers and they wouldn’t budge.

      “Don’t ever run from me. Is that understood?”

      “You like the chase. And the fight. And I like getting spanked,” Kara taunted.

      Another swat. Harder this time, closer to her pussy. It had her moaning so loud she didn’t recognize herself. He ran one hand up between her thighs. She was so wet, so ready.

      “I’ll deal with your smart mouth later. But first, I need this,” he growled, one finger teasing her pussy, pushing deep inside.

      “Yes, more,” Kara moaned.

      Gio slid another finger inside, drilling deep, and Kara pumped her hips.

      Suddenly, his fingers withdrew, and she cried out in protest. Until she heard him unzipping his pants.

      Then the rip of foil.

      He used one hand to push her upper body against the counter, while his thick cockhead breached her pussy. He was so hot and hard and so goddamn huge. Kara moaned like the needy bitch she was.

      Gio pushed all the way in, filling her up completely and her eyes rolled back.

      “How does that feel, Kara? Is my dick enough for you? You’re skilled at sucking and fucking cock, what do you say?” Gio panted.

      She answered by pushing her hips back, impaling herself on him, trying to get him even deeper. She needed him to move. Harder, deeper, more.

      “More. Give it all to me,” she whispered.

      He teased her sensitive asshole with his thumb and her cheeks clenched tightly. Kara held on to the countertop as best she could as Gio pumped his hips hard and fast, each touch and each thrust more intense than the last. His dick hit that spot deep inside her that felt so fucking good and she couldn’t help the whimpers and groans that erupted from her mouth.

      “Either you’re ravenous for this fucking or you’re a great actress,” Gio groaned, his voice hoarse.

      “You can’t fake a wet pussy,” Kara replied. “Or the fact that my nipples are so hard they’re going to make holes in your perfect marble countertops.”

      Gio barked out a laugh at her comment.

      “Fucking witch,” Gio hissed as he fucked her harder.

      His hand moved from her ass to her pussy, then his finger rubbed her sensitive clit.

      Gio matched the frantic rhythm of his hips to the movement of his hand and Kara’s climax threatened.

      “Yes, don’t stop!” Kara cried out as her pussy spasmed.

      She felt Gio’s body tense and then he shouted her name. She felt the warmth of his cum through the condom. His fingers kept moving, his hips kept pumping and then everything in her body narrowed to that perfect point of pleasure.

      Pleasure that got sharper, higher, until her body locked up tight as her orgasm crashed through her.

      “Gio!” Kara screamed as she writhed and shook with the force of her release.

      Everything in her body lit up as wave after wave of pleasure rolled through her.

      Her vibrator was fine, but nothing could replace a real cock and a talented man who knew how to use it.

      She hadn’t had an orgasm like that in…well… never.

      What the fuck?

      Don’t let his magic cock fuck with your brain. Remember what he is and who he is.

      That resolve was all well and good until he bent over and kissed her spine.

      Soft, sensual kisses and gentle nips that had her body trembling. His sudden gentleness, his sensuality, was far more dangerous than his temper. Kara feared that she was on the path to being well and truly fucked by this man.

      In more ways than one.

      His lips trailed a path up her back to her shoulders, and her tender neck. His scruff was rough against her skin and only added to the powerful sensations rocking her body.

      Then he pulled back and withdrew from her body, his spent cock slipping out. After being so well fucked, she felt empty.

      She reared up and wiped the sweat from her brow, still trying to catch her breath and calm her racing heart.

      Gio turned her around and took her mouth in a kiss that was aggressive and claiming. Kara kissed him back with the same intensity. She didn’t want him to stop.

      Her head was screaming at her to get the hell away from Gio Ferraro. But the rest of her body had no desire to leave.
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      Gio reluctantly pulled away from Kara’s tempting mouth.

      From her incredible body. From her distracting eyes.

      And good timing too because he was still shaking from the force of his orgasm and that was all kinds of fucked up. Sex was always good, but sex with Kara? He felt like an animal, the pleasure so raw and carnal that even after that incredible release, he was ready to fuck again. And he wasn’t sure that one more time would be enough.

      He recognized the danger of this smart, sexy, unconventional woman. If he wasn’t careful, she could become an addiction.

      Disgusted with his reaction, he forced himself to walk over to the sink.

      With shaky hands, he rolled down the condom and threw it in the bin underneath. After washing his hands, he reached for two glasses and poured water in each.

      He slid one glass on the counter to Kara.

      She was still standing, her chest moving in and out with rapid breaths, her heavy breasts and hard nipples distracting. Fuck, she was gorgeous. Now that he finally had time to get a good look at her, it wasn’t enough. He wanted to taste every inch of her smooth skin. He wanted to watch her face the next time he fucked her. He wanted her to know that he owned her. Her body, her pleasure, her…

      Fuck, listen to yourself.

      He’d lost his mind.

      He needed to calm down, to cool off.

      And then he needed this woman gone.

      Gone from his penthouse. Gone from his life.

      What started out as a pleasurable game was starting to fuck with his head. And Gio couldn’t let that happen. There was too much at stake.

      He swallowed his water in three gulps and wiped his mouth.

      Glancing over, he noticed Kara had done the same, emptying her glass.

      “Vincent will drive you home,” Gio finally replied, breaking the awkward silence. “Send me a new girl next week. You can consider my threat rescinded.”

      Gio pulled his phone out of his pocket and texted Vincent. He didn’t want to look at Kara.

      Not her body and especially not her face.

      “Can I borrow a shirt and a pair of pants since you tore my dress in half?” Kara asked.

      Gio nodded and left the kitchen. He didn’t want to see her in his clothes, or think about her wearing them, that was far too intimate. But he had no other choice. Grabbing a t-shirt and a pair of sweats from his closet, he wandered back down the hallway to find her standing by the front door. Hands on hips, she had the power pose down pat. And with her naked body on full display? Fuck, his cock was raring to go again.

      He continued walking and threw the clothes at her.

      She caught them and pulled them on without batting an eyelash. With her gold heels, the baggy grey sweats and the t-shirt should look ridiculous. But her confidence made her look sexy as fuck.

      Gio had to fight the urge to touch her again. He liked what he saw way too much. Before he could make another stupid decision, there was a knock at the door.

      “Make sure the one next week is a blonde. And I want her to stay the night instead of the usual three hours.”

      Kara’s eyes met his, her green eyes glittering.

      Was she amused or annoyed at his request? He was usually so good at reading people. It grated him that he couldn’t quite figure out the woman that was Kara Delaine.

      “You got it.”

      She nodded and turned to the door, effectively dismissing him.

      Gio leaned in close and opened the door. Then he smelled his scent all over her and fuck, he was tempted to change his mind and slam the door shut. To ask her to stay.

      Pazzo. Yeah, he was crazy all right.

      Gio looked up at Vincent standing at the entryway.

      “Text me the woman’s details,” Gio murmured.

      “Of course. I’ll send you someone you’ll never forget,” Kara declared as she walked away.

      She already had…

      A chill ran up Gio’s spine and he felt uneasy. Why did he care anyway? She was the one who should feel uneasy. Fuck, this woman was taking up way too much of his headspace.

      Now that he’d had her, it was time to move on. The sex was phenomenal, but she was an expert. It had nothing to do with her. He’d welcome the next escort and get back to business as usual.

      “I look forward to it,” Gio replied but Kara didn’t respond and didn’t turn around.

      Instead, she faced the elevator doors with her head held high. She stepped inside with Vincent by her side and turned at the last minute. But she didn’t make eye contact with Gio.

      He watched her until the elevator doors closed.

      She was an unusual woman, but far too intriguing for her own good. She could have any man she wanted falling at her feet to worship her.

      Not Gio. Not for any woman.

      He wandered back to the kitchen and picked up the remains of her green velvet dress. Then he walked back to his bedroom, threw the dress on his bed and headed to the bathroom. He took a long, hot shower, washing away the cum and sweat from his body. His mind kept picturing Kara in here with him. Fuck, he should’ve at least fucked her a few more times before he sent her on her way.

      No.

      He ignored his erection and headed to bed.

      Checking his phone one last time, he lay down. Two hours later, sleep still didn’t come. Until Gio jerked off to thoughts of a red-haired gypsy. He came all over what was left of her dress.

      After throwing the ruined garment aside - and cursing himself - he finally fell asleep.

      

      Kara

      Kara ignored the trembling in her legs, the racing of her heart, and the heavy weight in her chest. She ignored her body’s reaction to the best orgasm of her life and instead focused on the fact that she’d bested the filthy don of New York.

      And at his own game.

      He’d withdrawn his threat – or so he said – and things could now go back to the way they were. She’d start sending women his way again and everything would be as it was. As it should.

      Only… she wasn’t sure she’d ever be the same.

      It was rare that she met a man who challenged her outside of the bedroom as much as in it. Another time, another place, she might have pursued him. But that was insanity.

      Her trembling eased as the elevator dropped. The farther away she got from Gio, the more her head cleared. Vincent didn’t look at her which was oddly reassuring. She looked ridiculous in Gio’s sweats and t-shirt - with heels no less – but what else could she do? She could send him another bill next week – this time, for her ruined dress.

      The car ride home was quick, and she entered her apartment a half hour later. Taking off Gio’s clothes, she was tempted to dump them in the garbage disposal but instead, threw them on her chair in the corner of her bedroom.

      She didn’t want to think about why.

      After indulging in a luxuriously hot bath to soothe her well used muscles, she slid between the sheets and curled up next to her cat. Riley mewled her displeasure at being disturbed from her sleep but quickly quieted again and purred against Kara’s chest.

      Kara looked over and stared at Gio’s clothing. She wondered what he looked like wearing such things at home. Did he sit and watch sports in his sweats? Did he go commando? There was nothing sexier than a shirtless man wearing sweats that rode low on his hips. Especially Gio. She felt his taut abs through his shirt even though she hadn’t seen them.

      Maybe that was for the best. She was a highly visual person and once she saw something she liked, that was it.

      When sleep didn’t come, Kara did what always gave her comfort. She worked. She perused her lists and decided on Gio’s escort for next week. Even though her stomach cramped just thinking about it.

      Ridiculous.

      Natalia was the perfect choice for him. A former model, she was beautiful, could hold an intelligent conversation, and had a high sex drive. Natalia enjoyed her work as much as she enjoyed the money she made. And she had very few limits, which made her in demand with the kinkier clients. She would be perfect for Gio.

      Just thinking about Gio and Natalia together made Kara’s temper spark.

      Stop it. He’s a client.

      She had to remind herself that this was what she wanted. Having bested Gio Ferraro was no small accomplishment. The sex tonight was a surprising bonus, but it would soon be forgotten.

