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CHAPTER ONE
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I don’t chase women. Women seek me out. They drop to their knees in eager anticipation of sucking me off or stripping down, hoping to be fucked by someone of my wealth and power.

I stay sexually satisfied without the complications and annoyance of having to deal with a relationship. It’s a win-win in my book. I forget their names before I even zip up—if I catch their name at all. They’re vetted. Cleared. Willing participants with nothing to gain except the pleasure of sex. No money or promises are exchanged, and I sure as hell don’t chase after them.

Those who want what I’m willing to give come to me.

So searching for and chasing after Callista Parisi pisses me the hell off. I’ve had my best men looking for her for four years, and I’ve finally found her. Only, she’s slipped past Tio’s watch three times in the past two days.

Tio is the strongest, most loyal man I have on my staff. There’s a reason he’s my bodyguard. He speaks little, doesn’t ask questions, and gets the job done. Except for this one. If it were any of the other men I employ, I’d have punished him by now for losing my target, but Tio is too valuable.

The trashy diner in front of me in the Gaslight District of San Diego has been the hiding spot of Callista Parisi for the past year. Before that, she worked at an all-day breakfast dive in Nashville, Tennessee. Tio even traced her back to the far woods of northern Maine, her first landing spot after she fled Sicily.

I pull out my phone and open the picture of Callista that Tio sent me two days ago. Hiding behind her oversized dark sunglasses and wearing a Padres baseball cap, one would never guess she was an heiress to millions back in Sicily. Or that her father was the spawn of Satan.

No. He is Satan.

I may be considered the devil at times, but I don’t thrive on the evil that possesses the Parisi family. I trace my finger over her image. Her amber eyes are framed by thick, dark lashes; her cheekbones high and prominent, lips full and pink. Signs of exhaustion are evident on her face. There are curves under her loose-fitting shirt and shorts, and a glimpse of what promises to be an ass meant to be bent over a desk. However, she’s not the most beautiful woman I’ve seen. Granted, the women who come to me are dressed for seduction. Callista is dressed to blend in, as am I this morning.

I left Tio back at the hotel not wanting to scare her away with his presence. I’m a big man at six-one and two hundred pounds, but Tio has four inches on me and at least fifty pounds of extra muscle.

I look down at my jeans and white cotton T-shirt that I unfolded from a plastic package this morning. Tio picked them up for me at a local mall to help me blend in. I’m out of my comfort zone, being seen in public dressed like an average guy. It’s not like I roll out of bed every morning and immediately put on a designer suit. I work out in gym shorts and own a collection of jeans and sweatpants for when I’m home alone, which is rarely, or when I walk the fields at the vineyard, which has also been less often of late.

When in public, I dress for power. Not that I need designer suits for that.

Searching for Callista has eaten every waking moment since I learned of her existence. Lorenzo Parisi had played off his daughter’s absence well, telling people she was studying abroad, traveling the world with her mother. They’d both fallen off the radar eight years ago, right before her eighteenth birthday. Right before she was supposed to marry Antonio Rossi, blending the Parisi and Rossi families, which would make them the most dangerous union in all of Italy. Hell, the world.

The Parlatore name hadn’t been synonymous with evil until Lorenzo brought me down to the depths of his hell. The Rocco Parlatore I had once been changed the moment his darkness invaded my soul. I became Stone and learned by watching, then doing. Plotting. 

The evil that now consumes me has a singular purpose.

Revenge.

But I’m nothing compared to the monster Parisi is. He took from me in the darkest, cruelest, most unforgivable ways, and it has been my mission since I was sixteen to kill him one day.

He took and killed my blood. Now it is time for him to pay.

First, revenge.

Then, death.

I look up as a flash of long, tanned legs crosses the street and enters the diner.

Let the games begin.

***
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I hate being late to work. After Mama fell out of bed this morning, she was in all sorts of hysterics. By the time Joanne and I got her calmed down, I have only ten minutes to get to the diner. 

I don’t know what I’d do without Jo. The moment we moved into our small apartment, she greeted us from across the hall and became instant friends with Mama, alternating between companion and caretaker. 

There’s no way I can leave Mama alone with her cognitive and mental abilities weakening by the day. I need to get her better medical care, but I’m hesitant without insurance. Sonny hasn’t contacted me in over a year, which makes me worry about our safety. And his.

Driving across the country and finding a new job, new apartment, and new care for Mama took a big chunk out of the stash Sonny gave me eight years ago. He saved us when a cruel death was our only future. I pray my father never learns how my bodyguard betrayed him to help us escape.

I skip the shower and tug on my work uniform of khaki shorts and navy tank top with Beach & Breakfast etched across my chest. I was already sweaty and clammy from the late August heat.

I slick my hair back in a ponytail as I jog the three blocks to work.

“You’re late,” Danielle, the owner, scowls unnecessarily from behind the register.

“I’m so sorry. It won’t happen again.”

“I know it won’t.” Danielle lets out a sigh. “I’m not mad. Worried. You’re always ten minutes early for every shift. I worry about my girls. Your mom okay?”

My shoulders sag and I unconsciously let out a sigh. “She fell out of bed this morning and woke up more disoriented than usual.”

“Gia, you ever think of putting your mom in a long-term care facility? Jo says you don’t ever stop working. Putting in ten hour shifts here, on your feet all day, then going home to care for your mother isn’t a life for a smart twenty-six-year-old like yourself.”

“Your sister puts in just as many hours looking out for my mother as I do working here.” The bell chimes above the door indicating a customer has come in.

“True, but Jo is sixty-five and has a husband to go home to. She gets bored while he’s at work all day. Tending to your mother gives her something to do. She loves you both.”

“And we love her. And you.” I reach under the counter and pick up an apron, tying it around my waist. “Now stop distracting me or my boss is going to give me another talking to.”

I pick up the pot of coffee and make my way to the table at the far end of the diner where a lone man sits. I inspect the tables on my way, making sure napkins, salt, and pepper are stocked. When I reach his table, I look up and give him my usual welcoming smile.

If I had still been walking, I would have stumbled over my feet, and I’m not a clumsy person. The man sitting before me is beautiful. His jet-black hair is cropped short on the sides and just long enough on top to style into that cool movie-star suave look.

A five o’clock shadow covers a chiseled jaw, and his lips are set firm and severe. I can’t tell if he’s sad, bored, hungry, or indifferent to being here. His face masks any emotion.

His shoulders are wide and strong, and I love how they look under his simple white T-shirt. There’s something about a man in jeans and a simple T-shirt that just gets me drooling. Simple, down to earth guys are my favorite. Well, if I had a favorite.

I’ve been the look-don’t-touch kind of girl for longer than I care to think about. Danielle was right. I’m too young to be living life this way, but if I want to keep the demons from my past at bay, I have to keep my life on the simple and quiet side.

He’s just another pretty boy from San Diego. When I was in Tennessee, the country boys were cute and charming, making it harder to keep them at arm’s length, but I did. Most of the men in southern California are too into their looks, and way too focused on their plant-based diet and all natural products to give a plain girl who serves food at a diner a second glance. Not that I have any problems with their ultra-trendy dietary habits. 

Hell, if I had enough money, I’d be eating natural, whole foods every meal instead of the cheap fast food and greasy diner food Mama and I have been living off for the past eight years.

The gorgeous man in front of me hasn’t spoken, and I realize it’s my job to initiate the conversation.

“Morning. Can I start you off with a cup of coffee?”

He nods to his empty cup, and I turn it over, filling it to the brim. No smile, no thank you, no indication that he has a personality. Welcome to the land of vanity.

“Do you need more time with the menu?” I eye the plastic menu that still stands between the napkin holder and bottle of ketchup.

“No.”

I set the pot of coffee on the table and take out the notepad I keep tucked in the front pocket of my apron. My pen hovers over the paper, waiting for him to continue. I glance up at him and cock my head to the side, encouraging him to order.

The man doesn’t flinch. Not a wrinkle can be seen on his forehead or around his eyes. At least not past where his sunglasses hide his eyes. Figures. All the good-looking men are either married, gay, or assholes. This guy definitely holds rank in the latter category.

He doesn’t shift and warning prickles work their way up my spine. He’s too cool. Too calm. Too much like...

I back away as I struggle to calm my breathing. I take four more steps backward, and when my thighs bump against a table, I spin on my heels and rush back to the kitchen.

“Gia, you okay? You’re as white as a sheet and covered in sweat.” Danielle lifts the back of her hand to my forehead.

“I’m okay. A little woozy.”

“Don’t tell me you skipped breakfast again.” She shakes her head in disappointment. “Franky, make a breakfast sandwich for Gia. Heavy on the spinach.”

“I’m okay, Danielle.”

“Bullshit. You sit down while I tend to the customers. You’ll do us no good passing out while delivering food.”

I take the seat she forces me into and peek through the kitchen window. Three more tables have filled with customers. I’d been so caught up in the presence of the mystery man, then overcome with fear, I hadn’t even noticed the ringing of the bell or the additional people in the diner.

This is how you’re going to get yourself and your mother killed. I know better than to react this way. If the man behind the shades works for my father, I’m as good as dead. My only hope is that he doesn’t know about Mother.

“Here ya go, Sunshine.” Franky slides a plate in front of me.

“Thanks.” The mountain of food has my stomach in knots. I sip the coffee Danielle poured and peek through the window again.

“Hottie at table fourteen,” Melinda says as she bursts into the kitchen. Her shift started the same time as mine, at the six am opening, but Melinda is chronically late. She says it doesn’t matter because the diner never fills up until seven anyway, which is mostly true. “He yours or is Dani giving him the Beach and Breakfast charm?”

“Um, I think he’s only here for the coffee.” I pick up the breakfast sandwich and nibble the crust of the bagel.

“I call that bullshit. Our coffee’s decent but a stud like that gets his Java the Hut.”

Beach & Breakfast is trendy in ambiance and serves a nice balance between greasy diner food and fancy salads, so many of their customers order for brunch. Mostly, it’s the beachside dining that attracts our diners.

“Gia, honey,” Danielle said from the other side of the pass-through window. “Table fourteen is requesting you. I tried to take his order, but he specifically asked for you.”

“He knows my name?” Not good. So not good.

“I don’t know about that. He asked for his waitress.”

“Did he call her his sexy waitress with the big brown eyes? Or the one with the nice ass and rack? ‘cause that’s how Benny refers to her.”

I roll my eyes. Benny is Melinda’s loser boyfriend whose eyes roam more than a stray cat.

“He was quite polite when asking for her.”

I take a final sip of coffee and attempt to swallow the bagel that has congealed into a cement block in my throat. With the diner filling up, I figure I’m mostly safe. If the guy works for my father, he won’t abduct me in broad daylight in the middle of a crowd.

At least, I hope not. Lorenzo is the most evil, dangerous man alive. He considers himself invincible, so I wouldn’t put it past him to shoot down a crowd of innocent people to get to me. Although, it wouldn’t be his style. Big shows of terrorism aren’t his thing. On the outside, he appears the consummate businessman.

Our vineyards produce some of the best wines in the world. The resorts are popular among the rich and famous. If only they knew about the evil that lurked underground...

“Gia? You okay to work your shift, or should I call in Piper?”

“Ugh. Not Piper. She’s too chirpy and ditsy. I hate working with her,” Melinda whines.

“No. I’m okay.” I stand and plaster on a fake smile, making my way to table fourteen. This time, the man has his head dipped toward the menu he holds in his hands. “Danielle said you were ready to order?”

He looks up and slowly lowers his sunglasses. His eyes are so bright and blue that they seem incongruous to his dark and brooding features. The seriousness in them almost has me running again, but then the corner of his mouth lifts, and lines crinkle around his eyes.

The man is devastatingly handsome, and he knows it. He hangs his glasses on the collar of his shirt and leans forward on his elbows. “I didn’t mean to be so”—he straightens, drops his gaze to my mouth, then lifts it to my eyes again— “rude.”

His smile is now strained, like giving an apology is not something he is accustomed to. There is a hint of an accent, which any other woman would find sexy.

“Sure.” I lift a shoulder, acting like I hadn’t even noticed his rudeness. “Are you ready to order?”

“I’ll have the arugula salad with pear and goat cheese. Please,” he adds, as if the act of being nice is foreign to him.

I snort and cast my eyes up at the ceiling while jotting down his order.

“You find my order amusing?”

I tuck the notepad into my apron feeling more confident than I had ten seconds ago. The sexy, mysterious man was typical southern Californian, minus the beach-blond hair.

“Nope. Your salad will be right up.”

For some reason his order puts me at ease. Had he ordered steak and eggs, or even home fries and an omelet, I would have been more worried. I check in with tables thirteen and twelve, topping off their coffee and taking their orders.

Less than ten minutes later, I carry out Leader of the Assholes’ order and set it down in front of him. “Enjoy.” I wait a beat to see if he’ll say anything. He doesn’t. I move on.

The constant flow of customers helps keep my mind off him, but I can feel his eyes on me at every turn. He pushes his plate aside as if to indicate he’s done. The arugula still fills the plate, but the pears, candied walnuts, and goat cheese are gone. Weird man. I ask him if he wants a refill of coffee, to which he shakes his head, and I take out his bill.

“Can I get you anything else?”

“Your name?”

“My–” I pause a beat, then set the bill in front of him. If I don’t tell him, it would mean there was a reason not to. He probably heard Franky and Danielle call my name a dozen times when my orders were up anyway. “My name’s Gia.” 

“It’s...nice to meet you, Gia.”

My name purrs off his tongue, slow and languid. I swallow and have the sudden need to clench my thighs. The man’s lip curls again, like he can sense the way I responded to his voice. Hell, I need to stop reading romances at night.

“Sure. Have a good day.” I turn to leave and don’t make it one step before a strong hand grips my wrist. I freeze and quickly assess the room. Every customer carries on eating their meals and having conversations as if nothing precarious was happening behind me. That doesn’t mean I’m safe.

Sonny had taught me a few self-defense moves. I could swivel around, ram my elbow into his jugular before slamming my knee into his balls.

“Gia,” he whispers behind me, close enough so I can feel his warm breath on the back of my neck. He loosens his grip on my wrist and I quickly bring it to my chest, covering it with my free hand. “Join me for dinner tonight.”

“What?” I spin around and gawk at the seriousness behind his eyes.

“Dinner. Tonight.”

I open my mouth to reject his offer, but I’m drawn in by those eyes again. My gaze travels to his neck then lowers to his chest. It twitches as if aware of my inward lust.

When I return my gaze to his, I catch him staring at my lips. I lick them, but not in a seductive way since I don’t have a clue how to be seductive.

“Fuck.” The man takes a step back and pulls a wad of cash from his pocket, dropping a few bills on the table without looking at them. Then he leaves.

“Nice tip, Gia. What’d you do? Give the guy a hand job under the table?”

“Melinda!”

“Sorry. Forgot how sickly pure you are.” She blows me a kiss before sauntering off to her table. Melinda’s always teasing me about not having a social life. She knows that when I’m not working, I’m caring for my mom, and likes to poke fun at me for being a bore, but it’s all in fun. I know she likes me well enough.

Not that I’m in the business of making friends or going out on dates. 

I stack the empty cup on top of the plate of lettuce and scoop up the cash. “Holy shit.” I rub the two hundred-dollar bills between my fingers before shoving them deep inside the pocket of my apron.

I can’t decide if I’m freaked out or intrigued. I’ll forever be on edge, wondering if the people I encounter work for Lorenzo. Most of my innocence had been stripped from me more years ago than I care to count. The small piece of it I have left, I’ll hold on to for as long as I can.

Forever, if possible.
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CHAPTER TWO
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I control my temper as I push my rented Tesla as hard as it can go back to the hotel. I park in my designated spot in the underground parking garage and punch the elevator button for the penthouse. 

As expected, as the elevator doors open, Tio stands like a statue, his massive arms crossed over his chest. He doesn’t ask how it went. I respect that about him. He’s a smart enough man to read the annoyance etched in my face. I storm past him and down the hall to the private office situated off the master suite. 

The bed was built for sex. Loaded with pillows and fitted with white sheets as soft as satin. I could imagine all sorts of tangled limbs across it. Not all sorts. Mine. Callista’s. Hell, Gia’s. She turned my dick hard as steel the second she asked if I wanted coffee.

Fuck. Before that. I couldn’t take my eyes off her curves as she crossed the diner to offer me coffee. If there hadn’t been an audience, I would have bent her over the table and fucked her until she could no longer walk.

Callista. Gia. I don’t give a shit what she calls herself. She’d be calling my name as I–

“Fuck.” I cup my balls. They’ve gotta be blue by now. If I had more time, I’d take a cold shower and jack off to Gia–Callista’s face. No, not her face. I don’t think of a woman’s face when I fist myself. Her tits. Her ass. Her tight pussy. Never her face. And definitely not her mouth. 

I’d never been drawn to a woman’s lips unless they were suctioned around my cock. And even then, it’s not about her, it’s about me. I’m a selfish bastard, but women always know what they’re getting into with me. I’ve never forced a woman, and I’d never take an innocent.

The sluttier and naughtier the better. The less I have to worry about ruining her because that’s what evil does. Ruin. Destroy. Kill.

I’m one step above evil. I have the devil running through my veins and a parking lot of sins to eventually atone for. Right now, I don’t care about my sins. Especially since I have detailed plans on committing many more.

I cross the room to the whiskey decanter and pour myself a drink. I shoot it back, not caring that it isn’t even nine in the morning. My plan had been to walk into the diner, order Callista to follow me to my car, and stick her on my private jet. I had chloroform and a handkerchief in my pocket to speed the process along.

It shouldn’t have been that challenging at seven in the morning. Had I been paying better attention I could have gotten ahold of her on her way into the diner. But instead, I’d let my mind wander. Now I was paying for it. 

I’m not used to begging for a woman’s attention. Not used to asking. I glance at my watch then move to the office and open my laptop. I spend the next two hours answering emails, checking on my investments, and making sure everything is in place for our return. 

My staff is limited. My doing. There aren’t many I trust, and the staff my uncle has are loyal to him. I’m pretty sure I’ve gotten rid of any moles and traitors, but I can’t afford to be too confident or too lax. 

When Bianca was born, father tried to cut ties with his relatives and start fresh in Gazo, but the evil in our bloodline ran too deep. It cost my family their lives. My uncle saw the strength and power in me as a young teen and trained me, groomed me, to be one of his men. 

Little did he know the evil that ran so deep within my blood. 

It took me five years to destroy him and all the others he’d groomed. Uncle Sal wasn’t born a leader, and his following was small and weak. I was no saint, but I didn’t prey on the weak. On women or children. Unlike Uncle Sal and Lorenzo Parisi.

Running the estate on Gazo like my father had dreamed had given me more freedom in my business choices. I like not having to answer to anyone. I like being feared. It means people don’t dare cross me. 

I’m an asshole and don’t try to hide it.

And it gives me more time to plot my revenge.

Needing to let off some steam, I change into my gym shorts and make use of the ensuite gym. Running six miles relieves some of the pressure of my pulsing dick and helps to clear my mind. After a shower, I reach for my Hugo Boss suit and pause. The suit would scare her off. Eyeing the jeans and shirt on the floor of the bathroom, I pick them up and put them back on.

It’s Wednesday, which means Callista—Gia, I had to keep reminding myself, at least until I had her on my turf—would stop at the farmer’s market on her way back to her apartment.

I’ll take her, then I can call her whatever the hell I want. 

I don’t need to tell Tio where I’m going. He knows. I drive down the boulevard and park a little distance from the park. The sun is shining, and it’s a comfortable seventy degrees. I can see the appeal of San Diego, but there are too many people. I miss the fresh ocean air of Gazo. The smell of fresh dirt and grapes. 

Soon. 

I haven’t been to a farmer’s market since I was a kid. The flash of a memory of holding my mother’s hand as my sister skipped along, talking a mile a minute, plays fresh in my mind. I push it away and focus on my surroundings. 

Call—Gia—tended to gravitate toward the back corner where three elderly ladies sold their fruits and vegetables. The key was to get there first so it wouldn’t seem like I was following her. I glance down the road and spot her among the crowd. 

For someone trying to blend in, she sure stands out. She isn’t like the women I normally associate with. Looking around the market, none of these women would fit in my world. They move about their day unaware of the ugliness in the world. The evil lurking around the corner. 

Evil doesn’t live far from here. It hides in dark basements as much as it stands out in white mansions. Gia’s long legs move her along at a clipped pace. I hurry toward the elderly trio and pick up an eggplant.

“Betsy says her eggplant parmesan is better than mine, but I say my recipe takes the cake. Care to settle a bet for us?”

I look up from the purple vegetable and am surprised to see they’re talking to me. “How do you suppose I do that?”

“Do you bread and fry your eggplant first or do you dredge and bake it?” the one who must be Betsy asks.

“You’re assuming I even make eggplant parmesan.”

“Well, what on earth do you do with your eggplant then?”

That was a good question. I had learned to cook some of my mother’s favorites when I was a kid, but since her death, I haven’t even so much as warmed up leftovers in the microwave. I have staff who do that for me. 

“Are you purchasing for your wife? A girlfriend? A nice young man like yourself must have a woman at home, but you shouldn’t expect her to cook for you. It’s a known fact that every woman loves a man who can cook.”