      She had everything she needed. Kara didn’t need a man in her life and certainly not a man like Gio.

      Just his money…

      Boom. Lightning struck for the third time.

      She thought about the way Gio had quickly dismissed her and got her out of his place. Her plan to draw out one of his secrets had been quashed.

      She hadn’t won that round, he did.

      Kara should have been relieved. Playing with fire was dangerous. She should stick to boring billionaires like Geoffrey Saint.

      Still, she couldn’t deny that Gio had an intriguing pull on her. He was ruthless, to be sure. He was cunning and not to be fucked with. Well, maybe just the sexual kind.

      But at least he was honest about his reputation. She couldn’t say that about most of the men she’d dealt with in her former or current life. Oddly enough, she saw something in Gio that mirrored her own path. And desires.

      She was a queen, and she could move in any direction she wanted.

      And more than anything, Kara wanted to win. For the first time in a long time, she wanted to be more than a madam. She wanted to play a game with even greater risk.

      A game that gave her more reward.

      And the king was going to help her get there.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            11

          

          

      

    

    







            KARA

          

        

      

    

    
      The next day Kara met Tiko for lunch and a mani-pedi at their favorite spa on the Upper East Side.

      The lunch wasn’t great, but the company of her best friend was much needed.

      “I’m so glad you called, but I thought you wanted me to stay away? Or is the filthy don out of your life now?” Tiko whispered as they sipped on mimosas while getting their feet massaged.

      Kara turned and smiled at her friend. Tiko was older than her, in his forties, but the man didn’t have a grey hair on his head and barely a wrinkle in sight. His eyes twinkled, and she shook her head.

      “Not exactly.”

      “What does that mean? And why do you look so glowy today? What did you do last night?”

      “I did Gio,” she replied with a grin and Tiko nearly spilled his drink.

      “Are you crazy?” he said dramatically and looked her over top to bottom.

      Kara shrugged her shoulders. She probably was.

      Tiko leaned in. “So, tell me all about it. Was it good?”

      She laughed and nodded. “More than. It was hot, primal fucking. Right there in his kitchen.”

      Tiko sighed and waved a hand in front of his face. “I need details. Tell me everything, Kara. I want to get the full dirty on the dick.”

      “I already told you he has the most amazing cock I’ve ever seen. And tasted. And now, fucked. He’s a talented man. But as soon as it was over, he freaked out and sent me packing. In his clothes.”

      “Really?”

      “He gave me a pair of sweatpants and a t-shirt because he ripped my dress. What else was I gonna wear home?”

      “He ripped your dress? That’s so fucking hot,” Tiko whispered, then shook his head. “I should not be encouraging this, but go on.”

      Kara leaned in close. “I let him chase me in the penthouse. He bent me over the kitchen island and… woah. I swear, I didn’t believe in g-spot orgasms until last night. Anyway, after he fucked my brains out, he withdrew his threat and told me to send him a new girl next week.”

      “Ouch in terms of your ego but yay, he’s not going to ruin your livelihood. Are you okay?”

      “Of course. And I know why he kicked me out. I’ve gotten under his skin. But I’m not done with him just yet,” Kara whispered as she took another sip of her drink.

      “What are you planning now?”

      “I’ve made good money in my line of work but it’s not all I’m capable of. I want more. And I’m going to use him to get what I want.”

      “Which is?” Tiko asked.

      “Well, last night, he took me to one of his underground establishments. A casino. They were raking in the money. I’d like to get into the business. And it complements what I do now. Gambling, drinking, drugs, sex - you know, all the vices rolled up into one.”

      Tiko cocked his head and patted Kara’s arm. “Are you sure you don’t want to start a legit business instead? Why all this illegal stuff?”

      “People should be able to do what they want with their bodies and their money. What’s wrong with offering a service they want?”

      “What about a legal casino?” Tiko asked.

      “It doesn’t attract the highest rollers.”

      “You know I don’t care about the morality piece. It’s just that this underground business means dealing with shady people like Gio.”

      Kara laughed out loud and the pedicurists both looked up.

      “He’s not shady. Gio is who he is. And I’m preparing a proposal to present to him. A partnership of sorts.”

      Tiko sighed and finished his drink in one gulp. “I don’t think I like the sound of this.”

      “Look at it this way, if it works out for me, you never have to worry about some asshole harassing you at the club. Ever again,” Kara murmured.

      “If Ray finds out I encouraged you about this, he’ll make me sleep on the sofa for the rest of our lives.” Tiko paused and rolled his eyes. “Tell me more about this proposal.”

      Kara outlined her idea and how to approach Gio. After another round of mimosas, they left the spa tipsy and fucking gorgeous.

      After spending an obscene amount of money on a new dress and a new suit, Kara headed home. Her phone buzzed just as she was about to enter her apartment. She smiled when she saw the message from Gio.

      
        
          
            
              
        Who are you sending next week? I want to see her profile info now.

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        You just wanted an excuse to text me

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        Someone thinks highly of themselves

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        I do. You do too

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        I’m waiting

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        Her name is Natalia. Attached is her pic. She’s so good, one night won’t be enough.

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        No repeats.

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        Are you sure about that?

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        Fuck yes

      

      

      

      

      

      His immediate reply had her shaking her head. He’d already broken his rule with Kara. First the blowjob, and then last night’s fucking.

      Silly man.

      
        
          
            
              
        I enjoyed the casino. I’d like to partner with you on a similar venture. Attached is my proposal. Dinner next week to discuss?

      

      

      

      

      

      A second later, her phone rang.

      “Good afternoon Mr. Ferraro,” she answered.

      “I had my dick in your pussy last night, Kara. Skip the bullshit.”

      “I’m reverting back to our roles. Madam and kingpin. Would you like to discuss my proposal?”

      “You want to enter the casino business? With me? Why the fuck do you think I’d need a partner?”

      Kara sighed. “Why don’t you read my proposal first.”

      “No. Sell it to me. Now.”

      “I’ve built up a good model, but I need a new venture to bring me to the next level. I’m great at reading people. I’m a quick learner.”

      “That sounds like you need me more than I need you. And I don’t work that way. I’m not a fucking mentor. Try again.”

      For the first time since meeting Gio, Kara began to sweat. What if she couldn’t pull this off? Maybe she was overshooting? A quick moment of panic flashed through her. Then she remembered how far she’d come. There was no going back.

      “My vice and yours mesh perfectly. Why not offer both services to exclusive clientele? Private parties that only the top one percent are invited to.”

      “Better, but I’m still not convinced.”

      “I’ll give you access to my entire client roster.”

      There was a pause on the other end of the line.

      “Chances are, there’s a lot of overlap with my casinos. Next.”

      “Sex is more popular than gambling Gio, and you know it. I have over five hundred contacts. Including international players that I send my girls out to. Not just the big apple. Don’t you want to expand your empire beyond New York and New Jersey?”

      Another pause.

      “Dinner, La Fiora, Saturday at seven,” Gio replied.

      “Saturday? What about Natalia?”

      “I’ll see her at nine,” he chuckled and hung up.

      Bastard.

      Her stomach flipped over again when she thought about him and Natalia.

      Whatever. Why should she care who he fucked? As long as Kara was making headway with her plan, nothing else mattered.

      

      Gio

      Gio stared at the picture of Natalia. She was stunning, with golden blonde hair and pale blue eyes. Model perfect.

      He could have cared less. His dick barely twitched.

      It’ll be different when you see her in person.

      He’d better fucking hope so.

      Despite the warnings in his brain, he’d agreed to listen to Kara’s proposal. Was he playing with fire by even contemplating going into business with her? She was distracting enough but now that he’d fucked her, it was all he could think about. He’d already jerked off on her dress again – three times – and finally, reluctantly, threw the tattered mess away.

      Now he’d have to make do with fucking his fist in the shower.

      Instead of ruminating about his desire for the red-haired gypsy, he read through her proposal. It was an interesting idea, but there were a lot of people who wanted to work with him. He preferred to work alone. Or rather, have people work for him, not necessarily with him. An employee he could manage, but a partner in his casino? That meant compromise and equal say in big decisions. And he wasn’t sure he was capable of any of that. He was the one who called the shots and his decision was final. There was no back and forth.

      There was only his way.

      Still, he’d entertain her meeting because, well, he found Kara entertaining. But it would take a fuckton more convincing for him to trust in someone else. He didn’t give that trust lightly. And he wasn’t sure he could trust Kara. She was just as cunning as he was with that smirk of hers, like the Mona Lisa with her secrets.

      Kara met his fire and didn’t back down. She had backbone and grit. He admired that. And she owned who she was. There was no shame in her business or her body. And on top of that, her raw sexuality drew him in like a goddamn moth to her red-hot flame.

      For the first time in his life, Gio was painfully aware that he’d finally met his match.

      Poor choice of words… not his match.

      A kindred soul.

      That wasn’t good either. His heart began to race out of control and his palms grew damp.

      Would bringing her into his business be the smartest thing he’d ever done? Or the beginning of the end?

      Gio had faith in himself. He trusted his instincts. And his gut knew what his brain didn’t want to hear.

      Someway, somehow, this woman was part of his destiny.
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SATURDAY EVENING…

        

      

    

    
      Gio arrived at LaFiora at 6:45 PM.

      He always liked to arrive early to scope out the room and order a special bottle of wine. Unlike last Saturday, he arrived alone and waited for his guest. He didn’t pick Kara up.

      Picking her up was too much like a date.

      Not that he knew what that was. Dating was for other people. Gio couldn’t be bothered when all he wanted was sex. He didn’t want a girlfriend or - God help him – a wife. He didn’t need that kind of headache.

      He knew what his grandfather expected, but Gio would fight that one to the end.

      Finding a woman who would understand his life would be no easy feat…

      At that exact moment, Kara walked into the restaurant and all his senses overloaded. Her red hair was styled in a fancy updo, her head held high, shoulders back, as she strutted down the aisle to their table. She was wrapped in a black bodycon dress, her curves on full display. Every man in the room turned her way. It didn’t matter that she had changed her name and preferred to avoid public life, Kara stood out anywhere.

      Gio felt the shockwave of desire ripple through his body but ruthlessly shut it down.

      He wanted her to have no confusion when it came to this conversation.

      If – that was a big if – he decided to take her on as a partner, there would be no fucking around. Mixing business with pleasure would be all too easy with her.

      Gio stood as she reached the table, her sexy vanilla scent wafting over him. His dick was now wide awake.

      He pulled out a chair for her. As she slowly took the offered seat, he became mesmerized with the sight of her slender neck. She was such a temptation before him. Forcing himself not to lean over and taste her skin, he cleared his throat and sat back down beside her.

      “You’re early,” Gio commented.

      “So are you,” she replied.

      “I like to people watch, to scope out who’s who.”

      “Just like me. You pick up so much more about people when you watch and listen, don’t you agree?”

      Gio nodded.

      The waiter stopped by and presented the wine he’d requested, pouring two glasses. The red wine glowed ruby red, as dark and seductive as Kara’s lips.

      Fuck…

      “To going into business together?” Kara asked as she raised her glass.

      Instead of following suit, Gio took a sip of the wine and shook his head. “You’re getting ahead of yourself, sweetheart.”

      Kara raised one eyebrow at his comment. “I don’t think so, darling.”

      Gio fought the urge to lean forward and kiss the smug expression off her smart mouth.

      A sudden hush in the conversation around them put Gio on high alert. He looked away from Kara to find none other than Alek Vasiliev walking towards them.

      What the fuck was this guy doing in New York?

      Alek ran the drug and gambling racket in Chicago, hell, probably most of Illinois at this point. He was older than Gio, closer to forty and someone you didn’t want to fuck with. His Russian roots were evident on the many symbolic tattoos on his hands and even his face. Add to that his six foot frame and icy blue eyes and Alek was a man who commanded attention. And judging by the multitude of scars on his knuckles, Alek didn’t mind getting his hands dirty either. Gio could respect Alek even if he was pissed that the head of the Chicago bratva was here on his turf. And Alek was alone, not with his usual entourage.

      What the fuck was going on?

      When Alek spotted Kara, he did a slow once over that had Gio’s temper going from pissed to downright furious.

      “Gio.”

      Alek nodded as he stopped at their table.

      Grabbing a chair from the empty table beside them, Alek pulled it over and sat down in front of him.

      “What the fuck do you want, Alek?”

      Gio looked over to find Roman and Vincent entering the restaurant and standing guard by the door. Why the hell hadn’t they spotted Vasiliev’s approach and warned him?

      Too late now.

      Alex’s blue eyes surveyed Kara again. “Alek Vasiliev.”

      “Kara Delaine,” she replied and offered her hand.

      Alek shook her hand, then pulled her hand up to his mouth and kissed her knuckles. “A beautiful name. It suits you.”

      “Cut the bullshit Alek, say what you came here to say and leave,” Gio spat out. “And don’t touch her.”

      Alek raised one eyebrow and let go of Kara’s hand. “This is very interesting.”

      Gio sighed and took another sip of wine. “I’m waiting.”

      Alek looked at Kara curiously and back then at Gio.

      “It’s fine. She’s a business partner,” Gio commented. “Say what you need to say and then get the fuck out of my city.”

      Alek shook his head. “We are so alike. Did you know we have a common enemy?”

      “I think you’ve got faulty intel. Everything’s been quiet the past couple of months.”

      Alek reached into his coat and Gio reached for his gun, hidden under the table.

      “It’s my phone,” Alek declared as he pulled out his cell.

      Tapping on it, he then swiped several times.

      Alek placed the phone on the table. The man in the picture looked familiar.

      “This is Colton Verano. Does the last name sound familiar?”

      That was Vincent’s last name. Gio knew that Vincent had a brother. Gio had only met him once.

      Gio’s stomach acid churned and turned the fine wine in his gut to vinegar.

      “Verano worked for one of my gambling operations in Chicago, under another name, up until a month ago. I noticed cash missing. 5K here, 10K another night. Over weeks, it added up to 150K. Verano goes missing. Then I found out who he really is and who his brother is. Your security man is hiding his brother. And I’ve come here to collect what is mine.”

      Gio thought about his own operation and the missing money. The cashier, Danny, had paused when Gio had asked him if there were any more employees stealing. Was it possible that Vincent was somehow involved? Would he betray Gio that way?

      Gio picked up his phone and sent a text to Roman. Then Gio motioned at Vincent to come over.

      Vincent stepped up to the table. Gio had to give him credit. There was no trace of nerves on his face or body language. Vincent nodded at Alek.

      “Mr. Vasiliev tells me that your brother stole from him and then disappeared. Do you know anything about this?”

      Vincent shrugged his shoulders and cocked his head. “I don’t control my brother. He moved to Chicago a year ago. What he does, I don’t know about.”

      Steady eye contact. No flinching. Hardly a drop of sweat.

      If he was lying, Vincent was good.

      Gio should give him the benefit of the doubt, but Alek wasn’t a stupid man and he wasn’t here for no reason. And Gio didn’t believe in coincidences.

      “That’s a lovely watch you’re wearing, Vincent. Cartier’s newest release. It must have cost you a fortune,” Kara murmured.

      Gio looked at the watch, then Vincent’s face.

      Unmistakable panic flashed in his eyes. It was brief but Gio caught it.

      Alek and Gio both pulled their guns as Vincent bolted for the door.

      “Get down,” Gio ordered and pushed Kara to the floor.

      This was insanity. There were patrons walking around everywhere and neither Gio nor Alek were stupid enough to shoot in a crowded room. Screams erupted as people took cover under their tables and behind the bar.

      Roman blocked the front entrance, his weapon drawn. Vincent pulled out his own Glock and now it was a stand-off between the former colleagues.

      Gio shook his head. Were they really going to do this in the middle of a busy fucking restaurant? This wasn’t a deserted eatery, it was full of witnesses.

      Fuck.

      “Your man is stupid,” Alek muttered calmly as he got up and drew closer to Vincent.

      Vincent wavered back and forth, swinging his gun at Roman then Alek.

      “Are you okay?” Gio turned to Kara.

      “I’m fine. But you better get Vincent outside because people are calling 911 already.”

      She pointed to the nearby table.

      “Fuck. There’s a back entrance. Go. Now.”

      Gio turned away from Kara and followed Alek, his gun drawn. “You’re surrounded, Vincent. Ain’t no way out of this one. Put down your gun and let’s walk out of here.”

      “No way. I’m a dead man out there. And you’re not gonna do anything in here. Too many fucking people, Gio.”

      “Where is my goddamn money?” Alek yelled.

      “Fuck you, Vasiliev.”

      “You’re not getting out of this alive. But I might give your idiot brother some mercy if you tell me where my money is.”

      Vincent shook his head.

      “It’s three against one, Vincent. You know how this ends.”

      “And I know you, Gio,” Vincent sneered. “You’re not gonna shoot me in this place. But maybe you should, huh? Maybe that will be my final fuck you for years of service with shitty pay. My death will be splashed all over the news and there will be so many questions. The cops will be up your ass forever.”

      “You earned great fucking money and you had my protection. That wasn’t good enough?”

      “No, it wasn’t,” Vincent spat out.

      Suddenly, the ceiling sprinklers let loose, water pouring down everywhere.

      Vincent looked up and Gio took his chance, knocking Vincent’s arm and dislodging his weapon. Alek piled on top, wrenching Vincent’s arms behind his back and Roman grabbed the gun off the floor. Alek and Gio pulled a wet and screaming Vincent outside. Well, they were all wet.

      Kara.

      Gio looked around but she was nowhere to be seen. She’d probably gone out the back door like he’d told her to and escaped. He’d text her later to make sure she was okay. For now, business came first.

      “I’ll get the car, boss,” Roman bellowed and took off running.

      “Alleyway,” Alek barked and Gio nodded, dragging a heavy Vincent on his knees.

      As they turned the corner, Gio noticed Kara standing there against the brick wall.

      “Why didn’t you take off?” He demanded.

      “You assholes, let go of me!” Vincent yelled.

      Alek kicked Vincent in the stomach, silencing him temporarily.

      Instead of answering, Kara walked up and wrapped a cloth napkin around Vincent’s head, tying it tightly to cover his mouth, muffling his screams.

      “Now we can talk,” she replied. “Where’s Roman?”

      “Getting the car. Grab my belt and tie it around Vincent’s wrists.”

      Kara did as she was asked, securing Vincent’s wrists tightly. She was cool about it and Gio’s respect for her solidified.

      Gio’s phone buzzed.

      
        
          
            
              
        Roman: I’m out front

      

      

      

      

      

      “Let’s go.”

      They dragged Vincent around the corner and shoved him in the SUV, speeding off into the night.

      This was not the evening Gio had planned.

      His dinner was ruined. His suit was ruined. His second security man had betrayed him. The business meeting with Kara was interrupted.

      And Gio had Alek Vasiliev in his car.

      Gio’s escort would have to wait. Scratch that. The escort was cancelled.

      He looked at Kara sitting calmly beside him, and it hit him. Just like that.

      There was only one woman he wanted.

      He should’ve dumped Kara out of the car and never looked back.

      Gio would do anything but.
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      One thing Kara could say with certainty - an evening with Gio was never dull.

      She had anticipated fine food and wine, an argument (or two) about their partnership and maybe another round of hot fucking.

      But she had not anticipated the drama that had unfolded before her.

      Should she tell Gio that she was the one who set off the sprinklers? It was a simple distraction, but it worked. No, for now, she’d keep that to herself. She’d already proven that she could work with Gio.

      But in case he tried to change his mind, she had ammunition.

      Funny thing was, she would have helped him anyway. The thrill of watching Gio in action tonight made Kara realize that even if he didn’t want to partner with her, she wanted him. He was the most fascinating man she’d ever met. Did he scare her? Sometimes.

      But he made her feel alive, like she was the most powerful woman in the world. Someone like that was worth holding on to. But would he want to hold on to her? The fact that she was still here, by his side, said everything.

      Without telling him, she’d cancelled his escort.

      From now on, the only woman Gio would be needing was her.

      As they whizzed over the bridge and into Brooklyn, Kara felt something or rather, someone’s hand on her leg. But it wasn’t Gio.

      “You’re in my car, with my woman, Alek. Hands off!” Gio roared.

      Alek withdrew his hand and smiled at her. His crooked grin did nothing for her. She felt only irritation.

      “Christ, it’s bad enough you bring this fucking trouble to my door in public. I should push you out of the car right fucking now and let you walk home to Chicago. Touching what’s mine.”

      Kara shivered at Gio’s possessive tone.

      Was it bad that she enjoyed it? Yes, but it felt so damn good.

      For years she’d been numb. Years without family, a family that had abandoned her, had hardened her heart. And the lack of friends and intimate partners only more so. The only two she felt anything for were her friends, Tiko and Ray. They were like the brothers she’d wished she had.

      But Gio? Gio was the lover she’d never dared dream about.

      Suddenly, her heart was full and aching. Beating so fast and hard, but not from fear, not from what just happened in the restaurant. Or from what she was about to witness next.

      It was the realization that her life would never be the same.

      She barely had time to register her shock when they pulled up to an industrial building on a quiet street, no cars, or people in sight.

      Gio gripped her arm. “Wait here.”

      He slipped out of the vehicle with Alek and Roman as they unloaded Vincent from the back.