“I can cook.” It isn’t exactly a lie. I can. I choose not to. 

“Oh, a man who cooks.” Betsy’s counterpart waves her hand in front of her and I nearly chuckle. Not something I’m known to do. 

“Are you taken?”

“If you’re the one asking, then no.” Flirting with a woman isn’t something I do often. I haven’t met a woman with whom I felt I wanted to flirt. But this old lady has softened me, reminding me of my Nonna.

“Gia, sweetie. We found you a single man who cooks.”

I squeeze the eggplant, and I instantly imagine Gia with her hand on my dick. 

“Betsy and Ruth Anne, you two are–” 

I can smell her. Something between flowers and fruit. I sense when she realizes who I am. I turn to her and hold up the vegetable. “How do you like your eggplant parmesan?”

“I, um...”

“Oh, our sweet girl is flustered. I told you we should go into matchmaking. We’ve been at this so long our people watching skills are on fire.”

“Hush, you’re embarrassing them,” Ruth Anne says.

If I was the winking kind, I would have tossed one to Ruth Anne. Instead, I keep my attention on Gia. 

She ignores the old ladies and picks up a zucchini and two tomatoes. “Do you have any more lettuce?”

“We’ve got some baby spinach left. Will that do?”

“Sure. Thank you.” Gia ignores me and takes a few bills out of her pocket, handing them to the ladies.

She gives me a quick smile then turns to leave. I move and follow her, still holding the eggplant, but stop myself as I blindly reach in my pocket and leave a bill on the wooden tabletop, then rush after Gia.

“Mister. You gave us a fifty. Do you want your change?” 

I wave my hand over my head and follow Gia through the maze of people. 

“Gia. Wait.” Surprisingly, she stops. When I reach her, I stand in front of her and stare. I don’t know what to say. Chasing, begging, asking, isn’t something I do. 

The small bottle of chloroform digs into my front pocket. It’s too crowded in the middle of the park to subdue her. Noticing a lemonade stand, I nod toward it. “Can I buy you a drink?”

She shifts her weight from one foot to the other. “Um. I guess. I don’t have a lot of time though.”

“Okay.” We walk toward the stand, not so close we touch, but close enough where I can distinguish the scent of strawberries from her shampoo. 

When we reach the stand, I read the board of options. There are so many damn flavors. “What happened to plain old lemonade?”

“I’d think a man who eats arugula, pear, and goat cheese salad for breakfast would appreciate the diversity.”

She has a point. I love experimenting with flavors of wine. Why not lemonade? Maybe because I haven’t had it since I was a kid, and my memories of being a kid are shaded by the evils of the adults in my life. 

“What’s your poison?” If only she knew how accurate my question is.

“I’ve only had it once, but their strawberry lemonade is amazing. I hear the blackberry is out of this world as well.”

I step up to the counter and order one of each. While the kid behind the counter makes the drinks, I turn to her. “If you come here so often, why have you only had the lemonade once?”

She clutches the zucchini to her chest. “How do you know I come here often?” Panic fills her eyes.

Shit. I remain calm, as I always do, and think fast on my feet. “The ladies at the farm stand, Betsy and Ruth Anne, knew you by name. Figured you had to be a regular.”

“Oh. Okay.” The tension in her shoulders relaxes. 

“Go find us a bench. I’ll bring the drinks over.” 

Gia scrunches her brow at me. I can see the hesitation in her eyes. I won’t apologize for barking an order at her. She’s lucky it’s broad daylight and we’re in the middle of a crowd, otherwise I would have her tied and gagged and on my plane already.

The thought of tying up a woman during sex has never crossed my mind before. I like sex, especially rough sex, but I’ve lived in a hell of bondage and evil for too long. Bringing it to my sexual encounters is not something I want to mix.

Now, however, picturing Gia tied up to my bed at my disposal has me hardening. 

“I don’t need to sit,” she says, moving my thoughts from her long, naked limbs to the current status of her sneakers and long, bare legs. 

She’s annoyed by my order. I won’t apologize, but I need her to be distracted while I fix her drink. “You’ve been on your feet all day. You should take a minute to rest.”

Again, I’ve managed to cause her to stiffen and relax in a matter of a minute. 

“Okay. Sure.” 

I watch as she moves to the closest bench about twenty yards away. Shoving my free hand in the front pocket of my jeans, I toy with the vile. 

“Here are your lemonades.”

I tuck the eggplant under my arm and discreetly remove the cap to the vile. 

“Uh, sir? Can you move to the side so the next customer can order?” 

I glare at the kid. It’s the casual clothes that have me blending in too well with the others. Had I been wearing one of my suits the little snot wouldn’t have attempted to tell me what to do. Not wanting to cause a scene, I push the cups down the counter and add a few drops of sedative. Exactly how much, I don’t know. I can’t see since I keep my attention on the people around me, careful to hide what I am doing.

I pocket the vile and pick up the cups. Shit. I added it to the blackberry lemonade. Turning on my heel, I spot Gia on the bench and am ultra-aware of the men walking by who give her a second glance. She is pretty in that simple, girl-next-door way. Definitely not my type.

As I approach her, I lift the strawberry drink to my lips and take two big gulps. It’s sweet. Sweeter than I usually liked. Salty, spicy food is more my weakness than any dessert. 

“I hope you don’t mind.” I offer her the doctored drink. “I went with your recommendation, and since you said you haven’t had the blackberry, I got you one.”

“Okay. Sure.” The furrow between her brows deepens again. I really don’t care that I keep her on edge. She should stay on edge around me. Especially with what I have in store for her.

When she takes a sip of her lemonade, I sit next to her, keeping a watchful eye on her movements. If I put too much in her drink it wouldn’t kill her—her death would defeat the purpose of kidnapping her—but I have no idea of the long-term effects. Or how long it would knock her out.

“It lives up to its hype. I might actually like it better than the strawberry.”

I take another sip with a new appreciation of the beverage. It tastes like Gia smelled.

“It’s really good.” She takes another sip and her eyes droop. Some of the lemonade drips down her chin. She lifts her free hand to wipe it, but it drops heavily in her lap before she can do the task.

I take the cup from her before she spills it and set it on the bench next to the bag with her vegetables. Her chin is still wet so I lift my thumb and wipe it dry. Gia lifts her heavy eyes and attempts a smile.

“Th...anks.” She drops her chin to her chest. “I...I don’t feel. Oh...my God.” I can see the panic in her eyes. Realization has set in. If she wasn’t drugged, she would have darted from the bench. “Who...are...” 

“Don’t fight it, Callista.”

“No.” Her body goes limp, and I’m there to catch her. 

Leaving no trace, I toss the lemonades in the trash, then pick up her bag in case there is any evidence in it indicating her identity. Callista’s or Gia’s. Most likely she has no trace of Callista anywhere on her or in her apartment. 

I carry her to my car. If only I hadn’t parked so far away. My mind had been clouded with childhood memories I hadn’t wished to revisit, and lust for a woman I planned on punishing.

For life.

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]

CHAPTER THREE
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I roll to my side and cradle my head in my hands. My head throbs like I’ve been on an all-night bender. The last time I’d been drunk was on my twenty-first birthday when Mama bought me a bottle of cheap champagne and only had a sip for herself.

I stretch my legs and moan at the softness of the sheets under and above me. Am I wrapped in satin? And am I naked? I shoot up, the top sheet falling to my waist. I’m wearing a silk camisole, something I’d remember buying and would remember changing into. 

Lifting the sheets, I let out a light sigh at the matching pale pink cropped pants. It’s not too light in the room, and I can just barely make out my surroundings. The bed takes up one wall, and across from me is a long, dark dresser and mirror. There are three doors: one next to the dresser, one to my left, and another to my right. 

“Where the hell am I?” I rub my temples again and suddenly it all comes into focus.

The man from the diner. Then at the farmer’s market. The lemonade. He must have put something in it. Right before the world went dark, I swear he called me Callista.

I leap out of bed, my feet landing on a plush carpet before finding the cold tile floor. The door to my right opens to a walk-in closet filled with clothes. I close the door and open the one next to the dresser. 

I shield my eyes and step into the bright hallway. A man appears before me, stopping my escape. He doesn’t say anything, just fills up the space with his massive body. He looks familiar, like he’s been in the restaurant before. 

“Where am I?”

The giant oaf doesn’t speak. I push past him, but he grips my arm and yanks me back to the room, slamming the door in my face. The doorknob doesn’t budge but I turn and tug on it, hoping I can jiggle it free. Nothing. The beast outside my door locked me in. I ram my shoulder into the door and bang on it over and over again. 

“Let me out of here!” I punch, kick, and scream until my throat grows hoarse and my knuckles swell, raw and red.

The headache I woke up with has only intensified. Accepting defeat—for now—I drag myself across the room and search for another way out. Fumbling around for a light switch, I shield my eyes as light fills the space.

The bathroom is bigger than my bedroom and the shower is as big as my bed. Four showerheads take up one tiled wall, with three more on the other two walls. A clawfoot tub big enough to fit two people comfortably sits under a row of windows. 

I don’t allow myself to bask in the elegance of the bathroom. The tile itself must cost more than my car. I cross to the far end and find the toilet. After I do my business, I wash my hands in the deep basin bowl. The mirror in front of me doesn’t disguise the purple bags under my eyes or my lopsided ponytail. 

If I cared a lick how I looked I’d use the gold-plated hairbrush or comb. Or I would poke through the drawers under the vanity. It’s bad enough that the hand soap smells like Plumeria, and there’s a lotion of the same scent in a glass bottle next to the sink.

I flee the bathroom and continue my search for freedom. Long drapes hang on either side of the bed. Pushing the cream-colored fabric aside, I sigh in frustration when the only view I’m met with is that of yet another wall. I cross to the other side of the bed and push the drapery aside. 

“Bingo.” I look over my shoulder, making sure the bodyguard hasn’t snuck into the room, then unlock the sliding glass door. 

It’s dark outside. Whether the sun has just set or is about to rise, I haven’t a clue. All I know is I need to get the hell out of this ivory prison. Stepping out onto the balcony, I listen to my surroundings.

There is just enough light from the bedroom for me to pick up some shadows on the other side of the railing. With no moon and heavy cloud cover concealing the stars, I can’t make out anything in the distance. The faint crashing of waves tells me I’m near the ocean.

Good. I must still be in San Diego. The stone and stucco walls and Italian decor mean the mansion must be somewhere on the northern end of San Diego, away from the city. I lean over the railing and strain my focus on the ground beneath me. I can’t tell if I’m on the ground level or ten stories up.

Since I was kidnapped and have a prison guard outside my door, I know it won’t be as easy as hopping over the railing to freedom. I move over to the lounge at the far end of the balcony and peer over the edge. Still not enough light to determine how far up I am.

The night air is warm, but I’m not about to make my getaway in a thin silk pajama set. I hop up and rush to the closet to find better running clothes. The entire right side is filled with gowns, cocktail ensembles, and summer dresses. 

I shudder as too many painful memories attempt to push past the barrier I put up eight years ago. I turn to the other side of the boutique-sized space and clench my teeth at the designer slacks and tops. 

“Does this chick not wear freaking jeans?” I don’t care that I’m rummaging through a stranger’s things. The man who kidnapped me shouldn’t have locked me in this suite. The drawers are filled with lingerie, lingerie, and more lingerie. 

There are drawers and drawers of silk panties and bras, all perfectly laid out and not shoved in like they are back at my apartment. Most still had the tags on. The bottom right drawer is where I hit gold. Sports bras. That must mean there are workout clothes somewhere. 

The back wall houses a rotating shoe contraption with at least a hundred shoes on it. I recognize the red soles of a dozen or so heels, and I bet my life the rest of the collection is just as expensive, if not more so, as the Louboutins.

I storm out of the closet and sift through the drawers in the tall bureau in the bedroom. The top two drawers are filled with jewelry but the third had what I’m looking for. I pull out a pair of black leggings and a black tank top. 

Making sure the door is still locked, I yank off the satin pajamas and tug on the leggings. They are buttery soft on my legs and the sports bra fits perfectly. At least one thing is going in my favor. The woman’s body shape is the same as mine. I slip the tank over my head and look down at my bare feet. 

I need shoes. I wish my work uniform and sneakers were strewn in a corner, but the room is spotless. Going back into the closet, I push the button on the rack and tap my leg with nervous energy as I wait for it to spin. Finally, I spot a pair of flats. Then a pair of slip-on sneakers. I reach for those, then toss them aside when a pair of running shoes comes into view.

Not caring about socks, or the blisters I’m sure to get breaking in the new shoes, I drop to the floor and lace up the sneakers. I shoot to my feet and race out to the balcony. I still can’t tell how long I have to wait for the sun to rise. I’m warmer in the leggings but wish the woman who lives here wore loose, baggy sweatshirts. 

I curl into a ball in the chaise lounge and wait for the sun.

And for my freedom.
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CHAPTER FOUR
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“Has she tried to escape?” I brush imaginary lint from my shirt sleeves as if I’m about to enter a business meeting. Which I am, of sorts. 

Lucca’s eyes don’t move from the door. “Once. She’s been quiet since.”

Tio and Lucca are built like steel, and it isn’t just their body size that intimidates others. They both say little, show no emotion, and are loyal to me as if they were made from my own blood. Their fathers had both served the Parlatore family in some capacity as well. Lucca’s father had been our family’s driver for decades, right up until his heart attack, and Tio’s father had been my mother’s and sister’s personal guard. 

I don’t and never will blame him for their deaths. Only one person is responsible for them, and I intend to get my revenge in a way that will rip him from the core. 

I nod at Lucca before opening the door. “Good. You can go have your breakfast. Tio’s around.”

The room is quiet and only lit by the little ray of light from the slider door. The sun still has another twenty minutes before it breaks free of the horizon. I like to start my day before it rises and continue until well after it sets. Sleep is not important to me. I’ll sleep after I avenge my family’s deaths.

The covers on the bed are a mess, the only sign she’d ever been here. I’m not the type to panic or rush to conclusions, so I step over the pool of satin at my feet and, taking a deep breath, go to the balcony. If she had jumped...

The tension in my neck releases when I find her asleep on the lounge. Curled up in a ball and dressed in all black, she looks like she was ready to escape before sleep found her. There is no worry of that. If she climbs over the railing, she’ll fall to her death. 

Her death is something I do not want. It would ruin everything. I need her alive. For now at least. After I am done with her, it doesn’t matter if she dies. I sit in the chair opposite her and cross my ankle over my knee, waiting for her to wake.

Once the sun fully rises and shines on the balcony, she’ll wake. For ten minutes I study her face, sweet and angelic in sleep. Void of harsh makeup, she appears younger than her twenty-six years. It is when she is awake with spitfire in her veins that makes her appear older. Not much older, but enough to cover the angelic façade of sleep.

I let my gaze trail down her legs, wrapped tight in black leggings. I remember what her ass looked like in those unflattering shorts she wore to the diner. It will be even more magnificent without the bulk of fabric covering it.

Her tits are decent as well, from what I could tell from underneath the baggy shirt she wore. I’d studied pictures of her for years and knew every nuance of her body, of her facial expressions. It is important to be able to detect her under a different guise. Blonde, brunette, brown eyes, green eyes...I can identify that mouth—those lips, especially—anywhere.

That mouth is meant to be wrapped around my cock. I lick my lips and shift in my seat. The noise wakes her, and she jumps to her feet, her eyes wide with fear.

I remain in my seat, partly blocking the doorway back into the suite. She takes a step back and white knuckles the railing, then glances out over the horizon. I can see the trepidation in her eyes as she realizes there is no escape.

Her ivory tower sits perched on the edge of a cliff. The view of the Mediterranean Sea is stunning, endless miles of blue water. In the distance, on a clear day, the small island of Linosa can be seen. Today isn’t one of those days. Last night’s cloud cover made for a moonless night. I imagine her panic when she woke and couldn’t escape past Tio or Lucca, whoever was on duty at the time, or see out her windows. 

I picked this suite especially for her. I spent months preparing it in anticipation of her arrival. Now that she is here, it is time to get my plan moving. I’ve waited long enough.

I stand and she gasps, pinning herself against the railing. Good. I want her to be afraid of me. It will be easier to get her to do what I want. Not that I have any concerns when it comes to getting my way. I always get what I want.

Her cooperation will make it easier though so I can focus my energy on the other end of my business dealings. 

“Callista.”

“My name is not Callista. It’s Gia.”

Very well. I could appease her in this small way. It will have no bearing on the final outcome of the transaction. 

“Gia,” I say, then motion to the lounger. “Sit. You look like you’re ready to leap over the railing and fall to your death. We wouldn’t want that, would we?”

When she doesn’t move, I stalk across the balcony until I stand inches from her. Her chest rises and falls with every nervous breath. I can smell her sweat. Her fear. I live off this. The control. The power. The revenge.

“Just...just let me go. I don’t know who you are or what you want or who the hell you think I am. Just let me go,” she sputters.

I reach up and push a strand of hair away from her face. “Gia.” I click my tongue. “Where do you plan on escaping to.”

“Home.” She looks out over the cliff to the crashing waves below. 

“You are home, Callista.”

“No.” A single tear rolls down her cheek. “Please, God, no.”

“It’s going to take a hell of a lot more than God to help you.”

“Why are you doing this? What does he want?”

“He wants you, Callista.”

“Gia,” she whispers between tears.

“Calling you Gia isn’t going to change the situation you’re in.”

“You work for him. You know how evil he is. What he does to...let me go. Please,” she begs.

I watch as she weakens before me, exactly as I planned. I wipe a tear away with the pad of my thumb, not as a gentlemanly gesture, because I don’t give a shit about her liking me, but to soften her. It will be quicker this way. 

“I’m sorry, Gia, but I can’t let you go.”

She rolls back her shoulders and clenches her jaw. “You’re the spawn of the devil. You are the devil.”

I lift a shoulder in indifference even though her words affect me. It is her father who is the devil. I am simply an asshole. 

“Molesting, raping, and killing innocent children. You’re the sickest bastards of them all. You deserve to die a torturous death and rot in hell with Satan himself.” She spits in my face and lifts her hand to slap me, but I catch her wrist in time. 

With my free hand, I take a handkerchief from my back pocket. “Do. Not. Ever.” I wipe my face. “Attempt. That. Again.” I squeeze her narrow wrist tighter, reveling in the pain I give her.

I hear the bedroom door open and the rattling of the breakfast cart. As soon as the door closes again, I yank Gia into the room and push her down in a chair.

“Eat.”

I storm out of the room and, afraid I’ll show my temper by slamming the door, let Tio close it behind me. 

For three hours, I work in my office, taking care of vineyard business and checking in with Elena. Not that she needs my guidance. She runs Parlatore Vineyards better than any of the vintners in Europe. The sole responsibility had been thrust upon me when I was sixteen and grieving my father, mother, and sister’s deaths, and giving her part ownership a few years ago so I could focus more on Parisi was the best decision I’ve ever made. 

I rub the tension out of my shoulders and lift my gaze to the family portrait that was taken of us before their deaths. It was one of the last times I’d had anything to smile about. Two weeks later, my family was gone. Kidnapped. Raped. Murdered. In cold blood. 

I snap my laptop shut and rise. There will be no more stalling. Callista—Gia—will agree to my terms. 

Today. 
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The thought of eating anything, particularly the threat of poisoned food, has my stomach churning. Even the water doesn’t tempt me, despite my dry, hoarse throat and my cracked lips. The sun is high in the sky, and I have no idea how long it has been since I last ate.

If I’m still in San Diego, it would be at least twenty-four hours. But the man, Lorenzo’s man, had said the ocean was the Mediterranean Sea, which means I’ve gone back in time in more ways than one. 

My body trembles, partly from hunger, mostly from fear. I need food and water for energy if I have any chance at escape. As soon as my captor left, I tore the place apart, searching every drawer, under the bed, behind the furniture, for cameras, microphones, or anything I could use as a weapon against my captors.

I found nothing. Whosever room I am locked in holds nothing but normal things a woman would have in her suite. Well, normal for someone with wealth. I recognize many labels and brands from my teenage closet, and from my mother’s. 

I don’t miss any of it. Not the soft fabrics or expensive perfumes. Freshly laundered sheets, cotton T-shirts, and comfortable leggings is what I find familiarity in now. Granted, the buttery smooth ones I have on do feel nice. 

It doesn’t matter how fine the Egyptian blend is, or how high the heels in the closet are, I want none of it. I pray Jo and Danielle will stay with Mama until I return. 

Because I will return. 

Making my third sweep of the room, I drop to the floor and look under the nightstand. For what, I don’t know. A bug, a camera, a mic. I know I’m being watched. 

Movement to my left catches my eye and I turn my head. A pair of black loafers are inches from my face. Without lifting my gaze, I know it’s my captor and not the burly bodyguard. I can smell him.

Yesterday, if it was yesterday, I thought him startling, then charming. His scent was magical. Clean and expensive without being overpowering. The intensity behind his stare had frightened me at first, but I’d relaxed during our brief walk at the farmer’s market.

Now I know why the changes of persona. He’d been stalking me before the kidnapping, trying to soften me so I wouldn’t put up a fight before he brought me back to Sicily, and it had worked. 

Show no fear. I’m not proud to be a Parisi, but I am one, if only by blood. Pushing up off the floor, I rise to my feet and face the man.