      Never one to do as she was told (except in the bedroom), Kara joined them.

      Gio caught her eyes and shook his head.

      “Don’t say I didn’t warn you.”

      She shrugged her shoulders and followed them as they entered a run-down warehouse, filled with nothing but broken glass, rotting wood, and the smell of dampness.

      Despite the lack of light, Gio and Roman moved quickly, obviously knowing the lay of the building.

      Down two flights of rickety stairs that creaked ominously with every step, they deposited Vincent on the concrete floor. Kara noticed several large metal hooks in the ceiling, and stainless steel tables every few feet. Was this a former slaughterhouse?

      “Last chance,” Gio murmured.

      Was he talking to her, Alek, or to Vincent? Probably all of them.

      Vincent’s words were muffled by the napkin, but his angry eyes said everything.

      Gio whipped off the mouth covering, and Vincent spat on Gio’s feet.

      “Stealing from me is one thing. But you stealing from me? I fucking trusted you, Vincent. With my life. And you fucking betrayed that trust. You deserve worse than death!”

      “Fuck you!” Vincent spat out.

      Instead of reacting, Gio nodded at Roman. Vincent was hauled up and tied to one of the hooks on the ceiling. With his body stretched out and his feet barely dragging on the floor, he continued to struggle.

      Gio calmly pulled out his gun and pistol-whipped Vincent’s face.

      The crunch of bones meeting steel echoed loudly in the damp space. Gio did it again and again, as blood dripped down Vincent’s cheeks, his lips, his eyes.

      “My turn,” Alek stated. Instead of his gun, he pulled out a knife. “I have special skills. I am old fashioned. I like to carve wood as a hobby. Is relaxing. What do you say I have some fun creating something new out of your face, Vincent?”

      Vincent began to shake his head and the fear in his eyes was back. “No. No. Wait.”

      “Where is your brother and where is my money?” Alek growled.

      Vincent’s body shook but he stayed silent.

      Alex made one long cut down Vincent’s torso, like he was starting an autopsy. Kara swallowed back bile as Vincent’s screams pierced the air. The coppery smell of blood and ammonia filling the air.

      There was no turning back now. She was a witness. And now Gio’s full-fledged partner in crime.

      “He’s… gone. Mexico. Took the money. I was supposed to meet him down there. Too late…”

      “Yes, it is,” Gio declared as he shot Vincent in the head execution style.

      The roar of the gun firing had Kara jolting and wanting to cover her ears. But she refused to show fear.

      Alex shook his head and turned to face Gio. “What the fuck, Gio? I had more questions.”

      “There was nothing more he was gonna say.”

      Alex crossed his arms and sighed.

      “Roman, let’s get the body in the SUV and dump him like usual. Then Alek needs to get to the airport, and we’ll drop Kara at home. I’m going to get Jasper on this to find out where Colton is. And take Vincent’s keys, phone, ID. After we’re done dumping, search his home, his car, everything.”

      “Of course.” Roman nodded.

      “I have a private plane near Newark fuelled up,” Alek replied.

      After wiping his knife on a handkerchief, Alek placed it back under his coat. Then he pulled out his phone and began typing.

      “My plane will be ready in an hour.”

      “Let’s roll.”

      They loaded Vincent’s body into the SUV. Roman stayed in the back seat with Alek, taping up Vincent arms and legs. Gio drove to a remote area in Jersey, and they dumped the body in the swamp, weighed down with rocks and anything heavy they could find.

      Then Roman took over his driving duties and headed to the airport.

      They pulled up to a private airstrip just outside of Newark and Kara spotted a jet on the runway tarmac.

      “It was a pleasure to meet you, Kara, although I wish it were under better circumstances,” Alek replied as he took her hand and kissed her knuckles. She nodded but quickly pulled her hand back. “Gio is a lucky SOB. I hope we meet again. Do svidaniya, Krasnya Koroleva.”

      She had no idea what the Russian words meant – well, except for goodbye, she understood that.

      “Gio, keep me informed about Colton. I’m sending my own man down to Mexico.”

      Alek slid out of the car and walked along the tarmac.

      Two men stepped out of the plane. Both huge, both wearing sunglasses and sporting shoulder holsters. Alek waved at them, and they stepped aside to let him board.

      Kara was intrigued by Alek and yet she hoped she never had to meet him again.

      “Well, as usual Gio, it’s been a night I will never forget,” Kara murmured.

      “Tell me about it. My suit is ruined thanks to those sprinklers.”

      “You should be thanking me for setting them off and distracting Vincent.”

      Gio turned around from the passenger seat and looked at her, his eyes heated.

      “You’re in, now. All the way. You know what that means?”

      “I do,” she replied with a smile.

      “Good,” he turned around as Roman drove them out of the airport. “We’re going back to your place. Pack up your stuff. You’re moving in with me.”

      Of all the things she expected Gio to say, that was the last of them. Maybe she hadn’t heard him correctly.

      “Excuse me?”

      “You heard me, Red. You’re mine now. That means you live with me. You fuck only me.”

      Kara didn’t know whether to laugh, shout, or do both. This man was insane!

      “We’re business partners. Not the other kind. And I can’t just pack up my whole life in a few hours--”

      “You can and you will. Roman and I will help you.”

      “But--”

      “Stop the car, Roman.”

      Roman did as his boss asked and Gio got out and slid into the back seat beside Kara. He gripped her face and pulled her in for a fierce kiss that had her clawing at his coat, frantic to touch him.

      “You’re mine, do you understand?” he repeated, and Kara pulled back, her mouth swollen, her brain offline.

      “Yes,” she replied.

      The word just popped out. What was happening to her?

      “Good.” He leaned back and tapped on Roman’s shoulder.

      Kara was still in shock when they arrived at her apartment but then realized she was getting exactly what she wanted.

      She was going to be Gio’s right hand woman, the queen to his king.

      But first, there was the matter of her apartment and of course, her cat. No one was more surprised to find out she had a pet than Gio.

      “What is that?” Gio pointed at Riley, who was sitting on her couch.

      “Don’t you recognized a pussy when you see one?” Kara quipped.

      Her comment was met with Gio’s middle finger.

      “That’s Riley, my tabby. She’s four years old and very temperamental.”

      Riley bounded off the couch and ran up to Gio. The look on his face was oddly panicked. The cat sniffed his shoes and his pants, then rubbed up against his legs.

      “Shameless,” Kara whispered and tried not to laugh.

      Gio bent over and reached for the cat.

      “I wouldn’t do that…”

      Riley’s purrs grew louder as Gio pulled her up into his arms, holding her furry body to his chest. Riley rubbed her chin against Gio’s jacket, and he scratched behind her ears.

      “You were saying?” Gio smirked at her as he cradled her furry beast.

      “Shut up,” Kara replied and turned on her heel.

      Gio’s dark chuckle followed her all the way to her bedroom.
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      This was insane. How was she supposed to pack up her life in a few hours?

      She stared at her open closet. The racks of shoes, the rows of sweaters, the many, many dresses. She had no idea where to begin. Until her phone rang.

      Incoming call: Tiko

      She tapped accept. “Perfect timing. Feel like helping out a friend in need?” Kara asked as she grabbed a suitcase with her free hand and dumped it open on the floor.

      “Help with what?” Tiko asked.

      “Moving.”

      “Honey, I don’t do that for anyone, not even my husband. And why are you moving? What’s going on?”

      “I’m moving in with Gio. And he wants to do it now.”

      “Back up, hold on. This man, who is the most dangerous motherfucker in the city, tries to ruin your business, fucks your brains out, and now he’s moving you into his place? Are you crazy?”

      “Apparently. I know it’s fucked up, Tiko, but I… I want him. I can’t deny it. We make a powerful team. I think…”

      Kara turned around, but she was still alone in her bedroom.

      She sat down on the edge of the bed and stared out at the city skyline, lit up like a thousand glittering jewels. No matter how many times she stared out her window, she never tired of the view. She’d found refuge in the city a decade ago, anonymity amongst the chaos. And now her life was pivoting again.

      Saying yes to Gio, was she about to step out into the light again or turn back into the darkness?

      “I think I--”

      “Don’t say it. You can’t be falling for this guy. He’s a mafia don for god’s sake.”

      “I know, I just…he makes me feel incredible. Beautiful. Powerful. Wanted. Even his bossiness turns me on. Not that I don’t give it back.”

      “Honey, have all the sex you want, but living with him? If he’s that bossy, is he going to control your whole life? Think about it.”

      “I don’t have time to think, I have two hours to get packed up.”

      “I’m coming over,” Tiko replied.

      “No, I was only joking when I answered the phone. I--”

      “I want to meet this guy. See you soon, hon.”

      “Tiko…”

      He’d already hung up.

      “Shit!” Kara yelled.

      “Problem?” Gio asked as he sauntered into her bedroom, Riley still in his arms.

      Traitor cat.

      “My friend Tiko is on his way here to help me pack.”

      “Good, I’d like to meet him.”

      “He’s worried about me.”

      Gio nodded as he walked around her room, his eye roving over every square inch. “He cares.”

      “He does. He also thinks I’m nuts,” Kara replied with her hands on her hips.

      She glanced at her suitcase and wondered the same thing.

      Gio carefully placed Riley on the carpet and stalked towards Kara.

      “You are. And so am I.”

      Gio smiled as he slipped his arms around her waist and brought her in for a possessive kiss.

      “But you and I, we’re two of a kind. We make our biggest decisions with our gut, not just our brains. And this feels right. It feels…inevitable.”

      Kara swallowed hard and nodded. It did. She couldn’t deny it. A powerful ache filled her chest. She knew that she couldn’t deny this man anything.

      “Grab the basics for now. Roman’s getting some stuff from the kitchen. I’ll have an organizer come back tomorrow and pack up the rest of your place.”

      “I need to notify the building management and--”

      “Already done.”

      “But how--”

      “Are you already forgetting who I am in this town?” Gio walked over to her closet and began to throw dresses into the suitcase. “No more talk. You’ve got two hours.”

      Kara quickly grabbed another bag from her closet and headed for the bathroom.

      Twenty minutes later, Tiko arrived.

      She knew it was him because she heard Roman and Tiko arguing. Poking her head out of the bedroom she saw Tiko, at five eight, being held immobile by the six foot plus, Roman. Tiko was in his after-hours black silk jumpsuit and a face full of makeup. He must have come directly from the club.

      “Tiko!”

      Kara rushed into her living room. “Roman, let him go. This is my friend, Tiko Hanes.”

      “You heard her, let go of my arm. I’m a performer for God’s sake, my body is my living,” Tiko snapped.

      His eyes were full of irritation as he yanked his arm. Roman nodded and finally let go.

      Gio stepped up beside Kara and slid his arm around her waist. “Gio Ferraro.”

      Gio held out his other hand and Tiko tentatively shook it.

      “Tiko Hanes. You better not hurt Kara. I’m small but I fight dirty.”

      Gio shook his head. “I won’t. But be careful who you threaten.”

      “She’s one of my dearest friends, and I only have a handful of those,” Tiko murmured as he placed his hands on his hips. “I’m willing to brave it.”

      Kara leaned forward and gave Tiko a side hug. Or as much as she could with Gio holding on to her. She turned and gave Gio one raised eyebrow. He did nothing but return the gesture. So possessive, she mouthed to him.

      Fucking right, he mouthed back.

      “Are you going to stand there looking pretty or are you going to help me pack?” Kara asked Tiko.

      “I’m not pretty. I’m fucking beautiful, just ask my husband,” Tiko scoffed. “Now, what can I do?”

      Gio’s phone beeped, and he finally let go of Kara’s waist. “I’ll take this in the kitchen.”

      Kara pulled Tiko down the hallway.

      “I just need my clothes. Gio is sending a packer tomorrow to get the rest of my stuff.”

      “Of course, he is,” Tiko looked back and then they slipped inside her bedroom. “Honey, I see what you mean. That man is pure sex appeal. Those killer blue eyes - sorry, poor choice of words. Thick, dark hair, and those lips…”

      “Focus, Tiko,” Kara whispered as they stood in front of her closet.

      “Still, it’s my duty as your best friend to tell you, again, that this is crazy.”

      “Crazy for normal people yes. For me, and Gio, not at all.”

      “So, what are you now? His girlfriend? His mistress?”

      Kara threw two pairs of shoes out of the closet as she stared at Tiko.  “I don’t know. We haven’t discussed it. Maybe I’m still his madam.”

      “Not funny, honey. What if he turns around a week from now and kicks you out? You let go of the lease here and that’s it.”

      “I have my own money; I’d find someplace else. I’m a survivor, Tiko. You know that. You are too. We always have a contingency plan.”

      “And what’s yours?” he whispered.

      “Like I said, I have my own money. I started over once and I can do it again. I’m a strong bitch. And let’s be honest. I’m using him just as much as he’s using me.”

      The words felt wrong as soon as she said them.

      But, then again, maybe that’s all she was capable of? She wanted him, yes, but outside of sex  and their shared business interests, what could she offer? She didn’t have experience with relationships.

      Except the transactional kind.

      Tiko looked at her and shook his head. “I don’t think that’s true. Maybe at first, when you were only concerned about saving the business. But I saw the way you looked at him out there. And the way he looked back at you? Mmm. Like you were a prize worth keeping. Apparently so, since we’re packing you up and moving you in with him. I just hope you know what you’re doing.”

      Kara chuckled.

      “I don’t, but that’s part of the thrill. If you don’t gamble, you don’t win.”

      

      Gio

      Gio heard everything that Kara said but it didn’t change his mind.

      Kara was right. They were using each other.

      But her friend Tiko was also right. Gio and Kara had a chemistry that couldn’t be denied. He didn’t know what the fuck he was doing, except doing what felt right. Was he acting a fool? Only time would tell.

      Roman had asked him if he was sure about this plan.

      Gio’s only response was a terse reply. “Keep packing.”

      After talking to Jasper, who was boarding his flight to Mexico to find Colton, Gio called his grandfather.

      “Gio, why you calling so late? What’s wrong?” his grandfather’s deep voice echoed in his ear.

      “I’m coming over to dinner tomorrow night. I’m bringing someone.”

      “A woman?”

      “Yes, Kara.”

      “The gypsy?”

      “She’s not a… well, maybe she is. Yes, her. I’m moving her in with me tonight.”

      Mario coughed and cleared his throat. “Hold on, what do you really know about this woman? You don’t move her in like that, after knowing her for two weeks. I don’t care how great the sex is.”

      Gio laughed. “I know what I’m doing, Pops. I know what I want. And she does too. She’s it. She’s the partner I need. I know it. She’s the future mother of my children, your great-grandchildren.”

      “Well, thank God for that. But a madam?” Mario laughed. “What does she know about kids?”

      “What did you know about kids before you married Nonna?”

      “Smart ass,” Mario snapped. “Bring this Kara woman by tomorrow. Six. Don’t be late.”

      As usual, Mario had the last word.
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      Two and a half hours later, Kara said goodbye to Tiko, with a promise to meet for lunch next week. Gio shook Tiko’s hand, and a look of understanding passed between them. The man’s worry was still evident, but nothing else was said.

      Roman called Gio’s alternate driver and they loaded up that car with Kara’s stuff and headed home. Home. The home he would now share Kara.

      Gio should be panicking by now. He was moving Kara in with him. Into his sanctuary. His one place of calm from all the chaos that was a regular part of his world.

      But his palms weren’t icy, and the walls weren’t closing in. Gio had accepted Kara’s appearance in his life as his fate, his destiny. He knew it, and when he glanced at Kara in the back of the SUV, her vivid green eyes told him that she knew it too.

      And now, there was nothing he wanted more than to be alone with his woman. To make her wholly and completely his. The woman who was going to stand by his side and help him grow his empire. The woman who would one day carry his children.

      Just the thought of making Kara pregnant had Gio’s dick painfully hard.

      That was another first.

      He’d carefully avoided the parent trap for thirty-five years. And happily so.

      But now? Just thinking about filling her tight pussy with his seed, and imagining her belly swollen with his child? His future?

      His balls were fucking aching like never before.

      He adjusted himself as they stepped out of the SUV and into the parking garage.

      Then it hit him.

      The sting of Vincent’s betrayal. Gio would get over it in time, but he couldn’t talk about it yet, the pain still at the surface. He would do as he always did, turning his pain into his next victory.

      Gio was here. Vincent was not. There was no better revenge than that.

      As if sensing his thoughts, Kara leaned into him, squeezing his hand as they entered the elevator. She didn’t talk, she was just there.

      Another first. Gio suddenly understood what a partnership could be. Not just in the bedroom or the boardroom, but all the time in between.

      “Bring the stuff up and leave it in the hallway. We’ll deal with it in the morning,” Gio told Roman.

      Gio entered the apartment and Kara followed, with Roman heading back downstairs.

      Without any warning, Gio pushed Kara against the wall and took her tempting lips.

      She was just as aggressive, pushing his jacket off his shoulders and wrapping one leg around his waist. She tasted like fine wine and decadent sin.

      Like everything he ever wanted.

      He slid one hand between her legs, rubbing her pussy, pushing her damp thong aside and touching her clit. Kara’s head fell back against the wall, her red hair sliding over her shoulders, her tender neck exposed. Gio bent over and bit down on her creamy skin, marking her.

      Mine.

      “Yes,” Kara moaned as she thrust her hips against his.

      Gio pulled back and peeled off his shirt.

      “My bedroom, now. End of the hallway…”

      “On the right. I remember, as per your instructions to my employees.” Kara chuckled.

      “Unlike them, I don’t want you to shower. I can smell myself on your skin and that is the biggest fucking turn on.”

      Kara pushed the straps of her dress off her shoulders and shimmied out of the garment, revealing her lacy black thong. Kicking off her heels, she turned and sauntered down the hallway, her full ass taunting Gio with every flex.

      But instead of chasing her, he watched and waited. He was going to draw this out, savor every fucking moment. Or at least, that was the plan.

      She stopped at his bedroom and turned, motioning him with a crook of her finger.

      He kicked off his shoes and unzipped his pants, stepping out of them. Wearing only his tight black briefs, he stalked down the hallway. She disappeared into his bedroom, and he quickly followed.

      She was laid out like an offering on his bed, on her hands and knees. That luscious ass on full display as she waited for him. His fiery woman instinctively knew what he wanted.

      He slid up behind her and kneeled on the bed. Running his hands up her thighs and over her ass cheeks, he grabbed the edge of her thong and ripped it in half. Gio threw the scrap of lace aside.

      “I’m going to need a new wardrobe if you keep doing that to my clothes.”

      She laughed, and the husky sound had goosebumps popping up all over Gio’s skin.

      “With pleasure,” he replied and gave her ass a playful swat.

      He watched the creamy skin redden. Kara’s moan echoed in the stillness of the room. Gio bent down and licked her, from her pussy to her asshole. Her body jolted and she whimpered, pushing her ass against his face.

      “Please, Gio. More.”

      Kara’s moan made his body shiver with anticipation.

      God, he loved to hear Kara beg. That in itself was an addiction. One that he welcomed.

      He slid one finger in her wet pussy, pumping in and out, while this thumb teased the rim of her tight asshole. Then he added a second finger, getting her pussy ready for a long, hard fuck.

      “No condoms from here on out, Kara. I’m going to fuck you full of my cum. Every day, every night,” he growled.

      Just the thought of his cum inside her had his dick leaking all over her thighs.

      “Yes, I want it. Give it to me,” she whispered.

      He fingered her again, until her pussy drenched his hand, and her moans grew louder. Then he lined up his cock and entered her, her tight, wet heat surrounding him.

      He’d never gone bareback before and the heat on his dick, the overwhelming sensation of being skin to skin… it was just too good to hold back.

      With one smooth thrust, he was all the way in as his balls slapped her ass. Gripping her hips, Gio began to pump his hips in a steady rhythm, going as deep as he could get inside her. Over and over, thrusting harder, faster.

      “Right there, God, please more. Gio,” Kara moaned.

      “Touch yourself,” he commanded.

      She balanced her body on her left hand, and her right disappeared. He felt her fingers rubbing her pussy, then she reached back and teased his balls, tugging. A jolt of pleasure raced up Gio’s spine.

      He slid one hand back to her ass, in between her cheeks. He spat on his thumb and ran it over her rim then pushed it inside her asshole.

      “Do you like that? Do you want me to take ownership of your ass?” Gio murmured.

      “Yes. I want it,” she groaned.

      Her arm moved faster, and her hips pumped in time with his.

      “What do you want?” he panted.

      “All of you. I want you to fuck every hole and fill me up. Mark me. Please.”

      Kara’s breathy plea snapped his control.

      Gio pumped his hips, thrusting faster, his movements frantic, his breath growing tighter as the pleasure spiraled. Kara’s shoulders collapsed on the bed and at this angle, he was able to thrust even deeper.

      “Fuck, fuck,” he groaned. “You… so fucking good, baby.”

      Kara’s body jolted beneath him and then he realized what he’d said.

      It didn’t matter. He wasn’t taking it back. She was his.

      The future Mrs. Ferraro…

      Just the thought of that had him pumping harder, faster.

      “Mine,” He moaned.

      “Yes, yours,” Kara whispered.