“What’s your name?” I demand. 

The middle of his right brow lifts ever so slightly, and he dips his head to the side in an even more subtle gesture. Only a centimeter, but it is movement. 

He keeps his dark eyes pinned on me. “Stone.”

The trembling Gia on the balcony didn’t cause him to falter, so I dig into my inner diva and lay on the snark, the attitude I’d picked up on from living in the states. “Is that a fake name or did your parents hate you the second you were born?”

The tick in his jaw tells me I’d struck a nerve. I keep prodding.

“Is that why you have the arrogant asshole thing going on? Hated by your own family, thrown to the curb so you allowed the devil himself, Lorenzo Parisi, to turn you into one of his monsters?”

“Parisi doesn’t own me,” he growls, his lips barely moving. 

“It seems to me he does.”

Stone seizes my wrist as he’d done earlier and drags me to the chair he’d left me in. He lifts the domes from the plated food and pushes the cart in front of me. “Eat,” he barks.

“No.” I kick the cart away. 

“You’ll do what I say, Gia.”

“Or what? You’ll rape me? Or are you more into ruining young girls and selling them off as sex slaves?”

I’ve struck another nerve. Stone wraps his hand around my neck and yanks to me to my feet, pinning me to the wall. I choke but can still breathe. He isn’t trying to kill me—yet—he just wants to show me he is boss. It is something I’d witnessed my father do to innocent victims as well as his staff time and time again. 

And his family.

He had taken pleasure in the fight. Remembering this, I stand still, forcing my arms to hang at my side instead of clawing at Stone’s face. 

“I don’t rape women,” he growls behind gritted teeth.

“Just...molest...innocent...children.” I watch as his ebony eyes glass over and a vein in his forehead pulses. 

Finally, he lets me go and stalks to the other side of the room. “Sit. Eat. Shut up and listen.”

“As inviting as that all sounds, I’m going to take a hard pass.”

“You’re walking on a thin ledge, Gia.” He says my name with anger, spite, as if he hates me without even knowing me. 

I’ve done nothing wrong. He is the one working for a murdering sex trafficker. He is the one who kidnapped me. 

“I’m not going to tell you again. Eat.”

“Well, good. Because there’s no way in hell I’m going to eat the poison you and Parisi’s people are trying to feed me.”

“Merde.” Stone storms across the room toward me. 

I plaster myself against the wall and gasp in shock as he pierces a sausage link with a fork and eats it. He cracks open a water bottle and downs half of it before handing it to me. 

I shake my head. “Germs.”

Stone lifts his face to the ceiling and sighs with frustration. “Your food isn’t poisoned. I need you alive and well.”

“If that were true, you’d let me go home.”

“To San Diego? Or Tennessee? Or is it Maine?”

I swallow the ball of fear and finally take a seat. “You’ve known...he’s known where I’ve been all along?”

“No. He hasn’t a clue.”

“What?” I jerk my head up in surprise. “Lorenzo doesn’t know I’m here? Then why—?”

“I don’t work for Lorenzo.”

The weight of the world falls off my shoulders and I close my eyes in relief. The water bottle appears in my hand, and I blindly finish it. The cold liquid feels amazing on my throat, and I am suddenly thirsty for more. I open my eyes and take the second bottle Stone offers me. 

“Then who are you? Why did you kidnap me?”

“Your kidnapping is only temporary, until you agree to my terms.”

The water turns sour in my stomach, and I set the bottle down. “Forcing me to have sex with you is the same as rape.”

“Why do you have it in your head that I want to fuck you?”

If I told him I’ve noticed the way he stared at my mouth and breasts at the diner, or how I could feel the buzz of chemistry between us at the farmer’s market, he’d know I’d paid attention, that I’d possibly felt it too. I won’t give him that power.

“Because you men are all alike. You kidnap, hold people against their will, and have bodyguards the size of the Hulk. The story doesn’t change when it comes to Mafia men. You think you can get away with...murder and rape. You think you own the world because of the money and power you have.”

“You’re making a lot of assumptions about me, Gia.”

“Then what the fuck do you want with me?” I scream. The longer I’m away from home, the more I fear Mama will go into a relapse. If I mention her to Stone, he’ll use her as my Achilles’ heel. I have to keep my worries secret. 

“To marry you.”

“To what? Are you fucking crazy?” I stand and push the food cart away. “Why the hell would I marry you, despite the fact that I don’t know a fucking thing about you, that you drugged me, brought me to the other side of the world against my will, and are holding me captive in some stranger’s room?”

“This suite belongs to you. Everything in it as well.”

“This isn’t my stuff.”

“It is.” He pulls at the cuffs of his shirt, standing with impeccable posture as if he hadn’t just said the most asinine thing. 

“No, it’s not.”

“I bought it for you.”

“Okay, that’s some weird shit.” I hold up my palms to ward him off, not that he is advancing on me. “Maybe in caveman times, or even your mafia ancestor times, skanky women got off on Stockholm syndrome, but that’s not me. I don’t need you or your money. I don’t want you or your money. Now let me go.”

“Lorenzo’s men were only a day behind me in my search. He knows you’re alive.”

My throat goes dry again. I clasp my hands over my stomach afraid I’ll be sick. “How?”

“He’s never stopped searching for you. Or your mother.”

I gasp and fall to the bed. I drop my head between my knees and choke on my breath. 

Nonononono. Not Mama. 

Gaining control of my breathing, I lift my gaze to his. “I need to warn Mama.”

“She’s been taken care of.”

I jump to my feet and push at his chest. “You asshole!” 

Not my mother. She is the only person I have left in this world. My heart explodes with fear in my chest, and I can barely breathe.  

Stone holds my wrists with one hand and pushes me back against the wall, holding my hands above my head and trapping my body between his and the wall. 

“I warned you not to do that again.” His face is in mine, his breath warm as it spits the warning at me. 

Heat radiates off his body. I can’t tell if he wants to hurt me or do what he claimed he doesn’t do and rape me. 

“If you hurt my mother...” I let the threat hang in the air.

“Christ, woman.” He drops my arms and gives me one last growl before shoving off the wall and standing by the door. “Your mother is safe. Lorenzo won’t find her.”

“How can you be sure? You said he found me. If so he’ll—”

“You agree to my terms, and I’ll tell you where she is.”

I need to remind myself I’m dealing with the devil. He may not be on Parisi’s payroll, but that doesn’t make him safe. 

“Who are you?”

“If you’ll stop interrupting me, I’ll tell you. Sit. Eat.”

I only obey because I fear I’ll faint from starvation. I pick up the bowl of fresh fruit and eat it slowly, giving my empty stomach time to adjust. While I chew, I pour myself a cup of coffee and add a splash of creamer. 

I take a sip and would moan in ecstasy if Stone wasn’t standing so close. I haven’t had coffee this rich in years. Eight to be exact. I lower my cup then finish my fruit. Stone waits quietly while I spread jam on a piece of toast and polish it off. 

While the eggs and sausage look tempting, I don’t trust my stomach with something so heavy just yet. I pick up my coffee again then situate myself more comfortably in my chair. 

“I ate. Now talk.”

“You’re not in a position to tell me what to do.”

“That’s a sure-fire way to woo your potential bride.” I cock a brow and sip my coffee. He had multiple chances to hurt me. I can see the temptation in his eyes, but he holds back. He may not be a saint, but he isn’t as evil as Lorenzo, I’ll give him that. 

If I ever talked to my father this way, I’d be black and blue and begging for his forgiveness by now. It’s why Mama’s in the condition she is in. Still, I don’t trust Stone.

“One year. Two years tops, then I’ll let you go. Your mother will be well provided for and kept safe.”

“My mother will be with me, and still a hard no on the marriage.”

“No marriage. No mother.”

“Why?”

“It’s not important for you to know.”

I laugh bitterly. “Um, yeah. Kinda important to me.”

“All you need to know is I will keep your mother and you safe from Lorenzo.”

“And who’s going to keep me safe from you?”

If the vein in his forehead hadn’t pulsed, I’d swear he had turned into a frozen statue. After a moment, he moves to the door. “I guess you’ll have to weigh out your options.” He leaves, the door closing quietly behind him.

It’s another twenty-four hours before I see anyone other than one of the beasts who wheel in a cart of food every few hours. This morning I risked it and ate one egg and a piece of bacon before polishing off the fruit. 

Yesterday’s lunch of chicken Caesar salad and the freshest, warm sourdough bread had been the best I’d ever had. Dinner consisted of chicken marsala, steamed asparagus, and a rich red wine. There were subtle hints of cherry, mesquite, and cinnamon. I grew up on a vineyard and had learned the science behind growing and pressing grapes at a young age, but it had been years since I’d indulged in anything other than boxed wine from the fridge. And even then, it was a rarity.

With three-and-a-half solid meals in me, I feel stronger and more ready to face whatever shit show Stone is planning to throw at me. I try for the door, but it is still locked. I pound on it a few times and call out to the bodyguard.

“Hey, Hulk. You can take my food tray away now.”

I don’t care if it stays in my room all day, I just want a glimpse of the hallway. To take in my surroundings. 

When he enters the room, I wait for him to go to the tray, then slip out the door. I make it three steps before Stone blocks my path. 

“Going somewhere?”

“Just checking out the prison.”

“When you agree to our arrangement, you’ll be free to move about the estate as you please.”

“Free?” I snort. “Quite the oxymoron. Trap me into a marriage of whatever kind of convenience it is for you so I can wander your fancy estate like a hopeless dog? No thanks.”

I spin on my heel and nearly crash into the Hulk. With grace I don’t expect from such a man, he quickly moves the cart to the side and wheels it down the hall. I give Stone one last glare before marching back into my cell. I have the door ready to slam but his hand stops it. 

“It’s a shame. Your mother seems to be enjoying her new accommodations as well as her caretakers.” With that, he gently closes the door. The click of the lock echoes through the room.

“Asshole.” I kick the door and wince at the pain in my toes.

I’m not used to boredom. Taking care of Mama and working on my feet ten-plus hours a day keeps me busy right up until my head hits the pillow. My first years on the lam had kept me up at night, worried Lorenzo’s people would catch wind of our trail. His men were faithful to him, often sacrificing their own lives for the money and protection of the Parisi name.

At the time, I had no choice but to either trust Sonny or witness Mama’s and my death. I still have nightmares from time to time, but they’ve lessened over the years. Last night they all came tumbling back. I woke this morning in a mess of tangled sheets, my body covered in a film of sweat. 

I still wear the same leggings and sports bra I found yesterday, and I am pretty sure I still smelled like the diner. With nothing else to do but wait for my moment of escape, I pad across the room to the bathroom and check out the shower.

The electrical panel on the side has too many buttons. I can’t fathom the need for so many options. Pushing the ‘On’ button, I wait for water to come out of one of the ten showerheads.

Nothing. I push a few more buttons before the back wall sputters to life. I close the bathroom door and would’ve locked it if there was one. With nothing to barricade it with, I pray Stone won’t force his way into my prison until after I am clean and fully dressed.

Peeling out of my clothes, I let them drop to the cool, marble tile and step into the shower. Water hits me from my head to my toes. There is another panel on the wall, and I adjust the temperature, then push a few more buttons. The showerheads on the opposite wall come to life and spray into my face.

I blindly fumble around for the dial, easing the pressure until I have the showerheads positioned on various parts of my body and at different intensities. It is like a million hot tub jets, but in a shower. I close my eyes and get lost in the therapeutic spray. 

Once I am good and wet, and completely relaxed, I pump the glass bottle of shampoo into my hand and lather it in my hair. It smells like Plumeria. My favorite. Does Stone know or is it a coincidence? Many women in Sicily gravitate toward the floral scent while others prefer exotic, expensive colognes. I’ve never been the type.

Granted I was only eighteen when I left. Maybe my tastes would’ve evolved as I aged. I don’t want them to. Mama and I spent many hours a day in the garden. It was our reprieve from the abuse inside the estate. 

I take my time in the shower, letting the conditioner set on my hair for a long time while I exfoliate and shave. I don’t go through the routine for anyone else. Definitely not for Stone. I will never let him touch me. No one associated with Lorenzo or my past will ever get through the walls I built around my body and my heart. 

This is about taking advantage of my situation. If I am going to be locked up in this gilded cage, I might as well take advantage of the amenities. When I am good and pruned, I turn off the showerheads and lift a thick, white towel from the warming rod. 

I can’t deny how luxurious and refreshed I feel. After drying off, I reach for the thick robe hanging on the back of the door and slip into it. Stone said the clothes and accessories were for me. He’d shopped, or rather, had his people shop, for me. 

Somehow, they discovered my favorite scents, my favorite designers, and knew my exact size. I’m creeped out by all the stalking he’s done. Tension builds back up in my chest. My breakfast threatens to make its way up my throat. I rush to the sink and splash cold water on my face.

Stone knows everything about me. My new life, the horrific life I fled. He may have a vendetta against my father, but that doesn’t make him my knight in shining armor. I am trading one captor for another. 

I dry my face on the hand towel and concentrate on calming my breath. It won’t do me or Mama any good if I have a panic attack. Stone’s words come rushing back to me.

Mama is taken care of. She is safe. But am I? And really, is Mama? I have no one to turn to; no one to trust but myself. Even Mama slips from time to time, her dementia making it hard for her to remember not to mention certain things from our past. 

Thankfully, the brain damage has blurred most of her memories of the abuse, or she subconsciously blocked it from her mind. 

I need to devise a plan, but with no phone, no computer, not even a notepad and pen, it is hard to do much of anything. I’m a visual person. I need to write lists, to make T-charts and weigh out the pros and cons. 

However, if I write anything down, I’ll risk the chance of Stone or one of his men coming across it. I pick up a comb and run it through my hair as I open the bathroom door. 

“Did you leave any hot water for the rest of us?” Stone leans against the opposite wall looking all too calm and comfortable in my suite. My prison. 

I clutch the opening of my robe and hold it tight with both hands. “What are you doing in here?”

“You’ve had twenty-four hours to consider the arrangement. Are you going to do things the easy or difficult way?”

“I...” I grasp at the right words. I’m stuck. I have nowhere to go, no one to bail me or Mama out. No one to trust. 

“Lorenzo or me?”

I choke back my tears as my stomach shakes from fear. I can feel it coming. I can’t hold it back. It took me four years to get my panic attacks under control, but this is too much. 

My body shakes with vicious tremors and the tears spill. I can’t stop it. The waves of nausea take over my body and I lose control of my limbs. I drop to the floor and curl in a ball, willing my body to stop betraying me. I sob because I’m crying. I don’t want to cry. I need to stop the tears, but I can’t, which causes me to convulse even more.

My face sits in a pool of tears on the tile floor while my fingers clutch at the rug just inches away. I need something to hold on to. My teddy bear is thousands of miles away. A pillow. I need a pillow. Something to hold tight to my chest, to stop the panic. To stop the shaking.

I can’t hear, can’t see, can’t feel anything around me but sheer terror. I close my eyes and think about purple and Plumeria and the ocean. Mama’s favorites, which she used to talk about to soothe me as a child. I faintly hear my soft cries when strong arms lift me from the ground and carry me to the bed. 

As soon as I sink into the mattress, I reach for a pillow and hug it into my body, spooning it as I breathe through my fears. Finally, my crying slows, but my body still shakes from the occasional tremor. 

As I come to, I’m aware of a cold washcloth on my forehead. I manage to slow my breathing and loosen my hold on the pillow. I blink a few times until the room comes into focus again. A blur of black stands before me.

If I had the energy, I would roll to the other edge of the bed away from Stone. Embarrassed that he witnessed my panic attack, I bring the pillow to my face and bury myself in it. 

“Here,” he says, not kindly but not mockingly either. 

I move the pillow to the side and see the water he offers me. I take my time to bring myself to a seated position before I reach for the water. He is being too kind. Too quiet. 

Then he leaves.
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CHAPTER SIX
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“Fuck.” I jam my finger on the screen of my treadmill, increasing the incline. I thought I’d gotten out most of my pent-up energy this morning during my boxing and lifting sessions. Watching Gia drop to the floor and convulse uncontrollably scared the shit out of me.

At first, I thought she was having a seizure, then realized it was some sort of panic attack. I remembered my mother having one when I was little. My father had tried to soothe her but only time and quiet helped her calm down. 

Gia had carried on for twenty minutes while I stood there helpless. Not that I wanted to help. I didn’t want anything to do with her other than to use her as a pawn in my twisted game of revenge. 

I need her alive. That’s why I carried her to the bed and waited by her side until she came out of it. The only reason. 

My legs threaten to give out from the beating I gave them this morning and again now as I run. I don’t want to like Gia. I can’t afford to like Gia, but her sass and strength, and even her vulnerability, do something to me. 

I thought it would be easier if she was weak and timid. She’d be easier to manipulate and control but watching her fall victim to a panic attack made me temporarily forget about my vendetta. 

She reminded me too much of Mama and Bianca. Greta Parlatore was a strong woman. She had a soft heart for her husband and children, but she turned into full Mama Bear mode when someone threatened her family.

It was what got her and Bianca killed. No, my mother’s strength didn’t kill her. Lorenzo did. Had I not been away debauching pretty girls in the city, I could have prevented their deaths. Or at least joined them in the family plot. 

Cranking the dial on the treadmill, I push myself harder for another two miles until my head goes dizzy and it’s either slow down or pass out. Slowing to an easy jog, I finish my water, then towel off the sweat dripping from every pore of my body. 

I can’t let a little panic attack interfere with the one thing I’ve been working toward for the past twelve years. My mother’s, father’s, and sister’s lives mean more than one pampered princess’s, even if it sounds like her childhood was anything but pampered. 

The fear in her amber eyes when she thought I worked with Parisi had haunted me for a moment. Not enough to haunt my dreams like the screams of my mother and sister, but enough, nonetheless. Tossing my damp towel in the bin by the door, I strip down on my way to the sauna, filling up my water bottle along the way. 

I still have too much fire in me to face her again. I’m known and feared because I show no signs of emotion. I don’t show feelings. I don’t show compassion. Not for my men. Not for a woman. I need her to marry me, but I don’t need her. 

She is an object. The final piece to my plan to punish Lorenzo Parisi for killing my family. 

I won’t stop until he and everyone associated with him is dead. If that means Gia—Callista—so be it. 

Twenty minutes later, I’m back upstairs and in my shower. Turning the taps to cool, I soap and lather my body, imagining Gia’s hands on me instead of my own. The time in the sauna did nothing to erase her from my thoughts and only gave me more time to imagine spreading her legs and making her mine.

No, not mine. I didn’t want a woman to keep. Our marriage is only to get me closer to Lorenzo. Closer to bringing him down and freeing the nightmares that haunt me. 

Closing my eyes, I lean my head back against the Italian marble and run my hand down my erection that won’t go away. 

I picture the swell of Gia’s breasts, the curve of her ass, and fist myself harder, imagining sliding my cock between the crevasse of both. 

The softness of each tit pushing against my dick. Her pink lips opening, calling out my name as I pinch her nipples and ride out my orgasm. I imagine her wet and begging for me to touch her. The devil in me envisions leaving her wanting, dripping with need once I get off. 

Then I picture what she’d look like under her panties. They’d be soaked, for sure. Her lips moist and calling for me. She wouldn’t be waxed like most of the women I fuck. They groom themselves for fucking. 

Gia’s pussy would be protected with a layer of hair. 

Protected.

I nearly laugh. Nothing is protected from me. I pump my fist harder and faster as I picture her wet, wide, and open for me. I don’t normally fantasize about giving a woman oral sex. I don’t mind it, but I usually only go down on Sebastiana. We had an arrangement. While I employ her, she doesn’t fuck other men. I make sure she stays clean. She makes sure I stay satisfied for however many days or weeks I keep her close by.

I never fantasize about her. 

I never jack off in the shower picturing her fake tits, fake lips, fake nails, fake lashes, or fake tan. 

So why the fuck do Gia’s soft curves and bright blue eyes fill my fantasizes, making me so hard it hurts? I take in a sharp breath, still able to smell the strawberries from our first meeting mixed with a blend of flowers. 

Gritting my teeth, I close my eyes and come to the beat of my own hand. 

“Cazzo.” I haven’t needed to beat myself off in the shower in years. I should have called Sebastiana. She would have made me forget about Gia. 

I clean myself and give one final rinse before deciding to call her tonight. Jerking off in the shower will ease the pain in my balls for a few hours, but I need the intensity of a good fuck to get Gia out of my mind. 

***
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I need to get the hell out of my gilded prison. Now. The walls, elegantly appointed with vintage paper, are closing in on me. As is the million-dollar view from my balcony. Had I not been trapped here I could live on the balcony, watching the sunset every night, sipping on a glass of red wine, or enjoying my coffee while watching the sunrise. 

This isn’t the case, though. Mortified that Stone witnessed my panic attack, I want to crawl under the covers and die. But dying won’t get me back to Mama. I have to believe she is okay, that Stone has taken care of her, or I’ll go insane. 

I contemplate calling his bluff. He needs me, that much is obvious by his determination and the way he barks frustrated orders, and by the way I pissed him off when I refused his offer. Stone is a man used to being in control; getting what he wants. 

Like my father. 

The only ace I have is knowing how much he needs me for whatever plan he has concocted. I don’t even care why. It’s better that I don’t know the history between them. Judging by the wealth I am surrounded by Stone must be a business partner. Or former business partner. 