      He used one hand to grab a fistful of her gorgeous red hair, tugging her head sideways so he could see her face.

      Then he bent over her body and licked and nipped her neck, sucking on the skin. “Only mine.”

      “Yes,” Kara moaned and Gio reared back up.

      He wanted to hear his woman scream, he wanted to feel her pleasure.

      Gio resumed his frantic rhythm, pounding her pussy, his thrusts erratic and frantic, as his balls tightened. He was almost there.

      “Touch your clit, Kara.”

      Kara moaned and her body undulated beneath him. “I’m almost there.”

      With one finger in her ass and one hand in her hair, he pumped harder, and her moans grew louder.

      Then he felt her pussy spasm and she trembled. “Yes! Gio!”

      Kara’s climax sparked his own, his balls drawing up tight. His dick twitched in the heat of her pussy and suddenly there was nothing but hot, carnal pleasure. Jet after jet of cum unleashed as he filled her up. It dripped out of her hole and down his balls, down her thighs. The sight was filthy and so fucking good, Gio shuddered again, another jet of cum releasing.

      He withdrew his thumb from her ass and wiped his hand on the blanket underneath. His hips gradually slowed and then his spent cock slipped out of her.

      Without pausing, he bent down and licked her pussy, tasting himself, tasting her. Kara’s thighs quivered as she moaned out his name.

      Nothing had ever tasted sweeter.
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THE NEXT EVENING…

        

      

    

    
      Kara’s nerves were flying high and with good reason.

      Yesterday had been a whirlwind. And today she was getting ready to meet Mario Ferraro, Gio’s grandfather. The original don.

      Her life was getting more interesting with every passing day. Ever since that fateful one where she and Gio’s lives had collided.

      Should she thank Sara for her massive fuck up?

      Yes and no.

      The incident had landed Kara in Gio’s orbit but that was it. Kara was here, living with the filthy don of New York, because Kara made it happen. She’d taken a negative and turned it around and now look at her.

      And Gio had shown her exactly how well their partnership was going to work as he pounded her into oblivion last night. After the first round, they’d slipped into the kitchen and sipped on champagne and then had sex again. That room was quickly becoming her favorite place in the penthouse.

      She’d fallen asleep in his bed and woken up to him eating her out. Gio was a thorough man and sex was no exception. He spent a half hour teasing her, licking and tongue fucking her until she orgasmed. Twice.

      Her initial impression of Gio had her believing he was a selfish lover.

      He was anything but.

      And Kara never imagined that she’d be with a man that she respected as much as she did Gio. He wasn’t a typical guy but then, who cared about typical? Her life wasn’t typical.

      Speaking of which, now they were being driven to Mario Ferraro’s home for dinner.

      Meeting the parents – or grandparents – for the first time.

      Mind fucking blown.

      She’d never done anything like this and felt strangely unsettled. Gio had told his grandfather about her business, so there was no need to lie or hide who she was. But would Mario be welcoming or was he going to give her hell for seducing his grandson? Only one way to find out…

      She hoped she didn’t look too fucked out. Picking up her purse, she pulled out a compact and glanced at her face.

      She’d chosen a black turtleneck dress to cover the love bites on her neck. She’d also left her hair down and wore minimal make up.

      Her lips were still swollen, her cheeks naturally flushed.

      But it was her eyes that shocked her. There was a softness to them, a look of happiness that just couldn’t be denied. It was a look she wasn’t used to seeing. It made her nerves kick even higher.

      That look wasn’t just about the high of good sex. It was the synergy that pulsed between her and Gio, all day, all night. Gio saw her, understood her. She could challenge him, and he would match her. He would never back down.

      Together, they were walking down a path that had no end in sight. And Kara was so looking forward to the journey.

      “You look incredibly beautiful tonight,” Gio whispered as he picked up her hand and kissed it.

      That was another surprise. He was always touching her. Her hair, her lower back, her hand. And not just as a prelude to sex. It made Kara feel all kinds of things she never knew she was capable of feeling.

      “Thank you. You look pretty handsome yourself,” she replied as she took in his slim cut, navy suit. “I’m looking forward to meeting your grandfather.”

      “He’s a tough SOB. But direct, no bullshit. Just be yourself and you’ll be fine.”

      She nodded in reply. She wanted to learn everything she could about the man who’d molded Gio. There was much more to her lover than his fear-inducing last name. And Kara wanted to know everything…

      They pulled up to a brownstone in Brooklyn, a three-story mansion with a red door.

      Gio stepped out first and held his hand as she exited the SUV.

      They walked up the steps and knocked on the front door. An older woman with grey hair answered and ushered them inside.

      “Buonasera, Laura. This is my partner, Kara Delaine. Kara, Laura Giancelli, my grandfather’s housekeeper,” Gio murmured.

      “Nice to meet you,” Kara replied.

      “You as well.” Laura smiled and turned back to Gio. “And may I say, Gio, it’s about time. Your grandfather is waiting in the dining room.”

      Laura motioned to the hallway, and they followed her.

      The house was filled with pictures, row after row on the walls that lined the entry.

      Kara recognized some famous faces, but most were unknown to her. Except the pictures of Gio.

      The closer they got to the back of the house, the stronger the scent of tomatoes, garlic, and onions. She had a feeling she was in for the best meal of her life. She’d worked up quite an appetite over the past twenty-four hours and was looking forward to the food.

      They turned at the last doorway on the right and entered a bright dining room.

      There, at the end of a long mahogany table, sat Gio’s grandfather. With a full head of thick grey hair, a weathered face filled with lines and wrinkles and the same vivid blue eyes, Kara was looking at an older version of Gio. Mario had a cane propped up beside him and motioned with his hand for them to come forward.

      “Excuse my rudeness, but I won’t attempt to get up. It’s hard enough for me to walk from my bedroom to the dining room.”

      “Kara Delaine, this is my grandfather, Mario Ferraro. Nonno, this is Kara.”

      Gio placed his arm around Kara’s waist and led her to his grandfather. Gio bent down and kissed his grandfather’s cheeks. Kara waited and did the same. Mario smelled like old spice and tobacco. It reminded her of her own grandfather. A strange kind of ache settled in her chest. A longing for things past, the family that had disinherited her.

      No, that wouldn’t do. The past was gone. And Kara lived only for the present.

      “A pleasure to meet you, Kara. My grandson has spoken of you quite a lot lately. And may I say he was right. You are a stunning woman.”

      Kara’s cheeks flushed. “Thank you, Mr. Ferraro.”

      “Mario, please.”

      “Mario. You have a lovely home.”

      “Thanks. It’s hellishly expensive to maintain but I wouldn’t live anywhere else.”

      “Not racing to fly south?” Kara asked.

      Gio motioned for her to sit down, pulling out a chair for her. She looked up at him, tempted to say something about his old-fashioned manners but she held back given where they were. She met his gaze and he raised one eyebrow. She smiled back at him and sat down. Gio rested one heated palm on her shoulder, and she looked up at him.

      She didn’t want to look anywhere else…

      “No way. I hate Florida, can’t stand swamps. I used to travel back home to Sicily in the summer months but now even that’s too much. The long plane ride plus those goddamn cobblestone streets.” Mario lifted up his cane. “They’re not made for old men like me.”

      “You seem very fit,” Kara replied as Laura entered the room with a large platter of antipasti.

      After placing it in front of them, Laura grabbed a pitcher from the sideboard and poured everyone a glass of water, then headed back out of the room.

      “I try to stay active.” Mario turned to Gio. “I had Laura do all the cooking today. Nonna is upstairs, she’s not feeling well.”

      “What’s wrong? Does she need a doctor?” Gio asked, concern etched on his face.

      “She’ll be fine. She just needs rest.”

      “I’m going up to see her,” Gio responded and quickly left the room.

      Mario turned on Kara.

      “So, Gio moved you into his place. What’s your deal?” Mario demanded.

      He grabbed his cane and hit the floor with it. The resounding thud startled Kara, but she quickly recovered. “You after his money?”

      The change in tone from polite to hostile was not entirely surprising to Kara.

      “I have enough of my own.” She smiled and calmly took a sip of water. “I don’t need Gio’s.”

      “Ah yes, the brothel,” Mario growled.

      “I prefer to call it the escort service. And it’s the oldest profession for a reason. There’s no shame in what I do. There’s a demand, and I’m happy to supply. Hiring a sex worker is not taboo anymore.”

      “But it’s still illegal,” Mario countered, his blue eyes pinning her in place.

      “In this country. We really need to get over this puritanical view on sex, don’t you agree? And don’t talk to me about illegal. Your whole empire is built on it.”

      Mario inhaled sharply.

      “You’re a clever woman. Bold. And, as I said, a knockout. Gio would settle for no less. But I don’t know you and I don’t trust your motivations. If you’re planning on manipulating my grandson, you better think again. I still have reach and I will do everything in my power to protect him. And destroy you.”

      Kara leaned forward, meeting Mario eye to eye. “Gio and I have an understanding. We’re both out for the same thing. And we make a formidable partnership. Together, we’re going to go bigger than New York. He needs a partner who’s as strong and smart as he is, and let me tell you, I am all that. You want your legacy to continue after you’re gone? I’m the woman who’s going to make it happen.”

      Mario leaned back and studied her. Kara kept eye contact and refused to back down.

      Mario nodded.

      Gio came back into the dining room and looked between them. “Everything all right here?”

      There was no doubt as to the tension in the room.

      “Everything is wonderful.”

      Kara’s words belied her racing heart. Still, Mario hadn’t shown her the door. She felt that she’d won that round. She would take the victory.

      Gio stood beside her, his hand on her shoulder again. She looked up at him and smiled.

      “Is she everything I told you about?” Gio asked Mario.

      “She is all that,” Mario replied. “You’ve chosen well. And now, let’s have a toast.”

      Gio poured a glass of wine for Kara, then Mario, then himself. Mario raised his glass with a shaky hand.

      “A la famiglia,” Mario stated.

      “To family,” Gio repeated and clinked glasses with Kara.

      And what a family they would be.
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A WEEK LATER…

        

      

    

    
      Vincent’s brother was still MIA.

      And every hour that passed made Gio’s temper run hotter.

      Gio called his PI again. “Jasper, what the fuck? How difficult can it be to track down this thieving piece of shit?”

      “I tracked him as far as Tulum. It’s not a big place but there’s lots of jungle, people can hide out there. Calm down. I will find him. You know me, I’m like a fucking bloodhound.”

      “Have you run into Vasiliev’s guy? He was sending someone down there too.”

      “Yeah, Adam Crane. We traded some intel. You want me to work with him? Like full time on this gig?”

      “I think that’s best. I’ll send a text to Vasiliev to confirm.”

      “Talk later.”

      Gio texted Alek.