Chills work their way up my arms. Is he part of the sex trafficking? Does he want to off Lorenzo so he’ll have more control of the innocent girls? 

A band tightens around my chest and my breathing quickens. No. I can’t have another panic attack. I need to keep my focus, pretend I have myself under control in order to figure out how to handle Stone and whatever connection he has to Lorenzo.

I close my eyes and breathe in the sea breeze, a hint of salt and humidity in the air. I think about Mama and all we’ve been through in these past eight years.  

The first year of living on the lam had been the hardest. I was filled with guilt over knowing what my father had done, learning about his sex trafficking yet not going to the authorities. Too many of them are on his payroll. Had I spoken with the wrong one, I’d surely be dead. 

Mama had been one day away from death. I went into survival mode and trusted Sonny when he said he could get us away. It was either trust him or lose my mother, and eventually my life, anyway. Even if Lorenzo didn’t kill me, my life would have been over with the forced marriage to Antonio Rossi.

I wouldn’t have made it to our wedding night. I would have killed myself before giving myself to him. 

Marrying Stone doesn’t scare me as much as marrying Antonio, which isn’t exactly comforting. I’m not one to fall for devilishly good looks. Well, maybe if he had a personality to go with them. But Stone has been nothing but arrogant, rude, and forceful.

Only, he made me eat a meal when I was obviously starving and dehydrated. 

He’s keeping me prisoner, but gives me nothing but the best in accommodations, food, and clothing. 

He picked me up off the floor and watched over me while I had a panic attack, then gave me water.

But he also demands I marry him and threatens to turn me over to my father if I don’t. Can he really be that cruel? My options are limited, but I won’t go down without a fight. I haven’t made it this far by quitting at every obstacle I stumble upon. 

I take another deep breath, filling my lungs with the clean freshness of the air, which is incongruous to the stifling air I feel inside my room, especially when Stone is nearby. 

I love the water. The Atlantic shores of Maine are so different from the Mediterranean. Not that we lived too close to the ocean during our short time in the northeast area of the United States. It was too expensive and more populated. Our little cabin in northern Maine was nestled near a beautiful, peaceful pond. 

It was the perfect place to hide out for our first year, but jobs were limited. Fearing Lorenzo would find us if we stayed in the same place for too long, I drove south until I came across a diner in Tennessee that was hiring. Our four years in the south were wonderful as well. Mama had gotten better and had fewer relapses, but missed the ocean and the vineyards, which prompted me to drive west. 

We adapted to American life, and I worked hard to drop my Italian accent. All we wanted was to fit in and be safe. To lead a normal, peaceful life. 

I lean my elbows on the railing and scan the cliffs below the house. To the left is the edge of a vineyard. I recognize the vines, the heavy branches full of grapes ready to be picked. 

Does Stone use his vineyard as a cover for sex trafficking as well? Any serenity I find in the ocean and the vines dissipates. Marching back into my room, I toss clothes around in the closet and drawers until I find another pair of leggings and a tank top. The fabric is too soft to be worn for a workout. 

Was it only eight years ago that I wore only the most expensive designers? At the time, I hadn’t thought myself to be materialistic. It was all I knew. Lorenzo never let me venture far without his security detail. The only places I was allowed to shop didn’t have price tags on their clothes and would close to the public when Mama and I visited. It was my norm. What I grew up with. 

It wasn’t until I grew up overnight that I realized the importance of a dollar, and how little a name on the label means. All I want right now is a comfortable oversized sweatshirt. All I find are tight-fitting long-sleeved tops. 

I tug on a designer top and stomp across the carpet to the bathroom. “Gah!” My reflection nearly gives me a heart attack. I don’t know how some women go to bed with wet hair and wake up not looking like they lived through a tsunami. 

As tempted as I am to jump in the shower again, I really don’t care what I look like. I’m not here to impress Stone whatever-his-name-is. I search through the drawers until I find a hair tie and slip it around my wrist, then work at the rat’s nest in my hair. 

As soon as I loop my hair into a messy bun, I hear someone enter my room. No, not someone. Stone. I can sense his presence without him speaking a word. I don’t rush out. I don’t even acknowledge I know he is in my room. 

I rummage through the drawers again, not looking for anything in particular, partly to stall, partly because I know it will piss him off. I don’t want to make myself look or smell good, but I don’t know what else to do. Picking up the elegant bottle of lotion, I pump some into my palm and massage it into my hands. 

Bringing my hands to my face, I inhale the sweet smell of Plumeria and rub the extra on my neck. The next drawer contains a skin care line I don’t recognize. By the looks of the black bottles and fancy gold lettering, I figure it must be some high-end European cosmetics company. 

I dot the serum on my forehead and cheeks, rubbing it in slow circles. I can’t deny how smooth my skin feels. Opening the day cream, I dip my finger in it and rub it into my cheeks and down my neck. 

There is an array of makeup, but I have no desire to pretty myself up for my kidnapper. Closing the drawer with my hip, I turn and jump, surprised to see Stone leaning against the doorframe. 

“Should I add stalker to the list of your crimes? I suppose it’s not as bad as rapist and killer.”

His jaw clenches the slightest fraction of an inch. “You’ve now had more than the twenty-four hours I was willing to give. Is it going to be me or Lorenzo?”

So much for a little post-panic-attack sympathy. “You’re not giving me much of a choice.”

“I gave you two.”

“And if I pick my father?”

I study his face, searching for a tic, for another clench of his jaw, for a tightening of his fists. Nothing. His name suits him. His face and body language are as solid and unmoving as stone. 

“Then I’ll have my men drop you and your mother off at his doorstep.”

My heart stops beating and lodges itself in my throat. He took the low road, bringing my mother into this. “You’re an asshole.”

“I’ve never pretended not to be.”

“Why do you need to marry me?”

“Would you rather marry Antonio Rossi?”

Again, I pale. Antonio is just as bad as my father, only creepier. I don’t doubt my father will hurt me, kill me even, for taking my mother away, but Antonio makes my skin crawl. My father’s punishment to me is to give me over to Antonio. Although that has been his plan since I was sixteen. 

I detest him, and my father knows it, but he’s insisted Antonio is the right man for me.

“I’d rather have my freedom. Marry who I want. Someone I love. Or at least like.”

Stone reaches into the inside pocket of his suit coat and pulls out his phone. “I’ll call my driver.”

“Wait.” I lurch forward and cover his phone with my hand. “Don’t.”

A sign of life appears on his face. Well, in his brow. No other muscle moves except the lifting of his brow. 

“How can I trust my mother is really safe?”

“I don’t lie,” he says with such conviction that I can’t help but believe him. No, I can’t, I won’t believe him. He is just as ruthless as my father, and the lies flow off his tongue as easily as wine from a grape. 

“You kidnap me and keep me locked in an ivory tower and I’m supposed to believe you?” I snort and push past him into the room and head to the balcony. I need the fresh air, to be far from him and his subtle cologne. 

Before I cross the threshold to the balcony, his strong hand seizes my arm and yanks me back. “Come,” he demands, practically dragging me across the room and out the door. 

I follow him through a maze of hallways, trying to take in my surroundings, to memorize the doors and rooms for my escape, but they’re all a blur. We hurry down a grand curved staircase made from marble, and I only have a moment to notice the elaborate iron chandelier that hangs in the center of the foyer that is bigger than my entire apartment back in San Diego. 

The marble tile is cool under my bare feet, the only sound coming from the light click of the soles of his shoes on the stone. We pass two doorways, take a final turn to the left, and he finally lets me go with a shove into the room. 

I stumble but don’t fall. Curling my toes into the soft carpet, I scan the room. Dark paneled walls, tall bookshelves, and a wall of windows overlook his vineyard. To the right sits an elaborate desk of dark wood. An antique, no doubt. 

Stone picks up a laptop, one of three computers on his desk, types something, then takes out his phone and taps out a message. He drums his fingers on the keyboard again, then picks it up, carrying it over to me. 

“Sit,” he barks, pushing me into one of the leather chairs, and places the computer on my lap. 

“Not a word about your location or me. Or you’ll be having a reunion with Daddy before your next meal.”

With that, he turns and leaves the room, leaving me alone with the computer. 

“Gia? Is that you?”

I gasp and stare at the computer screen in front of me. “Mama?” Tears burn my eyes. “Mama, how are you? Are you okay?”

“Why wouldn’t I be? How’s your holiday, cara?”

“Holiday?” I blink back the tears and remember Stone’s warning.

“You’ve always worked too hard, cara. Taking care of me, waitressing. You’re relaxing, yes?”

I nod. “Yes, Mama. I haven’t lifted a finger since I’ve been gone. Where are...what have you been doing?”

“Oh, I absolutely love the new home you bought us. I guess all those tips added up. Housekeeping and the cooks are nothing less than wonderful. I go for daily walks, daily massages, and the food is fantastic. When will you be returning home, Gia?”

Housekeeping? Massages? I study my mother more intensely. She has color back in her face and has even put on some of the weight she’d lost. Have I only been gone three days? Maybe four? I’ve lost track of time being trapped in my tower. 

Mama seems happy and well taken care of. Exactly what Stone had promised. 

“I’m not sure, Mama. I need to...um...figure out my plans, then I’ll be back. I promise. You’re okay? You’re happy?”

She laughs. Mama hasn’t laughed in a long time. “Tesoro, you’ve spoiled me with our new home. I may never want to leave.” Someone in the background says something to Mama, who replies, but I can’t hear what’s said with her back turned. 

When she faces the computer again, Mama says, “Gia, Tesoro. I promised Alice a walk before breakfast. You’re looking a little pale. Go relax in the sun. I’ll see you when you return.” 

Before I can reply, Mama disconnects. A moment later, as if he’d been listening to the entire conversation—which is no doubt the truth—Stone appears. 

“Who’s Alice?”

“Your mother’s live-in caretaker.”

“Mama would never allow that. She has too much pride.” It had been hard enough to convince her to let Joanne spend so much time with her under the guise of a bored friend. Having a live-in would make Mama feel weak. 

“She’s there under the pretense of being a housekeeper. There are three full-time housekeepers who rotate shifts, a cook, and a groundskeeper. They all have medical training as well and can take care of whatever medical emergencies may arise.”

I blink rapidly as I process everything Stone just told me. He really has gone to drastic measures to make sure Mama was safe. “Where is she?”

“It’s better you don’t know.”

“Stone. Please,” I beg, clutching my hand to my chest.

Again, not a muscle moves in his body. A minute passes before he lets out a sigh. “New York. Upstate. She’s safe.”

I close my eyes and sink into the buttery leather chair. Safe. Mama is safe, fed, has a roof over her head and a medical team by her side. 

“He’s here,” Tio says from the doorway. 

I open my eyes and sit up. “Who?” 

Panic pulses in my chest. No! Not my father. Stone had warned me, but I didn’t think he’d act so fast.

“I’ll do it.” I jump out of my chair and plead with my eyes. Don’t send me to my father. “I’ll marry you.”

“I know.” Stone lifts his chin, signaling a message to Tio. 

“You know?”

“Sit.” This time he doesn’t push me. I sit on my own while he rounds his giant desk and takes a seat in his chair, appearing imposing and business-like. Which he is. 

A tall gray-haired man wearing a suit that matches the color of his hair glances at me then focuses his attention on Stone. 

“Mr. Parlatore, sir. I have the paperwork you requested.” He sets his briefcase on the edge of Stone’s desk and opens it, sliding a thick file to him. 

Stone leans back in his chair and steeples his fingers under his chin as he keeps his piercing stare on me. The air in the room is uncomfortable for all of us. Well, at least for the tall guy and me. He stands in awkward silence as I return Stone’s stare. I won’t let him intimidate me. 

I cock my head to the side and cross my arms, lifting my brow in an air of feigned confidence. He frightens me, but there is a side of him I sense hiding under the layer of Italian designer suits and breath-taking cologne. 

Now that Mama is safe and I know I won’t be returned to Lorenzo, I can let my guard down. A little. 

Stone taps his finger against his chin, and I swear I see a grin appear, if only for a millisecond. “Frederick, this is...Callista Parisi.” He pierces me with those baby blue eyes again as if to say, Don’t fuck this up.  

“Miss Parisi,” Frederick says, turning to me. “I have some paperwork for you to review and sign before your wedding.”

Wedding? I’m not one to fantasize about a big party and long, flowy white dress, but I sure as hell haven’t ever dreamed of a marriage of convenience. Not that this is convenient for me. I still have no idea what Stone is getting out of it. Some vendetta against Lorenzo. Or is it Antonio? Do they have a pissing match and marrying me is a way to put Stone on top?

No, I doubt that. I’m not that much of a prize. 

Frederick looks to Stone for guidance, who gives a curt nod without even opening the files. The lawyer or business partner or whatever he is picks up the files and crosses the room to me, placing them on the table in-between the two leather chairs. He opens it, taking out a pen from the inside pocket of his coat which he then hands to me. 

“If you’ll sign where I’ve indicated.” He flips through the stack of papers, pointing out the blue tabs next to the signature boxes. 

“Don’t I get to read through it first?”

“Sign it,” Stone barks from behind his desk.

I don’t like to be bossed around like a little girl. I spent eighteen years of my life being treated like a worthless human being, only good for dressing up and making Lorenzo Parisi look like the quintessential family man. 

Ignoring Frederick, I toss the pen to the table and stand, crossing the room to the massive desk and the pompous man sitting behind it. I grip the edge of the desk and lean toward Stone. “I’m not signing anything until I know what I’m getting myself into,” I whisper harshly so Frederick can’t hear me. 

“Out,” he orders, to me or Frederick, I’m not sure, but then I hear the door close behind me. The vein in his forehead reveals itself under pressure. 

Pressure I cause. Stone rises to his feet and wraps his hands around both my arms, pushing me back against the row of windows. 

“Don’t ever question me, especially in front of my employees,” he grits the words between his teeth. 

My chest rises and falls between pants of air. His massive body presses up against mine, giving me no space to breathe. I can’t let him see my fear. Men like him prey on it. Reaching deep into my gut, searching for the confidence I pretend to have, I scowl back at him. 

“If it’s some stupid prenuptial agreement, I don’t care. I don’t want your money. I don’t want you. I don’t want any of this. All I want is my mother’s and my safety.”

“I already told you she was safe. You saw for yourself.”

“So why the paperwork? What’s this all about? Why do you want to marry me? It sure as hell isn’t for the sex because I’m not giving it to you. You can put that in the paperwork, then I’ll sign.”

Stone presses his body even harder against mine and I swear I feel him grow thick and hard. My eyes open wide with fear and...no, not excitement. I don’t want Stone in any way, shape, or form. 

“As my wife, there will be...obligations.” 

I swallow the lump of fear in my throat. I’m not sure if it is Stone I fear or my racing heart. “I don’t sleep with men who whore around.”

I get the clenched jaw this time. I inwardly smile at being able to piss him off. Our gazes lock as a million thoughts run through his mind. I haven’t a clue what he is thinking, or even the direction of his thoughts, but I know I got to him. 

My breathing slows and he relaxes his hold on my arms but doesn’t let me go. His gaze drops to my lips, and I unconsciously part them. Not for a kiss. I don’t want him to kiss me. I don’t want him to touch me even though I ache where his hard center held me captive.

If he had ground his cock against me or rubbed his hands against my breasts, I would have kneed him in the balls. At least, I’d like to think I would have. But he didn’t. And I didn’t. Finally, Stone releases me, stepping back and taking a seat behind his desk again. 

The vein is back, and his breathing still isn’t stable. I have no idea what just happened between us. A test of wills. A stand down. A truce. I don’t know. Stone holds his cards close to his chest. I have no other option than to trust him. Knowing I’m not going to get the real reason behind this imposturous marriage, I take the high road, but not without some negotiating of my own. 

Brushing out the pretend wrinkles in my crumpled top, I return to my seat as well, head held high. “I’ll sign your stupid papers as long as you add one amendment.”

He waits a beat—Stone is too good with the dramatic pause—then asks, “And what exactly would that be?”

“If you cheat on me in any capacity, which includes first, second, and third base, not just the actual deed of sex, then whatever I’m signing is null and void immediately.” 

“Baseball analogies?”

I picked up on a few terms while living in America and in the books I read. Italians watch baseball as well, although Stone is probably too busy torturing people, swindling money, or doing whatever the Italian mafia does to watch the game or understand euphemisms. 

“You said you’re a man of your word.” I’d angered him more than once by insinuating his integrity and honesty were lacking. Why that made him angry, I have no idea. Being married to someone as dark and mysterious as Stone will be...scary. Interesting. Intriguing. 

As long as he doesn’t physically hurt me or Mama, I can endure the emotional and mental abuse of this marriage. 

“You said two years. Then I’m free?”

He gives me a curt nod. “Could be sooner if all goes well.”

Two years of torment in an ivory tower being held captive by a gorgeous yet dangerous man. There are worse scenarios that have played out in my mind for the past decade. “I’m not waiting two years to see my mother. I expect to visit her. Soon.”

Again, the long, drawn-out silence. Stone steeples his fingers under his chin, not taking his eyes off me. The vein has subsided, so he isn’t angry anymore. The eyebrow quirk is a signal of amusement, I guess. It lifts as quickly as it lowers. 

“As long as you do what you’re told.”

“I’m not a child. You treat me like one, I’ll act like one. You treat me with respect, and I’ll respect your...requests.”

“Requests.” It isn’t a laugh, isn’t a snort, isn’t a sigh, but something in between. Again, I’m pretty sure I amuse Stone Parlatore, and if I am right about my hunches—as I often am—Stone Parlatore isn’t amused by much. 
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CHAPTER SEVEN
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Requests. Callista Parisi, or rather, Gia Smith is nothing like I’d imagined. She has a little of the devil in her. Not the evil that lurks in her father’s blood, but a spitfire mouth that I can’t help but fantasize about.

A mouth that is sure to taste of sugar and spice, with a lot of bite. I don’t think about kissing women. Ever. Not even Sebastiana. Her blood-red lipstick never appeals to me, except when leaving a mark around my cock. I don’t want it to mark my mouth. Ever. 

But Gia’s unpainted pink lips promise to give me more than I can imagine. I’m a breath away from sucking her bottom lip between my teeth. It takes all the willpower of a Parlatore not to grind my heavy, needy cock into her. She feels it. I see it in her eyes. 

The woman doesn’t balk, though. She stays strong and fights for what she wants, which I respect. She also realizes defeat but tries to cover it up with her own terms. Something else I can respect, after I stew in annoyance. I don’t like to be questioned or given ultimatums. Gia’s, however, intrigues me. 

It’s a win-win all around. She’ll sign the papers and I’ll get to fuck her morning noon and night. If she is taking away my outlets, she’ll have to be my only source. I have no problem with that. It isn’t like I need a variety of women. 

I simply don’t want the mess that comes with being with one woman. Sebastiana is different. She creates her own life and loves being the mistress to some of Italy’s wealthiest. We have an agreement. When she is working—fucking—someone else, she lets me know. 

It disgusts me that Gia assumes I fuck young girls. Hell, I don’t even like fucking women in their twenties, and I sure the hell don’t force any woman into stripping naked and letting me have my way with them. Gia has accused me of that one too many times. The women I fuck aren’t forced into their position by anyone in their family or by me. I make sure of it. 

I let Gia off the hook only because of her past, the kind of house she grew up in. With Lorenzo Parisi as a father, no wonder she doesn’t trust easily. I can’t blame her, and again, I respect her for that. 

My respect doesn’t come easy, and never this fast. I’ve only known the woman for four days and already she’s gotten under my skin. Not a good sign if I plan on keeping my head straight while I execute my life’s mission.

Revenge.

I tap a button on the side of my desk, and Frederick enters a moment later. 

“She’ll sign.”

I watch as my trusted lawyer of the past decade lowers to the seat across from Gia. It doesn’t matter that he is twenty years my senior. He works for me. I pay him well to keep his mouth shut and to tip me off with leaks related to Parisi or Rossi. 

He is one of the few people who know the reason behind the marriage. 

Gia picks up the pen she’d thrown down earlier. “Before I sign, Frederick...”

My lawyer glances my way, confusion in his eyes, surely because he isn’t used to people talking to him like this either, but he knows better and follows my lead. 

“Yes?” he asks.

“You need to add an addendum somewhere in here.” She picks up the stack of papers and hands them back to him. 

Again, Frederick looks over at me. I lift my chin in agreement. 

He clears his throat. “And what would that be, Miss Parisi?”

Gia points her pen at me while keeping her attention on Frederick. “That if Stone Parlatore cheats on me with any other woman, all the contents of this...this contract are null and void. I retract whatever it is I’m signing. No hanky panky. No getting down and dirty. No touchy feely or lip-locking with anyone.”

I bite back my chuckle. I don’t think I’ve ever heard anyone refer to what I do as hanky panky. I fuck. I don’t get touchy-feely and I sure as hell don’t lip-lock. 

I wave my hand through the air, giving him permission to add whatever terminology Gia wants him to write. As long as I have her sweet tits to hold on to every night, and her hot, wet core to fuck, I don’t give a shit. 

Every night? Since when do I imagine every night with the same woman? With any woman? I instantly regret agreeing to any terms with Gia. She is too smart to cave so easily. She has something up her sleeve and I don’t know if it annoys me or turns me on that she thinks she’s gotten her way.

No matter, I’ve won. I watch as Frederick finishes writing the gibberish Gia requested. He carries it over for me to approve. 

I, Rocco Parlatore, agree to a monogamous marriage. If I break my wedding vows with Callista Parisi, this contract will be immediately ineffective. 

I nod my approval, and he brings the papers back to Gia to sign. I watch as she runs her tongue across her upper teeth, bites on her bottom lip, taps the pen to her chin—holy fuck, that mouth—before signing. 

“You can go now,” I say to Gia, indicating the door. Her mouth drops open and all sorts of illustrious thoughts and images come rushing to my mind. To my dick. 

“Really? That’s it?” She pushes herself to standing and storms across my office, leaning once again over the expanse of my desk. “Do I need to remind you of the mutual respect thing we agreed to, Rocco?”

I bite back the string of curses I want to mutter. I force myself to stay in my seat instead of lunging at her, pressing her body against mine as I remind her who is in control of this business transaction. If Frederick wasn’t here, I would have done so, but my employees never witness me losing my cool.

No, only Gia has managed to get at my resolve. 

If I tell her not to call me by my given name, she’ll use it every chance she gets. I learned that about her quite quickly. Instead, I ignore the comment and let out a sigh, making her think she has the upper hand.

“Lunch will be ready soon. Would you like to join me in the dining room?”

The tension in her shoulders lessens, as does her hold on the edge of my desk. Since I brought her here, she has eaten every meal in her room. If people are going to believe this marriage, I need her to act the part. I should start giving her some freedoms. 

“I can leave my room?” she whispers, the lines in her forehead softening. 

“You’re free to walk about the estate. You’re not to leave the grounds.” Tio or Lucca will be two steps behind, twenty-four seven. 

Gia turns and hurries out of the room. I bite back a smile, as I imagine her running through the halls trying to figure out the quickest way to escape. 

“Mr. Parlatore, if I may.” Frederick slides the papers across the desk for me to sign. 

I’ve read them a dozen times already, and I trust he hasn’t altered them. Still, a thirteenth time is in order. I flip through the pages and wave my hand, giving him permission to speak. 

“I’ve known Father Paul Michael for thirty years. He’s a respected priest. It already goes against his belief to marry you and Miss Parisi without the counseling and meetings. And to marry you outside of the church...if he doesn’t believe you two are in love, I worry he may...” Frederick lets his words trail off.

I’ve been worried about the same thing. No matter how hard I try to get Father Paul Michael on my payroll, the priest won’t cave. His integrity, his faith, is impeccable. It is one of the reasons I demanded he marry Gia and me. His approval will cast away any doubt that our marriage is a sham. It needs to be believable for me to execute my plan. 

Ignoring his concern, I sign on the dotted lines and shove the papers back at him. “I’ll see you on Saturday for the marriage. You’ll have our certificate and all the other paperwork necessary, yes?”

“That’s only three days–”

I stand, not letting him finish, and walk out of my office. I don’t need Frederick or anyone else telling me what to do. My eyes are set on the prize.

Gia.

And vengeance.
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I can’t believe I signed my life away. Two years trapped in this...in this...mansion. I don’t care about the opulence of it. I grew up in a home similar in size and style and I hated everything about it. Maybe not when I was young. I loved playing hide and seek with my nanny and the few friends I was allowed to have.

They stopped coming over on my tenth birthday. Mama wouldn’t allow it anymore. No explanation. No consoling. I was cut off from the outside world in the blink of an eye. It took seven years to learn why, and the final year to concoct a plan of escape. 

That final year, before I turned eighteen, Lorenzo pushed Antonio on me every chance he got. I almost wondered if he wanted his business partner to rape me. He is only fifteen years older than me, but at seventeen, thirty-two seemed ancient. 

If he had been a nice man, if he didn’t make my skin crawl with his creepy stares and touches, I wouldn’t have been as repulsed by his age. The more I learned about my father’s business and how tight he and Antonio were, the more I hated him. 

Hated both of them.

That is the only thing holding me together now. The obvious hate Stone has for Lorenzo. I hope he had the same vendetta against Antonio because both have been searching for us. Father wants Evangeline. His wife of twenty years knows too many secrets. And Antonio needs me. I discovered in my final months that I would secure his ties to Lorenzo. I’m not aware of all the details of the deal they have with our marriage, but it can’t be good. 

I supposed that’s what I am for Stone as well. A business negotiation. 

Rocco. His legal name isn’t too far off from Stone. I wonder why the change. I’ll keep pressing his buttons to see if using it bothers him. If it does, I’ll continue. I don’t have much leverage over anything and will take whatever scraps I can find.

I make my way through the labyrinth of hallways, poking my head in every door, whether they are opened or not. There aren’t as many doors downstairs. A giant archway leads to a beautiful bright and sunny kitchen that seems incongruous to Stone’s disposition. Dark green cabinetry covers one wall while gleaming white granite counters and a green and white mosaic tile backsplash shine in the sunlight.

Dark beams make stripes in the tall ceilings, and a wall of windows looks out over a green field of gardens that dip down to the vineyards below. 

The center island is twice the size of the giant bed in my prison upstairs. The cabinetry on the island is whitewashed, and the countertop a dark wood, similar to what is in Stone’s office. Eight black iron stools are tucked around the island.

I can’t imagine Stone eating at the center island. It’s too domestic, too normal for a man as dark as him. Another archway leads to an elaborate dining room. This is where I can see him eating all his eight-course meals. With a table long enough to seat thirty, and high-backed upholstered chairs all around, I still imagine him eating alone. He isn’t one to make small talk or have friends he palled around with. 

Sad, really. Although, my life is pretty pathetic as well. I turn the corner and bump into a woman wearing a traditional maid’s uniform. Not slutty, surprisingly, which is good since the woman is my mother’s age. 

“Hi. I’m Gia.” If I’m going to be here a while, I might as well make nice with the staff. Besides, it isn’t their fault I am trapped in Stone’s castle. 

“I know. Welcome. I’m Maria,” she says in a strong Italian accent. “When you have a moment, will you make a list of your favorite foods? Foods you don’t like, those you require at each meal. Please inform me of your expectations.”

Had I not grown up in a similar lifestyle I would have been impressed with the opulence and service. Living paycheck to paycheck in America for the past few years gives me a swift kick of reality.

“What are Stone’s least favorite foods?”

The maid glances to her left, then to her right as if worried she’ll get fired for answering. “Mr. Parlatore doesn’t care for green vegetables.”

I can’t help the laugh that comes from my lips. I haven’t laughed in a long time, and this I find too funny. “None?”

Maria grins. “The smell of broccoli makes him, well, shall I say...nauseous.”

My grin matches Maria’s then grows wider. “Well, that’s too bad because broccoli is my favorite. In fact, I like to have it for breakfast, lunch, and dinner.” It is one of my favorite vegetables but once a day, or a few times a week is my norm. 

Maria covers her mouth with her hand, hiding a giggle. “Miss Smith, you have the devil in you.” She heads into the kitchen, leaving me alone in the hallway. Two things struck me. One, she referred to me as Miss Smith instead of Miss Parisi. Second, she doesn’t seem afraid of my request.

Filing that interesting bit of information away, I continue my exploration of the estate. The downstairs consists of three living room spaces, all too formal and stuffy for my taste, a conference room that can seat twenty, Stone’s office, and four bathrooms. 

I discover what I thought was a closet door close to the kitchen leads to the basement. Chills creep over my skin. I’m not ready to dig that deep into my exploring, afraid of what I might find.

I take the glorious stairs again and this time continue straight instead of turning down the hall that leads to my room. One wing—there are three—houses three bedrooms, two bathrooms, and a more casual living room with spectacular views of the vineyard. 

The other wing is identical but also has an office. Not quite as big as Stone’s, but almost as elaborate. Only two of the rooms appear lived in. Maybe where Tio and Lucca hang out while on babysitting duty?

Although one of them is always right outside my door anytime it opens, I guess they have to have somewhere to unwind in their downtime. Making my way down the hall where my room is situated, I open the first door. A bathroom. The second is a bedroom. Beautiful, but not lived in.

The next door is mine. Mine. I don’t know how I feel about that. Passing it, I poke my head into another office, a bigger living space than the second wing, and stop at the end of the hall in front of a closed door. I wiggle the knob, but it’s locked. 

Interesting. The only locked door in the house. Since I’d gone into every room and not one seemed to be Stone’s, I figure this has to be his suite. 

“Anxious for our wedding night?” Stone’s deep, soft baritone creeps up my spine. I jump and turn, bumping my head on his chin. 

He rubs it and takes a step back. I resist the need to rub my head, not wanting him to think I hurt myself out of fright. Though I won’t be upset if I gave him a serious case of lockjaw. 

“If I’m going to be trapped here for the next two years, I should know my surroundings.”

“If there’s anything you need, let the help know. They’ll get it for you.”

“I need my mother.” 

“In time.”

“I need a better estimate.”

After his signature long, drawn out pause, he sighs. “Lunch is ready.” He retreats down the hallway, clearly expecting me to follow. Which I do. 

He stops in the archway of the dining room, and like a gentleman, holds out his arm for me to go first. The table is beautifully set with China and crystal. Two covered plates of food are placed across from each other. The eight-foot width means I won’t have to be too close to him, but still. It’s too...formal.

Maria stands in the far corner, her hands folded in front of her waiting for the next command from her boss, no doubt. I give her a smile. “Hi, Maria. I’m going to eat at the counter. Which plate is mine?”

She opens her mouth in shock and looks to Stone. He doesn’t move. Doesn’t indicate what to do. I push forward and pick up the silver dome of the plate closest to me. Grilled chicken, pasta with a garlic butter sauce, and a side of fruit. 

No green veggies. Has to be Stone’s. I round the table and pick up my plate without peeking under the dome. Maria comes rushing over. 

“I can carry that for you, Miss Smith.”

“No bother. I’ve got it. You can tend to Stone...Mr. Parlatore’s orders.” With that, I shrug my shoulder at him and hold my head high as I march into the kitchen, setting my plate down at the massive counter. 

I pick up the lid and grin at my lunch. It’s the same as Stone’s, only smaller in portion, with a heaping helping of broccoli on the side. No sooner have I unfolded the napkin on my lap when Stone barges into the kitchen.

“What the hell was that about?”

“What?” I spear my broccoli with my fork and shove it into my mouth, purposefully forgetting all the manners I’d been brought up with. 

He looms over me and speaks in a soft, harsh voice. “You disobeyed me in front of the help.”

“I did no such thing.” I stab a floret with aggression and chew loudly. “I simply said I wanted to eat in the kitchen. I didn’t know I was disobeying.” I air quote the last word.

“You...” He stammers, which is new, and drops his gaze to my plate. “What the hell are you eating?”

“Broccoli. Greens are an important part of your diet.”

“Trees are meant to be planted in the ground, not in our stomachs.”

“Wow. I expected someone as fit as you to be a little more aware of your nutrition.” As soon as the words escape my lips, I feel my cheeks redden. 

I don’t need to look up at him to see the rise in his eyebrow. 

“I eat what I want,” he says, making the double entendre quite clear. “And work off the calories with extra...physical activity.”

I wish I brought the crystal flute of whatever had been in it with me. Needing to wash down the broccoli lodged in my throat, I scoot the stool back and jump to my feet. I open cabinet after cabinet.

“Where the hell do you keep glasses?”

“I don’t know.”

“How can you not know? This is your house.” I scan the kitchen again searching for the fridge. There must be bottled beverages in it. “And where’s the damn fridge?”

Stone sighs, the most audible one yet, and opens a cabinet door. Ah. A fake cabinet to hide the monstrosity of a fridge. “Do you have any Diet Coke?” All I see are eggs, milk, yogurt, fruit, and meat. Not a vegetable in sight. 

“I can have Maria stock the beverage cooler for you.”

“Where might that be?”

He tilts his head to the back of the kitchen, an area I hadn’t yet explored. I turn a small corner, and it opens to a butler’s pantry the size of a small house. There are two eight-burner ranges, three wall ovens, more cabinets, and two sub-zero refrigerators not disguised by cabinets. 

“Do a lot of entertaining, do you?” I open the first fridge and strike gold. Taking out a water bottle, I uncap it and chug half of it in a very unladylike manner. It is too much fun annoying Stone. 

“Mr. Parlatore, Miss Smith, can I bring anything to the table for you? Or the counter?”

Without taking his gaze off me, he says, “You can bring my lunch to the kitchen as well.”

She nods and leaves as quietly as she had entered. 

I carry my water back to the kitchen and return to my seat. Surprisingly, Stone pulls out a stool next to me. Maria sets his plate in front of him, and glasses of wine for both of us, then hurries off. 

“Slumming it. Wow. Your staff is going to think you’re whipped.”

“Whipped?” He cuts his chicken with precision and twirls a forkful of pasta around the bite, bringing it to his mouth with the patience of Job. “Is that another American term you picked up?” he asks before taking the bite.

“I guess.” I can’t remember what I’d picked up from conversation and what I read, but I worked hard to lessen my accent and to fit in. From time to time, I still slip up and use Italian slang, but I limit my small talk and don’t have friends, so I don’t have to worry too much. 

I studied American television and movies when Mama slept, crafted my words around the current culture and slang, and worked to fit in the best I could. Standing out would get me killed. It was bad enough Mama’s Italian tongue was so strong. She didn’t see too many people, but I still worried. 

All. The. Time.

Until today. Getting to talk to her and seeing how happy she is lifted the heavy burden on my shoulders. It gave me the confidence to face this, to face Stone, head on. I’d buried my personality when I ran away, and it felt invigorating to bring it back. My sass often gets me in trouble with Mama, and I always hid it from my father, afraid of his wrath. It is really fun—and a little refreshing—to lay it on Stone. 

“You really like that stuff?” He points his fork at the broccoli on my plate.

“It’s my favorite. I asked Maria to make it with every meal.” I cut into my chicken and nearly moan when it hits my tastebuds. The sauce is light and refreshing. Lemon, garlic, and capers. “Salads are good too.”

“For rabbits.”

“Says the man who ordered a pear and arugula salad less than a week ago.”

“I didn’t eat the lettuce.”

I think back to the diner. “So why order it?”

“The same reason you use your American lingo.”

So much for being coy with my strategies. “Well, it didn’t make you fit in,” I lied. “A guy like you doesn’t order a salad like that.”

“What does that mean?”

“A burger and fries would’ve made you blend in. You’re not...pretty enough to order a salad as a meal.”

“Pretty?”

My cheeks burn. I need to stop talking. I’m not used to having conversations with men, especially not with a man like Stone.

I take a hefty sip of my wine. “This is good. Yours?”

“Of course.”

“Right. Because you’re too chauvinistic to drink a competitor’s wine.”

“It has nothing to do with chauvinism and everything to do with wanting the best.”

“Kind of the same thing.”

“Is my wine not to your liking?” 

It is good, really good, but I am no wine connoisseur. I didn’t drink much growing up. A glass of red with dinner during my last year in Italy. The wine I’ve had the past few days was delicious. I won’t stroke his ego by telling him so. 

“It’s fine.”

We finish our lunches in silence, then Stone pushes his plate away and turns to me. “We’ll be married on Saturday.”

“Saturday?” I choke, and wine spits out of my mouth, hitting him in the face.

With elegance and grace, he dabs his cheek with his napkin. “Saturday.”

“That’s in three days.”

“Do you have pressing matters to attend to?”

Yeah. I want to see my mother. “I figured I could leach an engagement party out of this. Maybe a bachelorette party.”

“Make a wish list and I’ll see it gets met.”

“Seriously?” I move my plate out of the way and rest my elbow on the butcher block counter. 

“Within reason.”

“What exactly is out of reason?”

“It’s too soon to see your mother.”

Yeah. I’m an open book. “What about a party?”

“Is that what you want?”

“What if it is?”

If Stone was the eye rolling type, his eyes would be bugging out of his head. The vein started to make its presence known. 

“An engagement party would mean people would see us together. Happy.” He leans in, his breath only a whisper away. “Touching.”

He cups my knee with his palm, stretching his fingers up my thigh. I tense as my heart races. 

“Kissing,” he whispers in my ear. “Unable to keep our hands off each other.”

I swallow the lump forming in my throat and shoot out of my seat. “Fine. A party’s not a great idea. I don’t know anyone here anyway.”

Stone follows me to the wall of windows. I notice one is actually a door that leads to a patio. I unlock it and step outside. Other than my balcony, it’s the first time I’ve been outside since he abducted me in the park. 

I have a better view of the grounds. The vineyards go on for miles. The estate sits atop a hill as if overlooking the entire island or peninsula, or whatever piece of land we are on. 

“In order for this to work, you need to act the part.”

“Excuse me?” I whirl around, annoyed at how cool and calm Stone is. The blue sky and the stone mansion make the perfect backdrop as if he’s Gatsby introducing himself to Nick. “Act my part? I signed your papers. No questions asked.”

“You asked questions.”

“No answers given.”

“You need to make our marriage believable.”

“Me? What about you? Your heart and emotions match your name. Stone cold.”

I know nothing about his heart, but he keeps his emotions close to his chest. That is pretty obvious. 

“You need to not jump when I touch you.”

“Maybe if you had a personality to go with those looks I wouldn’t.” Shit. I really didn’t mean to say that. I’ve already told him in a dozen different ways that I’ve checked out his body. 

“I could say the same.”

“What?” I poke at his chest. “I have a personality.” 

“A feisty one.” He wraps his fingers around my wrist, trapping my hand to his chest. 

“I suppose your people would expect you to marry a quiet subservient girl who cowers at your every command.”

The vein rears its ugly head. Only, it isn’t ugly. It gives Stone’s face character. The rest of him is too chiseled, too polished, too perfect. The vein is the only sign he has any type of emotion.

He yanks me into his chest. “Your smart mouth is going to get you in all kinds of trouble.” His gaze drops to my lips. 

I struggle to free my hand and move away, but he snakes his free hand around my waist and pulls me tighter into him. Shit. Is the man always hard as a rock? I haven’t been checking out his crotch but I think I would have noticed if he’d had a hard on during lunch. 

“Let me go,” I curse at him through gritted teeth.

“Not the words a blushing bride would say to her groom days before her wedding.”

“I’m not a blushing bride.”

“Tell that to your pink cheeks.” He releases my hand and moves it to my face, brushing his knuckles across my jawline. 

“What is it you want, Stone?”

He doesn’t move away but doesn’t grind himself into me either. He has to be aware I can feel his erection. He makes no attempt to hide it. We stay like that, locked together, staring into each other's eyes. 

Without breaking eye contact he says, “This is good. To the nosy help with their faces plastered to the windows, we look like we’re in a lover’s embrace.”

“Is that what you want? To fool the help?”

“We need to fool more than them. Father Paul Michael won’t marry us if he doesn’t think we’re not truly in love.”

“Do you even know what that looks like? Love?” It’s a ballsy thing to ask.

“Do you?” he fires back. 

I lick my lips and narrow my eyes at him. “I guess it’s the blind leading the blind.”

He releases me and I move quickly away from his erection, not wanting to admit how much I liked it pressed against my stomach. Or rather, how much I liked that he didn’t force himself on me. 

“I’m serious, Gia. We need to make him believe this is real or he won’t marry us. At least not this weekend, or without jumping through a lot of hoops.”

“You’re not used to jumping through hoops, are you? You’re used to making them.”

He rights his suit and pierces me with those sea-blue orbs. “The sooner we can make this happen the sooner you can see your mother.”

Damn, he doesn’t play fair. What do I expect from a kidnapper and blackmailer? 

“What do you need me to do?” I ask in all seriousness. If I have to dance with the devil to free my mother and myself from my monster of a father, I might as well wear the proper shoes.

Stone eyes me from head to toe. Even though my outfit must be worth hundreds of dollars, I am too casual for his taste.

“Go put something more appropriate on. Be in my office at three o’clock.” He brushes past me without another word. 

Left standing alone on the patio, I close my eyes and count to ten. It’s either that or swear at his retreating back. I take a short nap in the sun on the lounger, enjoying my fake freedom. With no watch and no cell phone, I have no idea what time it is when I wake. 

I really don’t care about being late or wearing the wrong outfit. However, he is right. The sooner we play out this charade, the sooner it will be over. I have no idea what his plan for my father and Antonio is, and I really don’t want to be any part of it. 

But I have nothing left to barter. 

Swinging my feet over the side of the lounger, I slowly sit up and notice a tray with ice water and cookies. It must have been Marie. She’ll be my new best friend. I’m not the best at cooking but I’ve learned a lot in the past few years. Mama never lifted a finger in the kitchen and at fifty-six, deemed herself too old to learn new tricks. 

Granted, she was only forty-eight when we fled Italy. Plenty young to start over, had she not suffered from partial brain damage and dementia. I really don’t know what her diagnosis is. Sonny did his best to get her medical help, but the staff was all too loyal to Lorenzo, and we didn’t trust anyone not to reveal our plan of escape. 

Thinking about my past won’t help me now. I drink the entire glass of water and wrap two sugar cookies in a napkin, bringing them with me to my room. I skim through the clothes in my closet, unsure what to wear to a business meeting with Stone. 