      
        
          
            
              
        Best if my PI and yours work together on this one. We offer a lump sum bonus they can split, more incentive. You in?

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        Yes. 10K if they bring him directly to me.

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        That’s fine. But he’s got some of my money. I want it back.

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        You will get it. Now fuck off, Gio, I’m busy

      

      

      

      

      

      Gio replied with a middle finger emoji.

      Then he texted Jasper to confirm the bonus.

      “Any word on Colton?” Kara asked.

      He glanced across his office and stared at her incredible face.

      She’d set up a second desk in here and was busy running her business as usual. Only, this time Gio wasn’t a client.

      He’d already had friends ask him what the fuck was going on with him. Gio wasn’t out at any clubs or bars and didn’t want to stray too far from home. Too far from his woman. If he did go out, Kara was with him.

      He really had lost his mind over this woman.

      Or maybe, he’d finally found the missing piece in his life.

      God knows he’d been restless for ages. And oddly enough, sex, alcohol, and money didn’t change anything. He wasn’t happier with more of that. A different woman every week offered a release, but the high was short lived.

      But with Kara? He’d yet to come down.

      He looked forward to every morning, waking up beside her. And the nights? The sex only got better, hotter. It was primal, fierce, and unexpectedly the best sex of his life. And now, getting Kara pregnant was all he could think about. All he had to do was convince her. She was still on birth control. But not for long.

      He wanted to ensure that she was tied to him. Always.

      “He’s still on the run. They tracked him to Tulum. Jasper’s going to work with Alek’s guy. I’m hoping they bring this idiot back to Chicago.”

      “Chances are the guy has spent the money. Or maybe he’s got it hidden somewhere. I hope Alek is prepared to question him at length.”

      “No problem there.”

      “I have several clients that I’d like to introduce you to. They’re from Europe but they do a lot of business here. And I think they’d align well with our casino expansion.”

      “How about we host a party this weekend at the place in Jersey? Invite them, and some of your best employees for a night of gambling and debauchery.”

      “I’m already working on it,” Kara smiled. “Great minds and all that.”

      “Yes.”

      The heat that flashed between them had Gio’s blood sparking.

      Until someone knocked on the door.

      “It’s not Roman, he’d text first. Stay here,” he commanded Kara.

      Reaching into his desk, he pulled out his Glock and headed for the hallway. “Who is it?”

      “It’s just me.”

      Gio recognized the voice and slid up to the door, glancing through the peephole.

      Tiko.

      Gio opened the door, gun in hand.

      “The fuck, Tiko? Call first. I told you not to show up like this.”

      “Sorry, Mr. Tall, Dark, and Dangerous. I was shopping nearby and wanted to see if Kara could join me for lunch. I didn’t have to send her a formal invitation before.”

      Gio shook his head at Tiko’s sarcasm and ushered him into the penthouse. “She’s in the office.”

      “Big gun,” Tiko commented.

      “You should see my real one,” Gio replied with a smirk.

      “He’s right.” Kara smiled as she met them in the hallway. “You need to text me first. And yes, Gio does have a very big gun.”

      “Let’s go have lunch. I need gossip time,” Tiko announced.

      “Gio?”

      “Go ahead, I’m grabbing a bite here and then Roman’s picking me up. I have a business to check up on.”

      Kara kissed him and grabbed her coat. “I’ll be back by four.”

      “Let’s go out for dinner tonight.”

      “Sounds good.”

      Kara and Tiko left and Gio was alone again.

      The penthouse was quiet. Too much so. What used to be comforting to him was now unsettling.

      Funny how he’d gotten used to her presence already. Now all he wanted to do was make it official.

      Heading back to the kitchen, he grabbed one of the sandwiches that his housekeeper had prepared. Then he finished his business calls and got dressed.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      4:30 rolled around but Kara hadn’t returned. Odd. She was punctual.

      He texted her but got no reply. A strange knot formed in his stomach. He texted Tiko but also, no response.

      The silence was shattered by a knock at the door.

      “Gio, it’s Tiko. Open up, hurry!”

      Gio ran to the door and opened it. Tiko’s face was covered in blood, a large gash on his lip and one near his eye.

      “What happened? Were’s Kara?”

      “He took her. He…” Tiko gasped, bending over. “Some guy named Colton took her.”

      Then Tiko collapsed.

      Gio’s heart did the same.

      

      Kara

      “You’re going to regret this,” Kara spat out.

      She was tied up to a rusty chair in a damp basement, somewhere not Manhattan.

      Queens? Jersey? Probably Queens. That was her best guess because she paid attention while she was tied up in the back of the sedan. She recognized the sound the car made as they drove over a bridge. And it hadn’t taken that long.

      She’d been tasered, her and Tiko, as they were leaving El Sol.

      Tiko…she hoped he was okay. She was shaky, her memories foggy, and her head ached.

      “I don’t think so. I’ve got Gio Ferraro’s woman. I’ve already won,” Colton Verano sneered at her.

      “How did you get out of Mexico so fast?”

      “It’s called bribing customs and chartering a private jet, bitch. And what’s with the questions? I told you already to shut up.”

      “Then why didn’t you gag me?”

      Colton ignored her and focused on his phone. He thought she was a stupid bitch. Gio’s kept woman. But he was so fucking wrong.

      Yes, Colton had taken her phone. But Kara hadn’t lived in NYC for ten years and not learned a thing or two. Especially given her line of work. There was competition in the high-end escort business, and she’d been threatened before. She’d had a microchip with GPS installed in one of her earrings. A panic button of sorts. One push and it triggered an alarm system. She hadn’t been able to trigger it when she was tasered but as soon as she’d woken up in the trunk of that car, she grabbed hold of her earring.

      A notification would be sent out. Up until last week, it would have gone to Tiko. But she’d added Gio to that list and he should’ve received the text.

      All she had to do now was play her part and wait. Get Colton to talk and ensure she bought herself time for Gio to find her.

      She knew he would. She had absolute faith in Gio.

      Faith that she meant something to him. Faith in his feelings for her. And hers for him.

      She loved him.

      Fuck, what a time for this goddamn revelation…

      Focus on what needs to be done.

      “Why did your brother steal from Gio?” Kara asked.

      Colton turned towards her, his dark blue eyes full of hate. “Why do you think? Because he could. Because Gio trusted him. It was perfect. Until that stupid cashier at the casino got greedy and got caught. Gio knew that someone else was involved. It was only a matter of time before Vincent was found out.”

      “And you stealing from Vasiliev?”

      He shrugged his shoulders. “The same reason. I couldn’t resist all that cash. Even if it belonged to a dangerous motherfucker like Alek.”

      “What about Vincent? Don’t you want to know what happened to him?”

      “You think I don’t know that he’s already dead? He knew the risk. And he was my half-brother, and a shitty one at that. I’d turn on him on a dime. I didn’t come back to this fucking city out of loyalty to him. Now stop talking!”

      Colton turned to his phone again and began to type.

      “You have the money here, don’t you? The cash. It’s not in some offshore account. That’s why you came back. To retrieve it.”

      Colton put his phone down and reached for a rag. He walked over and tied it around Kara’s mouth, tight.

      “I said shut up. One more word out of you and I’ll beat your face into a pulp. You hear me? Nod once to show you understand.”

      Kara nodded and stayed silent.

      She knew when to attack and when to back off. Colton’s gaze turned feral, and his hands were shaking.

      He opened up a box on the floor and pulled out a large duffle bag. He unzipped it and pulled out stacks of cash. Lifting them up, he waved them at Kara and laughed.

      “Nice huh? But it’s not enough. Not for what I got planned,” Colton hissed.

      He typed on his phone, then placed it against his ear.

      “Gio Ferraro, it’s Colton Verano. I have your bitch… that’s right… if you want her back, you’re gonna get me half a mil in cash in two hours… I said, two hours! … good… I want it dropped off at the private landing strip near Newark. And don’t try anything stupid or she dies.”

      Colton tapped his phone and threw it on a nearby table.

      He was a live wire about to detonate. And Kara was way too close to the blast zone.
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      Gio received the alarm notice from Kara shortly after Tiko collapsed in the hallway.

      And Gio was so fucking relieved when he saw that text that he nearly collapsed himself.

      After pulling Tiko inside the penthouse and laying him out on the sofa, Gio sprang into action.

      According to the notification GPS, Kara was being held in a building in Flushing. Thank God his woman was smart as fuck and took precautions with her safety.

      He’d left Tiko behind with a promise that he’d be back with Kara. Gio called Roman and four of his guys from the casino security to back him up. They were five minutes out from Kara’s location when he got the call from Colton Verano.

      Stupid motherfucker.

      The thief wanted more money? A half a mil in cash?

      A bullet to the brain was all that Colton was gonna get from Gio.

      Gio parked on Farrington Street and checked his phone again. Kara was only a block away. Her signal hadn’t moved. Hopefully, that was a good sign.

      Roman pulled up behind him and got out of his vehicle, walking over to Gio’s window.

      “Where to, boss?”

      “The abandoned building on the next corner, number 25. It’s three floors and a basement. She’s probably downstairs.”

      Roman nodded.

      “I’ll go in first and head to the basement, you cover me,” Gio whispered.

      “Let’s do it.”

      Gio grabbed his gun and slipped out of the car. He was going into that building with his weapon and his rage. But he was coming out with his woman.

      No question.

      Gio slipped out of the car and he and Roman walked to the corner to scope out the building. It was a dilapidated low-rise with a ‘for lease’ sign on it. The place was nothing but broken windows and crumbling brick. He crept along the periphery, listening for any signs of life but it was difficult with the traffic noise nearby. There weren’t many people wandering about in this ratty section of the neighborhood, which worked in their favor.

      He entered the back door and waited, listening. He heard a voice, but it was faint, muffled. It sounded like it was coming from downstairs.

      Roman and his four men entered the building and waited for Gio’s command. Gio pointed to his ear and then down. Roman nodded, motioning that they would follow him.

      “Two on the front entrance,” Gio whispered.

      Roman gave hand signals to his men and two of them headed back out to the front of the building.

      Gio pushed off his shoes, walking barefoot the rest of the way. They crept along the cold concrete steps, as quiet as they could. They kept walking until they got to the basement entrance, to find the door broken and hanging off the hinges.

      The voice was loud now. It was a man’s voice. There was yelling and then the loud crash of glass breaking.

      Gio turned to Roman and held up his hand. Three fingers.

      Three. Two. One.

      Go.

      They entered the basement, guns drawn. The lighting was dim, but enough to make out the necessary details.

      Colton was standing on the far side of the room with his back to them, his phone to one ear and a gun in his other hand.