Will it only be the two of us? More lawyers? More of his staff? What would the bride-to-be of a loaded mafia boss or crime lord or whatever the hell he is wear at three o’clock? I settle on a black pencil skirt and a sleeveless white silk top. Mama would have a fit seeing I wasn’t wearing hosiery. I don’t like the constraint on my legs and around my waist. Even though the selection in my drawer is soft as silk. I can wear the thigh-high stockings and garters, but they seem much too risqué for an afternoon meeting, and not the vibe I want to give to Stone.

Not that he’ll come anywhere near seeing what is under my skirt. 

I push the button to my shoe turnabout and smile when a pair of red four-inch peep toes appear. I need a pedicure and haven’t seen any nail polish in the drawers. I’ll add that to my list of bride-to-be needs. 

Studying my short nails, I decide a manicure is due as well. I loved being pampered as a teenager. Spoiled, as I was, but I didn’t realize it until everything was stripped from me. Or rather, I stripped it all away. 

Slipping into my red shoes, I pace my room a few times until my body remembers how to walk in the heels. Stone wants me to play the part. 

Little does he know I’ve been putting on a show for the past eight years. 
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CHAPTER NINE
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Gia is testing every inch of my patience, and I’m a relatively patient guy. I’ve waited this long to get my revenge on Parisi but keeping my hands off Gia after only four days has been the biggest test of my willpower I’ve ever faced. 

Frederick is right. Father Paul Michael will see through our façade the moment he enters my house. I didn’t come this far only to be called out by a priest. 

The sound of heels coming down the hallway has me grinning. Or would have me grinning if I were the grinning type. I pretend not to hear her enter my office, keeping my attention on my laptop in front of me.

My indifference only lasts so long before I catch sight of red fuck-me heels and long, shapely legs. I let my gaze travel lazily up those mile-long legs and my dick twitches in my pants.

A tight black skirt encases her thighs and accentuates her curves. I can’t wait for her to turn around so I can get a look at her ass. The feminine white blouse reveals a hint of cleavage. 

I can only dream about what lay beneath. The soft swell of her breasts promises nothing but a fucking dream. 

I clear my throat. “You’re early.” 

“Well,” she says as she crosses the room and takes the chair closest to my desk. “Since I don’t have a watch, a clock, a cell phone, or a laptop, I have no way of knowing what time it is.”

“I’ll have a clock delivered to your room.”

“A phone would be nice. A laptop or even an iPad.”

It’s too risky. She can be tracked. Until I go public with our relationship, she needs to stay under the radar. I tell her just that.

“You do realize I’ve been flying under the radar for the past eight years.”

“I’m too close to—” I stop myself before I divulge too much. Only Tio, Marco, and Lucca know the extent of my plans. They’ve been affected by Lorenzo’s evil too and want him dead as well. I can trust them with almost anything. They wanted me to act years ago, but I insisted on waiting until we had all the cards stacked in our favor.

Gia is the final missing piece. 

“Too close to...?”

“We need to discuss our relationship.”

“Our marriage of inconvenience?”

If only her snark fit into my lifestyle. It doesn’t, so she needs to lose it. “Close the door.”

Gia looks over her shoulder at the open door and back at me. “You do it.”

I shut my laptop and slowly lean back in my chair. “Must you talk back at every command?”

“Must you always command? It’s not a very nice way to treat your wife, and you sure as hell wouldn’t have swept me off my feet with your asshole-ness.”

“Gia.”

“Rocco.”

Hell, she’s trying my patience. “You want to see your mother.” Thank God I have her mother to hold over her head or Gia would have run off days ago. 

“And you want your revenge. You're the one who said we needed to convince the priest. He sure as hell isn’t going to believe I fell for you when you talk to me like the hired help. And speaking of, you shouldn’t talk to them that way either. Except maybe Tio. And Lucca. They only respond in grunts and haven’t yet deserved full sentences.”

I’ve gotten this far by not rushing into decisions or playing my cards too soon. If Gia has a plan, I’ll pretend to listen to it. In the end, she’ll do things my way. 

“Then how do you suppose we play this out?”

“First, you have to be nice to me.”

I have been nice. I’ve been more than generous. Her room is filled with the finest clothes, linens, toiletries, and furniture money can buy. Her mother lives in a fully staffed estate nestled in the mountains of New York. 

“Next?”

“Drop the formalities. That may have been okay when we were first dating, but not now. Not days before our wedding, and surely not on the day of our wedding.”

“Formalities?”

“Yes.” She crosses her legs and my eyes nearly cross. 

Had her skirt been a few inches shorter, I would have caught a glimpse of her panties. Was she wearing the black lace thong or the pale pink satin? I gave Elena her measurements, and she’d spent her entire day off at one of the shops in the city. I owed her big time for that.

My cousin had peppered me with questions, and I’d beaten them off with the pretense of a reserved lover. Elena finally stopped her inquisition two weeks ago when I told her my new love interest was shy and I was worried she’d be scared off at the intensity of my feelings.

I hadn’t lied to her. Gia was shy. Or rather, she had been. And the intensity of my feelings were one hundred percent revenge. They still are, but not toward Gia, just her father. 

Elena is the only one I can speak so freely to, and yet she is the one who can see through me. I deserve an acting award for pulling it off. When she saw the seriousness in my eyes and the entire wardrobe I wanted to buy, she finally backed down. 

After my staff had set up Gia’s room, I’d inspected everything from top to bottom. At the time, the bras and panties hadn’t turned me on. They were pieces of fabric. The shoes were part of an outfit. Now, seeing the red fuck-me heels on Gia’s feet, I can’t help but imagine her in nothing but the lace bra and panties, her high heels digging into my back as I fuck her senseless.

Che cazzo. Since when did I have a one-track mind for sex? My driving force has been cold, hard vengeance. I don’t need a nice rack and smart mouth altering my mindset. 

I shift in my seat and watch her lips as they ramble endlessly. 

“No woman would agree to marry a man who treats her like an object. You’re stuffy. You show no emotion. You’re stiff.”

Hell. She has no idea how stiff I am right now. My constant erection should be a sign to the priest that I want Gia. Want her desperately, even. 

Shit. Desperate isn’t a word I associate with myself. 

“Father Paul Michael will know something is up if I shower you with love and affection. He’s known me since birth.”

“So what is it exactly that swept me off my feet? Your money? Yeah, I can’t see a priest approving of that marriage.” She crosses her ankles and tucks them under her chair. I rather prefer them spread.

Blinking away my lustful thoughts, I cross my ankle over my knee. “We’ll need a backstory.”

“Exactly.” She leans forward and taps her finger to her bottom lip. “We met while you were vacationing in America.”

“I don’t vacation.”

“Wow. You’re making it really hard not to fall hopelessly in love with you.” She rolls her eyes and gets up, pacing the room. “Would you prefer us meeting while I was vacationing in Italy?”

“You came to one of our wine tastings.”

“Yes.” She spins on her heels, the first glimmer of happiness in her eyes. “I saw you across the crowded room and bam!”

“Bam?”

“Sure.” She shrugs, and my gaze zeros in on her bare shoulders. “You’re not the slowly falling type, I presume. When you see something you want, you go for it. You wanted me.” She rolls her beautiful eyes again and shakes her head.

“That could work.” It wouldn’t be a lie either, except for meeting at my winery. When I first saw her, I wanted to strip her bare and take her from behind. I haven’t thought about anything else since. 

“Okay. So that’ll be the story. We can’t pretend it’s not a rushed marriage. I’m sure you’ve been whoring yourself out daily so pretending we’ve been madly in love for months won’t be believable.” She turns from me and faces the wall of windows overlooking the ocean.

Her constant derogatory references to my active sex life is really pissing me off. She makes it sound like all I think about is sex. The irony is I’ve only recently had sex at the forefront of my mind. I stand and trap her between my body and the windows. 

“Your addendum has put an end to that, hasn’t it? The only fucking that will take place will be between you and me.”

Her body tenses. I scare her. I like that. She’s gotten too confident, too mouthy, too comfortable around me. I need to remind her who is in charge. I slide my hand down her bare arm, my lip quirking in a grin when I feel the gooseflesh on her skin. 

I’d bet my vineyard her nipples are so hard they can cut the glass window I have her pressed against. 

“Now that we have our story straightened out,” I whisper in her ear, “we need to work on how you respond to me.”

Her elbows are tucked tightly into her sides, and she doesn’t take a breath. I have my work cut out with this one. This isn’t my usual, convincing a woman to let me touch her. They are usually begging, on their knees, or stripping in front of me before I even acknowledge their presence.

“Father Paul Michael won’t believe our engagement is legit if you tense every time I touch you.” I skim my knuckles down her arm, and continue following the curve of her hips, the sides of her legs. 

Her skirt is longer than my hands can reach without me leaning to the side, so I trace the outline of her ass with one hand while keeping my other on her arm, slowly bringing my hand up to her neck, where I move her hair aside. 

“You’re wet for me, Gia.”

She gasps, then shakes her head. “No.”

“You want my hands to travel lower, don’t you?” I run my fingers between the crevice of her ass and would have cupped her pussy had she been wearing something different. The skirt is supposed to be easy access, but the tightness of it around her hips, and the length, makes it difficult to touch her.

Again, she gasps. Instead of pulling away, she tilts her hips. The movement is small, not a complete invitation, but it’s a step in the right direction. 

I nuzzle behind her ear. “Come. Marco is waiting.”

With any other woman, my command to come would have resulted in her screaming out my name. 

“Marco?” She ducks under my arm and hurries across the room, plastering herself against the bookshelf.

“My driver. We’re having our first public outing.”

“Public?” She clutches her throat. “Lorenzo.” 

Pure fear and panic set in her eyes and I remember how I found her a few days ago, in a ball on her floor crying and shaking. I don’t do sympathy. I don’t do empathy. I do revenge. 

But seeing the sheer terror in Gia’s eyes, in her entire body, has me softening. Not only my mind but my dick as well. 

“He can’t touch you. I won’t let him.”

“If he knows I’m here...”

“I won’t let that happen until it’s safe.”

“What does that mean?”

I’m not ready to tell her all the details of the plan. She’ll kick and scream and probably run off. I need her to trust me first so I can get what I want. What I need. If she didn’t hold the key, I wouldn’t care about her feelings.  

“My...our marriage will make the papers. He’s bound to find out soon enough, but once you’re mine, he won’t be able to touch you.”

“Yours? First of all, I don’t belong to anyone. Not him.” She pokes at my chest. “Not you. No one. Understand?”

The spark is back in her eyes. Good. “As your husband, I promise to keep you safe.”

“You bet your ass you’ll keep me safe.” She folds her arms across her chest and lets out an aggressive breath. “And you’re going to tell me what’s going on. This is too f’ed up. I get you hate Lorenzo. We all do. But what does marrying me have to do with it? To make Antonio jealous? Is this a my dick is bigger than yours challenge? Because I’m not a prize. I’m not an object. The only reason I’m here is because I have no other choice. You’re holding my mother and me hostage. I swear, if you go back on your word—”

“I always keep my word. Always.”

Gia looks away, blinking rapidly. Shit. If she cries again, I’ll bolt. It was bad enough watching her cry during her attack, but there is no way in hell I can handle emotional tears. I need her sass back.

“Let’s go.” I cup her elbow and lead her to the door.

“Where are we going?”

“You can’t very well lie to a priest, can you?”

“What does that mean? Our whole marriage is a lie.”

“No, it’s not.” I open the door for her. “We really are getting married.”

“That’s not what I mean.”

“If we’re going to convince him I spotted you from across the room in my winery, we’ll just have to make that a reality.”

It wasn’t what I had planned for tonight. Drinks at The Olive, then dinner on the roof of Capelli. The clientele there is known for spreading gossip like wildfire during a drought. Word would get to Lorenzo, who is currently in Madrid scouting his next sex trafficking headquarters. 

Once word leaks that his daughter has been found, he’ll be on his jet and attempting to force his way onto my property. By then it will be too late. Gia will be mine.

And everything she owns, including the majority of the shares of Parisi wines and access to the estate, will be mine as well.

Stage One will be complete. 
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CHAPTER TEN
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There are so many sides to Stone, and I haven’t a clue which one is the most authentic. His bad boy persona pissed me off at first. I’ve never been drawn to it, not even in the books I read. I swoon over the sweet boy-next-door heroes. They’re completely different from the life I left.

Surrounded by evil, egos, narcissism, and wealth growing up, the bad boys do nothing to turn me on. Stone possesses all those characteristics and then some. There are traces of compassion he keeps buried beneath his suits and stoic countenance, but traces aren’t enough to win me over. Not that I care to be won.

Even now, as we ride in the backseat of his Bentley, he has poise and manners instead of the arrogant asshole vibes he’d dished out during my first few days here. 

I’m still riding the wave from whatever it is that happened between us in his office. One moment I’m having fun giving him a hard time, pushing his limits, the next I found myself plastered between him and the window, his hands gently gliding across all my curves.

Well, not all of them. Not in the places my traitorous body burned for him. I’ve never burned for a man. A book boyfriend, sure. Henry Cavill, damn straight. Never for a real man, not that Henry isn’t real. He’s a fantasy though. Stone is reality.

I know his type. Someone like Stone doesn’t stay celibate for long, nor does he have long term relationships. I have no doubt he has a revolving door for the women attending to all his sexual needs. It’s why I added the addendum to the paperwork. 

Payback for ripping me away from Mama. Unlike Stone, I can control my sexual needs. I’ve been doing so my entire life. Keeping away from him won’t be a challenge. At least, that’s what I tell myself. That was before he touched me. 

Simple touches. My arms. My legs. The way he ran his finger down my backside was anything but simple, but that was an exception. He was right. I was wet for him. I’ll never let him know. It is wrong. He’s my captor. He’s using me for his own vendetta. As soon as he gets his revenge on Lorenzo, I’ll be free. 

Temporary. This is only temporary and will be worth it in the end. Mama and I will have our freedom. 

“We’re here.” Stone interrupts my thoughts. 

While gazing out the window, lost in my thoughts, I hadn’t taken in the scenery. Marco opens the door for Stone, who gets out of the car first, then offers his hand to me. I take it and slide across the seat, doing my best to prevent my skirt from hiking up too high. 

With his sunglasses on, I can’t see where Stone’s gaze has fallen, but I bet my next glass of wine it’s on my legs. I have good legs. Work keeps me on my feet, and before I escaped Lorenzo, I got my exercise by running through the vineyard. 

It was mentally as well as physically freeing. 

When I get to my feet, I expect Stone to drop my hand. We haven’t talked about PDA. He doesn’t seem the type to hold hands or hug a woman in public. In the bedroom, however, is another story. I shiver at the thought.

“Are you cold?”

“No. It’s a beautiful afternoon.”

“Would you like to sit on the patio or inside?” 

The building is elegant, yet rustic. It isn’t sprawling like the Parisi vineyard. Instead, it has charm and appeals more to the tourists, maybe even couples, or women having a fun day together. Unlike my family’s winery, which is one of the most expensive in the country and known for hosting elaborate parties for celebrities and billionaires. 

“Rocco. I was wondering when you were going to stop by.” A beautiful brunette comes from behind the bar and stops in front of us, grinning from ear to ear. “You must be her.”

I have no idea who the woman is. An employee, no doubt. She’s wearing jeans and sneakers and a burgundy collared shirt with Parlatore Vineyards stamped across her chest. 

“Elena, this is Gia. Gia, my cousin, Elena.”

“Cousin?” I don’t know why it surprises me so that he has family. I saw the pictures of a family of four perched on the shelf behind his desk but hadn't gotten close enough to see who was in the picture. Maybe it was Elena’s family. I know nothing about Stone’s, which I need to rectify before our meeting with the priest. 

“And here I thought my cousin would loosen up a little now that he found you.”

Found me. Maybe she does know of the farce. “He’s a bit uppity but I’ve been working on it. I’ve found his buttons and have had fun pushing them.” I squeeze his hand and am disappointed when he doesn’t squeeze back.

Elena barks out a laugh. “I like you. And I’m glad the clothes fit. Shopping isn’t my thing. Rocco assumed since I have breasts I enjoy that type of thing. He didn’t allow me to shop off the list. I hope I did okay?”

“You’re the one who bought all those clothes? And shoes?”

“With his plastic.” Elena pats Stone on the back. 

“It all makes sense now.”

“What does?” Stone asks.

“My wardrobe is incredibly impractical, especially for living on a vineyard. I don’t plan on running through the vineyard in these heels for the next two–” I stumbled over my words. “Um, two hundred years.”

“You have nothing but the best.”

I roll my eyes and turn to Elena. “That rod is so far up his ass.” 

Elena laughs again, this time tears coming out of her eyes. “Oh, I like you.”

“I mean, where are my sweatpants? Oversize sweatshirts? Does he really expect me to wear fancy lingerie every night? Come on...where’s the comfort in that?”

“No,” Stone growls behind me. “I expect you to sleep naked.”

My cheeks burn, as do Elena’s. “And on that note, I must get back to work. Grab a seat and I’ll bring you a bottle. The usual?” she asks Stone.

“I’d love to do a tasting. A flight of five?” I point to the chalkboard sign behind the bar. 

“I have bottles of every wine up at the house.”

“That’s nice.” I pat Stone’s chest and slip my hand from his. “I’d like a flight. Mixes of reds and whites, is that okay?”

“That’s more than okay. Would you like a meat and cheese plate as well?”

I eye the small food menu. “Just a veggie plate, please.”

Elena snickers on her way back to the bar. 

“I knew this was a mistake,” Stone mumbles as he pulls me through the tasting room and out the doors to the patio. 

The outside is just as cute as the inside. Cute isn’t a word I thought I’d use for Stone’s winery, but it is. There are just enough people to make it a happening spot, but not so many where I feel crowded. I don’t miss the curious stares by many.

“You don’t need to put on a show for Elena.” He pulls out a chair for me.

“I’m not. I like her. She’s nothing like you.”

Stone sniffs. Or laughs. I can’t tell. “You are too much alike.”

“Which is what made you fall helplessly in love with me and led to you asking me to marry you out here on the patio while sipping from a flight of your wines.”

Elena delivers our wine and vegetables, adding a small plate of cheese for Stone. “We’re super busy tonight, and now that you two are here, I can’t imagine the crowd dying out any time soon. If you need a refill, Stone can get it. It was nice meeting you, Gia. I’ll see you at the wedding.”

She’s off before I can reply. “She doesn’t know, does she?”

“Elena? No. She doesn’t know about...anything.”

“Tell me about her.” I pick up the first glass of white and read the description of the wine and flavors. 

I sip, nibbling on a celery stick and some of Stone’s cheese while he tells me about Elena. They played together a lot as young children, then their fathers had a disagreement and stopped talking. They hadn’t talked for six years. Not until his parents’ and sister’s funerals. And not again until two years ago when he asked her to run Parlatore Wines. 

“Why did you stop running this? It’s beautiful.”

“Elena’s doing. She tore down what I had and made it more modern. She wanted to appeal to a younger crowd. It was a good business choice.”

“Since you’re not busy with the day-to-day work here, you have more time to...”

“Find you.”

I pick up the fourth glass of wine and drink. The rich red has sharp notes of cinnamon and coffee. “That could be a great line for Father Paul Michael, but it kinda sounds a little stalkerish.”

“Searching. Not stalking.”

I point a carrot at him. “Searching, then stalking. Then kidnapping.”

“Minor details.” He sips from his glass of chianti. 

I laugh. It’s the first time Stone has said something funny, twisted as it may be. For the first time, a genuine smile curves his lips. I swear the patio grows silent as I get lost in those sexy-as-sin eyes and the beautiful lips that promise they can make me forget all about my troubles. 

It’s too much. Too powerful. If one little smile can make my panties get in a twist, chances are he can do things to me I’ve only dreamed about getting from my book boyfriends. I’m in big trouble. I see the heat in his eyes, and I have no doubt he notices how my nipples harden in response. 

Even though his gaze hasn’t dipped lower than my mouth, he can tell. Hell, he could tell I was wet for him an hour ago without even touching me. Well, without touching me there. 

Needing to break the spell, I hold my wine glass close to my chest and sit back in my chair. “Okay, tell me more about Rocco ‘Stone’ Parlatore. When you’re not stalking and kidnapping, what else do you do for fun?”

And just like that the chemistry is gone. Back is the serious man who hides behind hooded eyes, harsh words, and fancy suits. 

“I have no time for fun.”

“That’s not the kind of man I’d marry. Father Paul Michael will see that about me. What is it we do when you’re not busy doing your secret mission mafia stuff?”

“I’m not in the mafia,” he bites out under his breath.

Okay. I touched a sore spot there. “You have mafia vibes.” Buttons. Pushed. It’s the only way to get him to open up.

“I’m. Not. Mafia.”

“That’s good.” I finish the wine and set the empty glass down. “I’d never marry into the mafia. Our priest would see that too.”

Stone’s shoulders are stiff, as are the lines in his face. 

I lean forward and nudge my vegetable platter toward him. “You know that rod I was telling your cousin about? It’s back. Have some broccoli. It’s high in fiber.”

He angles his head slightly to the left. Yay! A sign of life.

“Lighten up, dude. You’re causing a scene. Eat something besides cheese. It’s binding.” I can’t believe I just said that, but it did the trick. It isn’t a full-fledged grin, but the eyebrow quirk and the corner of his lips lift for half a second. Maybe less.

“I enjoy running.” He pushes the plate back to me. 

“For real?” 

He narrows his eyes before picking up his glass again. “For real.” 

“I do too. Maybe some morning we can run the trails around here. I assume you have running trails?”

“I have a treadmill in my gym.”

“You have a gym? I wouldn’t know because my host is a rude bastardo and makes me go exploring on my own.”

Stone does his sniff laugh thing and rests his elbows on the table. Such improper manners for the polished suit. Another point for me.

“It’s in the pool house.”

“You have a pool? How did I miss that?”

“And a jacuzzi,” he adds, the heat returning to his gaze. 

“Tell me you have a movie theater and that’ll be how you win my eternal love. Father Paul Michael will absolutely give us his blessing if you promise me a pool and a theater.”

A third chuckle in less than an hour. It is nice to see Stone loosen up, especially if I have to spend the next two years with him. 

“It’s not a theater, but I have a large screen, a state-of-the-art surround sound system, and reclining seats.

“Microwave popcorn and root beer floats?” 

“Root beer floats?”

“Mama and I discovered them when living in Tennessee. They’re amazing. Trust me.”

His smile softens. “I do, Gia.”
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What the hell am I doing? I have no right getting friendly with Gia. I don’t miss the side glances and the obvious gawkers from the patrons on the patio as we drink and talk. And laugh. Gia has done what she set out to do and made me crack.

Only Elena can do that, and even then, it isn’t often. She constantly complains about me being too serious. Had she witnessed what I’ve witnessed and lived my life, she’d be serious too. Or dead. 

She had been at university in France when I was at my lowest. Or highest, depending how I looked at it. Learning to bury my emotions and how to kill were skills I mastered from my uncle. The only good in him was keeping his life of crime away from Elena and promising to teach me what I needed to know to get my vengeance.

Uncle Sal may have been close to Lorenzo’s level of evil, but he loved his brother and his daughter. When my father was killed, he took me under his wing and taught me his business, and when he saw the life of crime was not in my blood, he promised to set me free, but only after I fought by his side until he took over his biggest enemy’s territory. 

I paid my dues and walked away nearly unscathed. Uncle Sal and his men, however, were overrun and were killed in the massacre. Making good on his promise, Sal had made provisions for Elena, keeping her distanced from his business. For the most part, she’s unaware of the level of crimes her father had committed, and my role in any of it.

Gia, on the other hand, has her own share of demons she fled from. They didn’t disappear when she ran, and still haunt her. 

My vendetta against Lorenzo isn’t for her, but she’ll benefit just as much as I. Maybe not just as much since I’ll be stripping away her fortune and will have the satisfaction of eliminating the monster who’s haunted my dreams for the past decade. 

As quickly as my thoughts go to revenge, Gia says something to pull me back to the now. Her jokes, her mission to push my buttons, have been more fun than I expected, which is how I find myself in the recliner next to her in my home theater eating pizza from a plate in my lap and sipping on root beer floats. 

Marco is paid well not to ask questions, but I could read the shock in his eyes when I asked him to bring us to a pizzeria while I sent him to the store to search for root beer and ice cream. By the time he came back, our order had been ready.

Gia insisted we go back to the house to eat, which is ironic since she’s been complaining about feeling trapped in her gilded cage, as she likes to call it. 

“Since I’m the guest I get to pick the movie.” She holds the remote in one hand and a slice of mushroom and green pepper pizza in the other. 

We couldn’t agree on toppings, so I ordered two pizzas. Classic pepperoni for me and the fungus and rabbit food for her. It has been a long time since I’ve had pizza, and an even longer time since I lounged in the theater room, as Gia refers to it, watching a movie. 

To me, it’s just another living space. It happens to have a floor to ceiling screen and three rows of recliners. Fifteen of my closest friends and family can watch together. Only I have no family. And I have no friends. 

“Oh, I love this movie.” She stops scrolling and turns up the volume. Whatever she picks will be new to me. I don’t waste my time staring at a wall watching fictional lives play out. The only reason I caved tonight is because of our meeting with the priest tomorrow. 

Lying to him will be impossible, which is why Gia insists we go through the motions tonight. And if I’m being honest, it isn’t as tortuous as I expected it to be. 

“Have you seen it before?”

“No,” I answer without looking up at the screen. 

“It’s a classic. Julia Roberts is phenomenal in all her movies, but Pretty Woman is hands down my favorite.”

“I take it it’s not a drama or action adventure?”

“Romantic comedy.”

“Wonderful,” I groan.

“She’s a prostitute and he’s a billionaire who hired her for the night. But then he hires her for the weekend and then they–”

“A movie about a prostitute doesn’t sound like a romantic comedy.” None of the women I call up to fuck are funny. Or romantic. I’m not ignorant either. They are glorified prostitutes. I’m a hypocrite fucking them, but I have Marco do extensive background checks on each woman I bring in. 

They give their bodies by choice, not because anyone forces them into it, or because they have bills to pay. 

“You’ll see. When they–”

“Let me guess. You’re the type of person who talks through the entire movie asking questions, ruining the plot, and making your predictions known.”

“Wow. Aren’t you grumpy? If it pisses you off that much, we can watch one of your mafia movies.” She picks up the remote and continues scrolling again. 

“If a romantic comedy is the way to your heart, then that’s what we’ll watch.” 

Holy fuck. My men better not be within listening distance. If they are, they better have heard the sarcasm and my reluctance to cave to Gia. Even though I don’t fight it too hard. 

The end result will be worth it. I’ve been fighting back my sexual needs for days, but I can only last so long. I made progress today in my office. She’s craving sex just as much as I am. Or almost. I can smell her want. Her need. I can see the desire in her eyes.

She claims it’s the joy she finds in pushing my buttons, but there is more to it. I can tell when a woman wants me. I’m not vain. I’m not narcissistic. I know I have a sex appeal women fall for. If I didn’t have it, I would have had to master my charm to get inside a woman’s panties. 

Thankfully I don’t need to work on my personality. 

Until Gia. She fights me off with every ounce of willpower she has. A woman with her natural beauty and sex appeal who needs no help from surgeons or makeup artists should understand what it’s like to have people falling at your feet. 

Maybe she’s tired of it too. The easy sex. Maybe this is her foreplay. Playing hard to get. The chase. It isn’t what I’m into, but neither is watching romantic comedies or eating pizza from my lap or drinking wine samples at my vineyard. 

And neither is marriage. 

Only, the marriage is a farce. A means to an end. One more step toward my goal. A goal that I get closer and closer to every day. 

***
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“Your legs are longer than mine. I ran faster though,” Gia whines between breaths. 

She surprised me this morning by showing up in my office in her running clothes, challenging me to a race of endurance.

“I believe you said this wasn’t a sprint but a nice leisurely run around the vineyard.”

“I figured you’d have trails. I hadn’t anticipated the rocky ground or dodging vines and wheelbarrows. You should put in a path along the edge that leads down to the water.”

“Sore loser, I see.”

“It wasn’t a race.” She swats at my chest.

I took off my sweatshirt and T-shirt a mile into our run, and she ditched her top, running in a sports bra and leggings. I deserve a fucking medal for not dropping her the ground and fucking her brains out down by the shore. 

I watch as a bead of sweat falls from her neck and makes a river in between her breasts. We walk the final half-mile to cool down, stopping at the pool house for a bottle of water. I put on a clean shirt and sweatshirt from the closet, and we make our way back to the house.

“Shall we do a treadmill challenge next time?”

“Boring. Only when it’s cold and rainy out.”

“Don’t think you could keep up?”

“Please.” She snorts and hip-checks me. 

I like how free she feels around me now. Although, her behavior will have to change in public. It’s okay for her to be more relaxed in the safety of my home and around my staff. When I take her out, when I need her to play a part in my plan, she’ll have to be prepared. 

“I can think of a hundred other challenges I’d like to take on with you.” I pin her to the archway with my gaze.

Her breath hitches as her amber eyes lift to mine. I lean into her, placing my hands on the wall above her head. She looks so small and helpless. No, not helpless. That’s the Gia from last week. 

This morning, she’s red and sweaty, and on fire. She licks her lips in invitation, but I don’t want her mouth. I want to fuck. 

Someone clears their throat, which has me glaring over my shoulder and Gia ducking under my arms. 

“I apologize, sir. I sent you a message when he arrived.” Tio nods toward the inside of my office where Father Paul Michael sits, watching.

I fumble for the pocket of my running shorts and take out my phone. Sure enough, Tio has left two voicemails and four texts. Somehow, I missed them. My ringer is on and the phone is set to vibrate as well. Running, laughing, and teasing Gia distracted me from hearing it.

Not good.

“Father Paul Michael. I wasn’t expecting you until later.” I reach for Gia’s hand—something new to me yet I do it out of instinct—and step into my office.

“One of my parishioners passed away last night and the family is in need of my prayers. I apologize for coming so early.” 

“We were out for a run.” Gia covers her sports bra with her hands. Not exactly the appropriate attire for meeting a priest. “I’m so sorry for your loss.”

I hand her my sweatshirt. She thanks me with her eyes and slips it on. I immediately miss all the skin but seeing her in my clothes has my stomach tightening.

“Father Paul Michael, Rocco has told me much about you and your church.”

I give her a sideways glance. I’ve done no such thing. She tugs me to the chair across from the priest and wedges herself in it with me. The leather chairs are large, big enough for two small people to squeeze in, but I’m not small.

I don’t mind having her body pressed up against me, even if it is only from hip to knee, and we have a priest interviewing us. She keeps our hands interlocked and moves them to her lap. If I stretch out my fingers and shift our hands two inches to the north, I’d be able to feel her pussy. I’m not that much of an asshole, but the thought does cross my mind.

As if reading my thoughts, she moves our hands two inches down her leg. It’s better this way.  

“I’m sorry to say I haven’t seen Rocco in mass in a very long time. Or confession.”

“Rocco and I are looking forward to mass. We’ll be there. Soon. I promise.”

Only a handful of people in my life call me by my given name. Three are dead. The others are my childhood priest and my cousin. The rest of the world calls me Stone.

And then there’s Gia. 

Last night I told her to let me guide today’s conversation. That would be expected. This is my turf. My priest. I’m the man. I’m in charge. Always.

Only, Gia strips all that from me. 

“It would please me very much to see you both in church. Tell me how you two met.”

I open my mouth to recite what I had practiced in my head over and over again.

“Oh, you know Rocco. He’s a tough nut to crack. I was sampling the wines Elena had given me, enjoying the scenery, nibbling on my celery.” She leans forward. “Did you know he doesn’t eat vegetables? I mean, it’s going to catch up with him someday. I swear, he eats like a child.”

A child? I do not. I eat some of the finest Italian cuisine on a daily basis. 

“You two will have children, yes?”

I swallow the lie I am about to tell, but Gia beats me to it. “Oh, yes. Someday I’d love to have children. When the time is right. It’s not something I want to rush into.”

I release my breath and start to speak when Gia cuts me off. Again.

“As you know, Rocco doesn’t have many family members around, and I’m an only child. My father is...he is not in my life, and my mother, well, I’m all alone here in Italy.” 

She’s good. Really good. She hasn’t revealed anything about herself and yet hasn't told a lie, unless the bit about children isn’t true. 

“I’m sorry to hear that, cara mia.” Father Paul Michael looks to me then returns his attention to Gia. “You’ve been living here, with Rocco, for long?”

She laughs, bringing a genuine smile to the priest’s mouth. 

“You know Rocco. He isn’t terribly romantic with his words, but he pretty much swept me off my feet and carried me across his threshold. I’ve been here ever since.”

I, too, want to laugh, until she lifts our joined hands and kisses my knuckles. It isn’t erotic. It isn’t sexy. Hell, it’s as innocent as a kiss can be, yet I feel it deep in my core, and not my dick. 

What. The. Hell. 

I don’t want her kisses. 

I don’t want to feel anything in my core except the pull from my orgasms as I come inside her.

“Rocco?” Father Paul Michael says.

I curse myself for not only having dirty thoughts about Gia five feet away from a priest—again—but for missing the conversation.

“I’m sorry, Father. My mind has been preoccupied with wedding details.” Not a lie. Sex is part of the details. 

“He asked what it was that made you fall in love with me, especially since no one ever expected you to fall.”

Che cazzo. I am not prepared for that question. 

Gia squeezes my hand. “I’ll go first since my husband-to-be is a man of few words.” 

I never thought I’d be so grateful for her bubbly disposition. 

Father Paul Michael chuckles. “Many do say he’s a tough man to get to know. That you worked your way to his heart in such a short amount of time speaks to the volume of your love.”

“Oh, he didn’t win me over that fast. He’s obstinate, stubborn, bossy, and moody.”

I can’t argue with her about most. “I’m not moody.”

“That’s true.” She kisses my knuckles and this time it does go straight to my cock. “You’re in one constant mood. Grumpy.”

Again, she has the priest laughing. “Rocco, you have met your match.”

The only reason I’m quiet is because if I speak, she’ll know she got the best of me, and I’m afraid to ruin the make-believe Father has fallen for.

“With that being said, he’s also loyal to those he cares about, honest, and giving. He gave me a second shot at life. Before I met Rocco, I’d been...running from the monsters that have haunted me nearly all my life. You could say he’s my knight and shining armor, coming to slay the dragon.”

Well, fuck. She doesn’t need to do that. I’m no hero and I’m not slaying her demons.

“Rocco, it sounds like you’ve turned your life around. Tell me what it is about Gia that made you decide on marriage.”

I stare at our joined hands, her palms sweaty in mine. Or is it my hand that is sweating? She avoids my gaze and keeps her focus on the window behind Father Paul Michael. I watch her neck move as she swallows.

“All it took was one look and I knew I needed to make her mine. She may think I saved her, but she’s the answer to my...dreams.”

I can’t say more without lying...or revealing too much truth. 

“Aww. Such the romantic. Who would’ve thought? Right?” She pats our joined hands.

“Gia, Rocco, it was lovely sitting down with the both of you. I’m sorry to have come so early and to interrupt your run. I look forward to the ceremony tomorrow.”

I release her hand as we all stand.

“Father,” she says. “I do have one question.”

I’m not one to panic, but not knowing what she is going to ask has my heart galloping in my chest. By the seriousness on her face, it can’t be good. 

“Yes, cara mia.”

“My past. It’s not pretty and Rocco has accepted me for it, of which I’m thankful.”

“Everyone deserves a second chance.”

“It’s not that. I haven’t done anything...well, it’s more a legal matter.”

“Gia?” I question, but she ignores me. 

“You see, I changed my name a long time ago. It was a way of excommunicating my past. I never legally changed my name to Gia.”

Fuck. If she tells him her real name now, he’ll have a heart attack. Crossing Lorenzo Parisi is a guaranteed death sentence. I had planned on revealing her name to the priest minutes before the ceremony.

“Gia. It’s fine.”

“Will it be legal, our marriage, if you use my new name instead of my given name during the ceremony?”

“I suppose you want me to refer to you as Stone as well?” Father Paul Michael chuckles, unaware of the seriousness in Gia’s question.

I don’t care because the only ones who will be witnessing the ceremony are Elena and my men.

“Oh, I’ll be marrying Rocco tomorrow, for sure,” Gia answers for me and squeezes my arm. 

She spoke for me, took my voice away. She ran the fucking show taking all the control away from me. I don’t care that she did a fucking perfect job. She made me appear weak. Whipped. Controlled by her instead of the other way around. 

“I never thought I’d see the day.” The priest chuckles on his way out. 

When I close the door behind him, I grip Gia’s wrists in one hand and pin them above her head, backing her into the door. 

“What. The. Fuck. Was. That?” I growl, my nose a fraction of an inch from hers.

“What?” She gasps, terror in her eyes. 

“You didn’t shut the fuck up. You didn’t let me speak.” She stripped any power I had away from me, and the priest saw it.

“He bought it. He believed me.”

“You made me look like a fool. A fucking fool.”

“I did not. I made you look like someone worth marrying. I lied,” she grits out between her teeth. 

I’m so fucking turned on and angry at the same time. Not caring how much I scare her, I grind my throbbing dick into her stomach. 

“You don’t get to speak for me. Ever. Do you understand?”

“No.” The fire in her eyes is fierce.

“I’m not a romantic.” I breathe heavily in her face.

“Don’t I know it.”

Her reply shocks me. Instead of cowering she fights back.

“I’m not a knight in shining armor.”

“Brutto figlio di puttana bastardo!” 

The Italian flows out of her beautiful mouth and I so desperately want her lips to wrap around my cock, even if she did call me an ugly son of a bitch bastard. Arguing with Gia turns me the fuck on. 

“I didn’t save you from an ivory tower.”

“No shit. You locked me in one.”

“And treated you like a princess.”

“You call this the royal treatment?” She tugs at her hands, but I don’t let them go.

I rake my free hand down her cheek, and she immediately turns away from it. I slow my lazy trail, skimming down the side of her breast hidden under the bulk of my sweatshirt. I had no idea the baggy material could look so sexy.

Wedging my leg between hers, I expect her to resist, but her legs move easily to the side, making room for me. She doesn’t want to fight me off but is too stubborn to admit how much she wants me. 

I trace my nose along her jaw and smile when she gasps again. She stops fighting, letting her hands fall limp in mine. I continue my trail to her neck and whisper in her ear, “I can smell how wet you are for me, Gia.”

I feel the movement of her neck as she swallows. “It’s sweat from our run.”

“Mm. You like to run, don’t you, Gia? Or is it that you like to be chased?” I let my fingers creep toward the juncture of her thighs and rub the back of my hand against her wet center. She reacts as I hoped she would, tilting her pelvis ever so slightly into my hand. “You like that, do you?”

“No,” she says without conviction. 

I turn my hand around so I can cup her and use my fingers to tease her. The leggings block my access, but I can still feel her heat. Her wetness. I rub my cock against her hip and nip at her neck.

Her breath quickens. Her breasts rise and fall with every slow move of my hand. When she moans and I can feel she’s seconds away from coming, I release her hands and back away. 

“You’re right. It must be sweat from our run. Enjoy your shower.”

“A fanabla!”

Go to hell. She doesn't need to worry about that. I’m already there. I gently move her to the side and open the door, walking down the hall with the hardest fucking dick jutting out the front of my shorts. 
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CHAPTER TWELVE
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It’s been hours and I still haven’t cooled down from what happened with Stone in his office, even after a hot, then cold, shower. I don’t understand how he can make me so angry one moment then turn me into a melted puddle of lust the next. 

Not that I was angry at him for long. We had a fun night in his living room, as he called it, but really, it’s a theater. I talked through the movie and I’m pretty sure I annoyed him every minute of the way. Normally, I don’t talk that much, but I couldn’t help the enjoyment it gave me in aggravating him. He was such a good sport about it too. Had he been seriously mad he would have barked at me. The vein would have reared its ugly head. Okay, not ugly. Nothing on him is ugly. Rocco proved that tenfold when he stripped down during our run. 

Rocco.

The first time I called him by his given name it was to push his buttons. This morning it was to show the priest that we’re close. I like his name. It suits him, at least when he isn’t being an ass. Stone fits him perfectly when he’s being, well, as friendly and stubborn as a rock. 

I’m bored out of my mind. How ironic that I now have the freedom to roam about the estate but am scared to leave my room. I’m not scared of Stone. I’m scared of my reaction to him.

He has a right to be upset with me for overtaking the meeting with the priest. We agreed on our script. He would start off, introduce me, and explain how I’d won him over while tasting his wine. The fewer words spoken, the better, he’d said.

Last night, I had agreed with him. Today, however, something took over inside of me. Maybe it was our run, or seeing him shirtless, or the way he almost kissed me right before we realized we had company. I slowly let my guard down around him.

I snorted. Slowly. As if. I’ve known the man for less than a week. Five days ago, he drugged me and kidnapped me from my home, and I think I’ve slowly let my guard down? Yeah, I’ve seriously lost it. Or I’m seriously desperate. Both, I guess. 

Dressed in designer jeans and a workout tank top—which is way too nice to sweat in—I venture out of my room. I’m surprised neither Tio or Lucca are outside my door. I hear deep voices behind Stone’s closed office door and scurry past it and into the kitchen.

“Hi Maria.” I pull out a stool and sit at the counter, watching her stir something on the stove.

“Miss Gia. What can I get for you?” She wipes her hands on her apron.

“Oh, nothing. I just came to hang out.”

“Hang...out?” She unties and re-ties the apron around her waist. 

“Need any help with dinner?”

“Dinner?”

“It’s nearing that time, isn’t it? Honestly, I have no idea what time of day it is.” I glance at the clock on the wall oven. “Almost five. What’s on the menu tonight? A big salad with a side of asparagus?”

Maria chuckles. “I’m preparing the sauce for your wedding supper. Mr. Parlatore said you’d be going out for dinner tonight.”

“Hmpf. Well, Mr. Parlatore neglected to inform me.” I don’t want to let on that there is trouble with our relationship already, so I add, “You know Stone. He gets so wrapped up in work he forgets to tell me things.”

“He’s...” she seems hesitant to continue, as if she doesn’t want to disrespect her boss.

So I did it for her. “A stubborn ass.”