      Where was Kara? Gio looked left, then right and then he saw her. She was against the far wall, tied to a chair with a dirty rag in her mouth. As soon as she saw him, tears began to stream down her face.

      “I said I want that plane ready and fueled in three hours! I don’t care about a flight plan, just get it ready. I have places to go!” Colton yelled, then shoved his phone in his back pocket.

      “There’s only one place you’re going, you stupid son of a bitch.”

      Colton turned suddenly and aimed his gun, but it was too late.

      Gio pulled the trigger and shot Colton in the leg. Colton dropped to his knees and then fell back.

      Gio ran over and kicked the gun out of Colton’s hand, then pressed his foot to Colton’s bleeding thigh.

      Colton screamed and his agony was so fucking satisfying to Gio.

      “If I had the time, I would torture you. But I have other priorities now. Say hello to your brother for me.”

      Gio shot Colton again, this time, in the head.

      Blood seeped out of Colton’s mouth, and he lay still, along with the rest of the garbage.

      “Roman, you and the guys clean it up,” Gio commanded.

      Gio put the safety on his gun and shoved it back in his jeans, then raced over to Kara.

      “Baby, are you okay?” he asked as he pulled off the gag and untied her.

      “I knew you would find me, I fucking knew,” she panted.

      “Thank fuck for your GPS alarm. Jesus Christ, Kara don’t ever scare me like that again,” Gio bit out as he pulled her up and into his arms. “I just found you…I… I can’t lose you.”

      Their gazes clashed, the spark of electricity snapping between.

      She knew exactly what he wasn’t saying, just by the look in his eyes. It shocked her and thrilled her at the same time.

      “I love you too, but we need to get the fuck out of here. I’m sure someone out there heard those shots,” Kara murmured. “The money, it’s over there.”

      Kara pointed to the bag near Colton’s body. Gio ran over, grabbed the bag, and took her hand again.

      “Can you walk?” he asked her.

      “Are you kidding? I’m ready to fucking run.”

      “That’s my woman.”

      Gio smiled as he took her hand, and they ran out of the building.

      They headed for the car, shoving the duffle bag in the back.

      Gio drove fast but not crazy. He didn’t want the cops pulling him over for speeding. Especially not with a car full of cash and a freshly fired gun.

      “Is Tiko okay?” Kara asked.

      “I left him at the penthouse. I’ll call for a doctor for you and for him when we get there.”

      “I’m fine. Shaken up, but I’m okay.”

      “He tasered you, baby. You need to get checked out.”

      “Yeah, okay,” Kara whispered. “Fuck, I was fine before and now I can’t stop shaking.”

      “Did he touch you?” Gio asked.

      “No. He didn’t care about that. He was just using me to get to you.”

      “Well, he learned his lesson the permanent way. No one messes with me or my woman.”

      “I knew you’d come for me. I knew you’d come.”

      Gio shifted in his seat and took her left hand in his right. The potent combination of lust and adrenaline had his body trembling. No, not just lust. There were deeper feelings that he was finally ready to voice.

      “So, back there, you told me you loved me. Was that gratitude talking or did you mean it?”

      Kara placed his hand over her chest, over her heart. “You feel that?”

      Gio nodded in return.

      “It beats only for you.”

      Gio’s own heart nearly clawed its way out of his chest. “And mine for you. I love you too, baby.”

      “I want to kiss you so badly right now, but I’m covered in filth and…”

      Gio smiled and pulled her hand up to his mouth, kissing her knuckles. “Plenty of time for that. You’re stuck with me. Forever.”

      “Good.” Kara smiled at him.

      “Marry me,” Gio demanded.

      “Yes.”

      “Have my children.”

      “Yes.”

      “Obey my every command.”

      “No fucking way.”

      Gio laughed out loud.

      His life was crazy but so fucking amazing.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Kara and Gio entered their penthouse an hour later, exhausted but elated.

      One thing Gio knew for sure, his life with Kara was never going to be boring.

      Tiko walked out to greet them, holding a pack of frozen peas against his face and a container of ice cream in his other hand. After many hugs and reassurances that they were both okay, Tiko, Kara, and Gio gathered in the living room.

      Gio called a doctor. Within twenty minutes, the physician was on site.

      Both Tiko and Kara had minor injuries but were likely to experience headaches after the taser injury. The doctor had given them strict orders. Two days of rest. No phones or tv.

      Gio arranged for his driver to get Tiko home but not before Kara hugged her friend tightly. Gio was thankful that they were both okay.

      Kara headed for a long soak in the tub, while Gio contacted Jasper to let him know what had happened. Gio was feeling generous. He decided to give the cash bonus to Jasper and Alek’s PI anyway. Loyalty and hard work deserved to be rewarded.

      Then Gio texted Alek.

      
        
          
            
              
        Called off the PIs. I’ve got our money. Colton came back to town and has left on a permanent vacation.

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        Good, I’ll have one of my men collect my share tomorrow.

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        Roman will arrange a pick up point near the airport.

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        Until next time…

      

      

      

      

      

      Gio hoped to hell not.

      Then again, maybe one day he and Alek would face off again. If Gio’s empire grew the way he’d envisioned, he and Kara would take over more than New York. Maybe they’d move west? Chicago felt like another world at this point.

      But that was a problem for another day.

      Gio put down his phone and headed for the bathroom. He paused at the entryway, watching the woman who’d stolen his heart.

      Kara had her hair tied up, her eyes closed, and her arms propped on the sides of the tub as she sank under the bubbles. She belonged here. He couldn’t help the smile that graced his face. He had a feeling he’d be doing a lot of that from here on out.

      Stripping down, he joined her.

      “God, that feels good,” he groaned as he slipped under the hot water, facing her.

      She opened her eyes and winked at him. “Your secret is safe with me. I won’t tell anyone that the filthy don of New York likes bubble baths.”

      “Hey, you love my kind of filthy.”

      “I do.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            EPILOGUE

          

        

      

    

    
      “Do you, Giancarlo Francis Ferraro, take this woman, Kara Delaine, to be your lawfully wedded wife. To have and to hold, in sickness and in health, for richer, for poorer, until death do you part?”

      “I do,” Gio stated as he slipped the emerald eternity band on Kara’s left hand.

      He gazed over at his wife and smiled at her, his blood beating wild and hot.

      Kara repeated her vows and slipped a thick gold band on Gio’s left ring finger in turn.

      He would never take it off.

      “I now pronounce you husband and wife. You may kiss your bride.”

      Gio hardly heard anything the priest said for the past twenty minutes, except for the word ‘kiss.’

      He took Kara in his arms and dipped her, giving her a kiss that was as filthy as he was. The kiss wasn’t fit for the guests nearby or the church they were standing in, but Gio didn’t care. This was a moment purely for him and Kara.

      And one he wanted to remember always.

      When the ceremony was over, they headed to the reception hall for the big party. Five hundred guests were attending. It was going to be a night like no other.

      And Gio had spared no expense for his bride.

      He’d watched Kara walk down the aisle towards him in a hand-made ivory satin ballgown. She was the most beautiful thing he’d ever seen in his life. The corseted waist and plunging neckline fit her body perfectly and he couldn’t wait to peel her out of it later. Or maybe during the reception if they could sneak off to a dark room nearby.

      “No urge to run yet?” Kara teased him as they exited their limo and headed into the reception hall.

      He ran his hand over a lock of her red hair and tugged. “I’m only running to you, baby.”

      Gio and Kara stood at the front of their reception line and greeted every single guest. All five hundred and nine of them.

      The last one to arrive was a surprise.

      Kara had insisted on inviting him, but Gio had reservations. But, in the end, he let his bride do as she wanted. He figured the invite would go unanswered.

      “Congratulations, Gio. You’re one lucky asshole,” Alek murmured as he reached out to shake Gio’s hand.

      Surrounded by his group of bodyguards, Alek’s unmistakable presence had all the chatter ceasing around them as people stopped to stare.

      “What about you, Alek? Is there any special person in your life?” Kara asked.

      Alek’s deep bark of laughter echoed in the entryway.

      “I’m not made for marriage and family. My business model forbids it,” he quipped.

      “The right partner might change your mind. We’re the perfect example.”

      Kara was right. Their empire had expanded exponentially over the past two months, and it was due in large part to the efforts of his wife.

      Alek kissed Kara’s hand. “I don’t think so, Krasnya Koroleva. Now if you’ll excuse me, I will pay my respects to your grandfather and take my leave.”

      Alek turned and headed for the reception room with his entourage flanking him.

      “Fascinating man,” Kara declared.

      “That’s one way to put it.”

      Kara shook her head. “But enough about business. This is our wedding day. And now that all the guests are here, I believe you owe me a first dance, Mr. Ferraro.”

      “It’s my pleasure, Mrs. Ferraro.”

      “I love the sound of that.”

      “Mine,” he whispered as he gave her a claiming kiss.

      “From the very first.”

      

      Kara

      Kara sat beside her husband and sipped champagne, enjoying the music and taking everything in.

      She was still wrapping her brain around the fact that she and Gio were married.

      The past two months had been chaotic but exciting. When something felt right, you grabbed on to it. Both Kara and Gio understood the dangers of their life, the uncertainty. They lived in the present because life was short.

      Tiko and Ray passed by their table, dancing up a storm. Kara waved at them, happy that they were here to share this special day with her.

      Looking around the room, most of the guests were Gio’s extended family and business associates. But that was fine.

      Kara and Gio were about to create their own family. And unlike her parents, she vowed that she would never turn her back on her children. No matter what, they would be protected and loved.

      She was ready.

      After missing her period for the second month in a row, and on the morning of her wedding day no less, she’d finally taken a pregnancy test.

      “Nothing can top this reception,” Gio announced as he leaned over and kissed her.

      “You want to bet?”

      Gio looked at her with a curious expression. Kara leaned in and whispered her secret in his ear.

      “Are you fucking serious?!” Gio yelled.

      He was so loud that guests’ heads turned in their direction.

      Then he grabbed Kara’s face and kissed her long and hard, devouring her mouth like there weren’t five hundred people staring at them.

      Surprising her filthy don would never get old.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            A NOTE FROM THE AUTHOR

          

        

      

    

    
      Get ready for FILTHY POSSESSION, the Filthy Dons Book 2 featuring Alek Vasiliev, the filthy don of Chicago. Alek’s order to have his enemy’s wife kidnapped doesn’t go as planned when his men grab the wrong woman. Brought before him is the stunning Portia Freemont, a society princess the media dubs “The Diamond” as per her cool demeanor and family business. Two very different worlds are set to collide in this deliciously dark romance.

      Want more of my romances?

      Read NO CHANCE IN HELL, Hellraisers & Hellions MC Book 1.

      Follow me on IG, Amazon, and BookBub and join my newsletter for updates on upcoming releases.
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