“Oh, Miss Gia.” Maria bites her lip in a poor attempt to contain her laugh. “You’re good for Mr. Parlatore.”

“I’m working on him.”

“Don’t give up.” She gives me a motherly pat on the back of my hand. “Would you like a glass of wine and an appetizer before you go to dinner?”

“I guess that depends what time we’re leaving.” My stomach decides now is a good time to grumble. “I skipped lunch so maybe a snack with my wine would be a good idea.”

I make small talk about the weather and the beautiful gardens while she pours me a glass of Chianti. 

“Oh, this was my favorite from yesterday’s sampling.”

“Yes. Mr. Parlatore informed me.”

Well, shit. That’s why I let my body give in to him this morning. It’s those sneaky little niceties that make me hum for him. 

Before I can take a second sip, she sets a plate of brie, grapes, and cantaloupe before me. “Pour yourself a glass of your favorite vino, Maria, and join me. First bottle is on the house.”

“Oh, I’d love to, but I have a lot to prepare for tomorrow.”

“It’s a small ceremony. No more mouths to feed than usual.”

“Mr. Parlatore requested—”

“You’ll ruin your appetite if you eat all that,” Stone grumbles behind me.

I don’t turn around, and instead pluck a grape from the stem and pop it in my mouth, then spread a chunk of warm brie on a cracker. 

Maria faces the stove and moves some pots around before leaving. 

“You scared her away.”

“She’s not part of this discussion.”

“Well, you were rude. Maria and I were having our own discussion.” I take a hefty gulp of wine and pluck another grape. 

“We’re leaving for dinner in an hour. You’ll need to change.”

I swivel on my chair, then reach behind me for more liquid courage. I take a sip before responding. “First, don’t tell me what to do. I’ll wear whatever I want from that boutique in my room. Second, I’m hungry now so I’m going to finish my snack. Third, I have no idea when an hour is since I don’t have access to any clocks. And fourth, there’s nothing wrong with what I’m wearing.”

I finish my wine while he stands there staring at me. His eyes make a lazy caress of my body from my bare feet up the length of my jean-clad legs, and settle on my breasts, which push against the fitted tank top. 

“Very well. Wear that and we’ll leave now for la Madia.”

“Wait, what?” I shoot to my feet. “That’s not a jeans and tank top kind of restaurant.” 

I haven’t been there since my tenth birthday. I remember feeling like a princess. Before I learned the depth of the evil in my father. I fumble for the barstool and sink into it. 

“What if he’s–”

“Lorenzo is still in Madrid. He’s not scheduled to return until next Tuesday. However, I guarantee after news of your reappearance and tomorrow’s wedding, he’ll be jetting back before the sun sets on our wedding night.”

“I don’t think I can...” I drop my head between my legs and rock back and forth. I’m semi-aware of Stone taking the glass out of my hand and setting it on the counter.

“He won’t be there. I promise you. I have eyes on him right now in Madrid.”

“He’ll find me.”

“You’re safe with me. The estate is under constant top-of-the-line surveillance. Lucca and Tio are always on watch, as is Marco.”

“Lorenzo’s power extends far.”

“As does mine.”

He puts his strong hands on my shoulders and lifts me to my feet, forcing me to look him in the eye. “I’m showing off my beautiful bride-to-be tonight. I can’t have her looking like a ghost. Go change into whatever you want to wear to la Madia. Take the time you need. I’ll be in my office.”

He releases me and walks away, leaving me dazed and confused. He has just enough sweetness in him not to be a total asshole, but is still a prick, which helps me hold my resolve around him. If he’s too nice, I’ll be giving my entire self to him. 

Body, mind, and heart. 

I don’t know how long I stand in front of the mirror. Minutes. An hour. When I was young, I used to play dress-up in Mama’s closet. She had such beautiful gowns. It wasn’t often she spent time with my father. Usually, he ignored both of us.

When he had a social event where he needed to be seen as the consummate family man, Mama would get dressed up and perform her wifely duties all the while singing the praises of her husband. I’d gone to a few galas in my teen years, but it wasn’t often. 

It was like Lorenzo wanted to keep me hidden away. Now I know why. 

Still, I was a girly girl. I loved getting dressed up. I wanted to be like Mama. 

Being on the run for so long, I never thought I’d be wearing a five-thousand-dollar dress or shoes that cost twice that much. I’m not sure if the black dress is too formal for dinner. I’m out of my element. The straps to the halter top are made of rhinestones. Or at least I hope they’re rhinestones. The front dips lower than I’m comfortable with, but still tasteful. 

The dress hangs in loose folds and has an impressive slit that doesn’t stop until it reaches mid-thigh. It’s mostly backless so I have to go without a bra, something I always needed to support my C-cup, but the built-in bra is surprisingly supportive. 

I suppose you get what you pay for, and Dior knows how to take care of the ladies. I kick my toes out, admiring the strappy silver heels. I still need a pedicure.

Need. Want. It’s the one luxury I used to splurge on for Mama and me. Only on her birthday and Mother’s Day. I had a collection of nail polish back in my apartment, and we’d spend nights painting each other’s nails. 

I’ll take a crappy paint job from Mama over a fancy pedicure any day of the week. I long to talk to her again. Tonight, I’ll ask Stone for more regular calls. No, I’ll demand them. 

Nervous for so many reasons, I go to the bathroom one more time and do a quick hair and makeup check. I’ve never been good at doing hair. I am blessed with long, thick, dark locks that don’t require much attention. 

My go-to is a ponytail or messy bun. Tonight, however, I wear it down. I even applied a thin line of eyeliner and a few brushes of mascara to my eyes. Nothing smokey or too obvious. I’m not dressing to impress Stone; I’m dressing the part.

Liar. 

Stone may claim to be an honest man, but I’ve never pretended to be any such thing. Ironic. An innocent victim who has no problem lying matched with an honest crime lord. Mafia man? Drug dealer?

I have no idea what Stone does or how his family makes their fortune. Maybe it’s all honest money made through his vineyard. But he said he handed the business over to Elena two years ago. He must have income coming in through another source. 

Do I really want to know? Maybe it’s better to be left in the dark. Although, that’s how Mama’s life was with Lorenzo, and that is not a life I want. 

There is nothing left for me to do in my room, so I give myself one final pep talk and march out the door and down the stairs. Part of me hopes Stone is waiting at the bottom as I make my grand entrance like a scene out of Pretty Woman. 

No one is around. The door to his office is open, so I check to see if he’s still working. Stone’s forehead rests in the palm of his hand as he stares down at his laptop. His other hand scrolls and types, then he moves both hands to his keyboard. 

I know the moment he spots me. His fingers stop moving and he lifts his gaze, keeping his head tilted toward his computer. He stays like that for so long I think he’s still angry with me. I don’t see the vein, but I don’t see the eyebrow lift either. 

He rubs his stubbly chin, a move I haven’t seen him do before, then closes his laptop, keeping his gaze locked on mine. I haven’t moved from the doorway as I wait for him to finish whatever he’s working on. 

I don’t want to call attention to myself, so when he finally stands, I crack a joke. “I’m starving. I hope this place serves Parlatore Chianti. If not, want to take a bottle as a roadie?”

He rubs his chin again, stroking his short beard, which is more like a constant five o’clock shadow and it makes him look delicious. Maybe I’ll ask him to shave for the wedding. He’ll have less sex appeal and I’ll have an easier time controlling my inappropriate thoughts.

Stone stands and tugs lightly at his cuffs. He takes out his phone from the interior pocket of his suit coat and texts something, still without taking his eyes off me. 

“If you’re more of a beer guy, I’m cool with that as well.” My American lingo and humor are my only shield. “Or we can wait and order drinks at the restaurant.”

“Marco is waiting.” He rounds his desk and takes my hand, placing it on the crook of his arm. 

I hurry to keep up with him, even though my legs are just as long as his in these heels. Marco stands at the back of the limo holding the door open for us. Stone lifts my hand from his and helps me into the backseat with the grace of a gentleman. 

He slides in next to me and closes the door, still not saying anything, and now not even looking at me. We ride in silence. I stare out the window, taking in the lush vineyard and the open Mediterranean Sea. I have no idea where in Italy his estate lies, or how long it will take to get to the restaurant, but with views like these I find it difficult to care. 

Before I am ready, the limo stops, and Marco has Stone’s door open. I take his hand and survey my surroundings. We are on a dock where a handful of yachts are anchored. Stone places my hand on the crook of his arm again and guides me down a ramp toward the biggest yacht in the marina.

“Where are we going?”

“La Madia.”

“Why are we taking a boat?”

“Would you rather swim?” He leads me up another ramp and onto the yacht, then down into a luxurious cabin where a spread of wine, cheese, and crackers are laid out on a glass table. 

“Is everything to your liking, sir?” A man dressed in black asks from the other end of the room. 

Stone lifts his gaze to mine and gives a curt nod. The man leaves and a moment later the yacht starts to move. After a few beats, Stone moves to the bar and opens a bottle of wine. He pours two glasses, handing one to me.

“Sit.”

“I’d rather stand.” If he thinks our first public sighting is going to be him barking out commands like I’m his pet dog, he has another think coming. I saunter to the windows—because that’s the only way I can move in these heels—and check out the view.

I stick my face closer to the glass and turn my head from left to right. “Are you serious?” I spin around and cross the room to the other set of windows. “You live on an island? Which one?”

“Gozo.”

Even if I had escaped his estate a few days ago, I wouldn’t have made it far. Gozo is a small island off Malta. A few hours by boat to the mainland and known for its few wineries—Parlatore being the main attraction, I guess. 

“Wait. It will take us all night to get there by boat.”

“Sit. We’ll be there soon.” He takes his wine and leaves.

“What the ever-living shit is going on?” I storm after him, not finding him on the main deck. I turn toward the rear and find him looking out across the ocean. “You can’t just leave me down there like that. You haven’t said a word to me all night.”

“What is it you want me to say, Gia?” His voice is soft, his back still to me.

“I don’t know. ‘Nice dress’ or ‘You clean up well.’ Maybe acknowledge my presence. Treat me like a human and not a servant, which you treat pretty shitty, by the way.”

“You want me to acknowledge you and your dress?” He stalks up to me and grips my chin between his thumb and forefinger. “Be careful what you wish for.” He releases me and storms off again.

I follow him back down to the fancy living room. “You know, you’re doing a hell of a job preparing me for our first public appearance. We’re supposed to pretend we like each other enough to get married tomorrow. I don’t know who the hell you’re planning on fooling, but no one is going to buy it.”

I tip back my glass and finish it in four gulps. I slam the crystal down and wince when I realize it could break. It doesn’t, so I slap a slice of cheese on a cracker and chomp on it. Stone still hasn’t moved from the center of the room.

With a dramatic huff, I pick up my glass again and march over to the bar. I don’t hear him move from where he’s rooted himself, but before I can pick up the bottle, his hands are on my arms. Stone roughly turns me around, pinning me to the bar. 

This is how he attempts to have control, by pinning me to the wall, the door, the windows, and now a bar. Trapping his prey. 

“Do you really want me to tell you how fucking gorgeous you look and how I’ve been thinking about your wet pussy all afternoon?” His hands frame either side of me, the only part of him touching me is his erection grinding against my core. He locks his gaze with mine. “How I’m wondering if you’re wearing a lace thong or wearing any underwear at all? Or how I keep picturing you bent over my desk as I slide your dress up over your ass and fuck you from behind? Is that what you want to hear?”

I tremble under the intensity of his words. Dirty words. Words that should repulse me. They don’t.

“Did you finish the job this afternoon, Gia?” he whispers. 

“The job?”

“Did you go back to your room and touch yourself? In your bed? In the shower? Did you pick up where I left off, or is your pussy waiting for me to do it for you?”

I open my mouth to respond but no words come out. I don’t know what to say. The truth? That I thought about it but didn’t have the nerve to touch myself, afraid of the powerful orgasm? Afraid because it belonged to him. Because I want Stone to be the one to get me off, not my own fingers?

He curses and squeezes his eyes shut. “You didn’t, did you?” 

When he opens them again, I shake my head. 

“Merda.” His hands squeeze my waist, and he yanks me into him. “Tell me you don’t want me to finish the job, Gia. Tell me and I’ll let you go.”

I should tell him I don’t. I should push him away. If only I didn’t want this so much. I stay silent, waiting to see what he’ll do. He pisses me off and terrifies me at times, but I’m not afraid of him raping me. It angers him anytime I accuse him of being involved in Lorenzo’s world, or even whoring around. For some reason, I trust him. I believe if I say no, he’ll stop. 

I remain silent. 

“Gia,” he warns, his hand slipping lower until it reaches the slit in my dress. 

When his fingers touch my bare thigh, I swear I hear my skin sizzle. Or maybe it’s the muttered curses coming out of his mouth. “Fuck, your skin is soft. Tell me you’re wet too.”

I can’t speak, even if I wanted to. My legs shake with nerves, with excitement. They open on their own, which earns me another string of curses. 

Stone’s fingers inch toward my center. He takes his time. I haven’t thought him a slow, patient man. Definitely not a slow, patient lover. He’s demanding; takes what he wants. And right now, he wants me. 

When the tip of one finger touches the lace barrier, I flinch, my arms still hanging loose by my side. I don’t know what to do with my hands. Touch him? Hold him? And where? Afraid he’ll push me away, I keep them by my side. Stone’s gaze flickers up to mine as if asking for permission. I understand he won’t ask with words. Not again. He already warned me once. He isn’t a man who repeats himself. 

I bite my bottom lip and clench my thighs in anticipation of his next move. He strokes me gently with two fingers, now watching me intently. My eyes grow heavy, and I close them, getting lost in the pleasure.

He takes that as an invitation and pushes my panties aside, stroking my wet folds with his fingers. 

“Holy fucking Christ, Gia.”

I should be embarrassed at how wet I am, but it turns him on. He grinds his erection into my hip as he parts me with his fingers and dips one inside.

“Oh,” I moan. He’s so tender, so gentle, but I need more. I push my pelvis into his hand, and he reads my thoughts, dipping a second, then a third finger in me while he rubs my nub with his thumb. “Oh my God.”

I reach for whatever I can find to hold me stable. The lapels of Stone’s coat. I grip them hard in my clutches and grind my molars as the orgasm builds inside of me. I lift on my toes and dip down again and again, driving the pressure and pace I want his fingers to move. 

He doesn’t move his body, allowing me to guide the tempo. I clench my thighs tighter, trapping his hand between my legs as the wave takes over my body and crashes into me. Sweat beads above my lip and I lick it off, wishing it were Stone’s tongue instead. On my lips. Between my legs. Anywhere. Everywhere. I tip my head back and cry out, still clutching onto his jacket. 

I don’t let go until the last wave slows. I pant for air and slowly open my eyes. He’s still staring at me with that unreadable intensity. Does he expect me to return the favor? Does he expect me to let him fuck me like he said in such vulgar terms just minutes ago?

“Better?” He moves my panties back in place and removes his hand from under my dress. Still keeping me pinned to the bar, he reaches behind me and fills my wine glass. “Here. You look parched.”

I take the wine from him and continue my speechless stare.

“Drink up.” He lifts the glass to my lips. “We’re almost to the airport.”

“Airport?” That has me coming to my senses again.

He licks his fingers while studying me with hooded intensity. “Next time we can sail across the Mediterranean. Tonight, we fly. It’ll be quicker.”

Stone moves away and I immediately miss his warmth. He pats down his crumpled lapels and shifts his belt. I can’t help my gaze from lowering to his crotch where he displays an impressive erection.

I fully expect him to demand more. To guilt or coax me into getting him off. But he doesn’t. Maybe it’s because the yacht has docked. 

Maybe it’s because he isn’t so bad after all.
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I had no intentions of bringing Gia to orgasm. Ever. Not when I kidnapped her. Not when I formulated my plan to marry her. Not when I accosted her in my office after our meeting with the priest. And sure as hell not on my yacht on our way to dinner. 

Now, seated in my private plane, I’m thankful she chose to sit in a chair instead of the leather couch. I’m not sure I’d have been able to keep my dick in my pants during our short flight. 

I don’t bring women to orgasm and not fuck them after. I’m a selfish lover. Lucky for the women I fuck, I enjoy giving orgasms. Not solo though. Not like this. Not to make a woman happy. To prime her for rough, hard sex, only. 

What happened with Gia won’t happen again. She’s already beaten down my defenses, already has me doing things out of character. I can’t blame her. She hasn’t done it intentionally. She’s in survival mode, and I have to respect that about her. 

Any other woman would be in a fight of hysterics, crying, yelling, demanding. At first, that was the way with Gia, as was anticipated. I hadn’t expected her to come to my terms so quickly, so easily. Especially not agreeing to act like a happily soon-to-be married couple in public.

Her attachment to her mother is a shock to me. I’m surprised between the Parisi blood flowing through her veins and growing up with Lorenzo as a father she can feel anything other than hate. It’s another reminder of how opposite we are. She was raised by a monster, trapped in hell. Her chosen name represents a new, happy life.

I grew up in a loving home, then hell was brought down on me. My name change reflects the hardness of my heart. No, there is no heart left within me. It’s buried deep alongside my family. 

Gia wants to put the past behind her and carry on as if life is a fictional movie, while I can’t bury it. Revenge is my only focus.

With Gia’s cooperation, I’m ahead of schedule, which enabled me to rearrange my meetings so I could fly into the city yesterday morning. I touch my pocket, making sure my purchase is still there. My suit is slightly rumpled from where she’d fisted it during her orgasm. There’s a spare suit in the bedroom closet on my plane, but I rather enjoy seeing the evidence of her orgasm on me.  

Next time it will be on my mouth.

I may not have intended to take our fake marriage this far, but now that we’ve crossed the line, I won’t be holding back. I’ll give her tonight, and tomorrow she’ll be performing her wifely duties. Besides, it was her idea to write that stupid stipulation into our marriage contract.

I had no intentions of sleeping with her when I set this plan in motion. She’d be cared for and have free reign of the estate. I’ve never craved to have a woman by my side, in my bed. I haven’t needed or wanted a companion.

Until Gia.

“You’re sure Lorenzo and his men aren’t in town?” Gia asks, the vulnerability in her voice softening my hardened heart. 

Hell. Romantic comedies, unreciprocated orgasms, and now a softening heart? This is why I don’t have relationships and never plan to marry for real. If I could end Lorenzo’s empire without marrying Gia, I would. But this is the only way. I need her connections. 

“I can’t promise that men on his payroll won’t be at the restaurant.” I’m counting on some being there so they can send word to their boss that his daughter has been found. By Stone Parlatore. “I can promise you Lorenzo won’t be there.”

“Or Antonio?” she asks in a quieter voice.

She’s only mentioned him once before. The fear in her eyes when she asks about her father matches the fear when she says Antonio’s name. Other than an arranged marriage between the two, and the fifteen-year age gap, I don’t know much else about what went on between the two.

Had they been lovers—forced or willing—before she ran away? Willing, I doubt, or she wouldn’t have run. The few encounters I’ve had with him have been hostile. The man is a narcissistic asshole. Granted, many say the same about me. I don’t have the depth of his and Parisi’s evil in me though. 

“He’s in Madrid as well.” Making deals with the devil. 

“You won’t...” She turns in her seat, the slit in her dress opening to reveal a long, tanned leg. “You won’t leave me there alone?”

She is truly scared. Cazzo. I need her to appear happy and confident in her decision to marry me or Lorenzo will find a loophole in the contract. I need her to relax. To be the snarky, sassy Gia from last night.

“I’m more concerned about you running off on me. You have the reputation.”

“Where would I run to?” She crosses her arms, the motion lifting her breasts. 

Her cleavage is magnificent. Real. Soft. Not fake and plastic. “I wouldn’t put it past you to sweet talk my pilot in bringing you back to the yacht. You seemed to enjoy the ride.”

Her cheeks turn pink, and she flips her hair to the side, blocking my view of her face. Okay, so talking about her orgasm isn’t a way to make her relax. Ironic since orgasms are the only thing that help me unwind.

“Would you like another glass of champagne?” I lift the bottle that is chilling in a bucket by my side.

“Trying to get me drunk, are you?”

“If anything, I’d think you’d want to get me drunk so you could take advantage of me.”

“Please,” she mutters. 

I’m not very good at flirting, or joking, or making people relax. I think back to yesterday’s run, and our time on the patio sipping wine. We were both relaxed—without having any orgasms. What is it that calms her?

Talking. Great. I hate making small talk. I rub my chin while I try to come up with a conversation starter. All I can think of are compliments on her body, how much I want to fuck her, or questions about her father’s estate. None will get the reaction I desire.

I smooth out my wrinkled lapels again and remember the box in my pocket. I pluck it out and hand it to Gia. “Here. You’ll need this.”

She turns to me and frowns at the black velvet box in my hand. “What is it?”

“Open it.”

She continues eyeing it, then licks her lips before biting the bottom one. I’m not a lip man. Unless they’re on my cock. I don’t fantasize about my mouth on anything but a woman’s pussy or her breasts. And even then, my fantasies are limited. There’s a short range of body parts I allow my mouth to touch, but Gia tempts me from head to toe.

I want to taste her ear lobes, the soft skin behind her neck, and those fucking pink lips of hers. I want to taste them. To run my tongue where she so frequently runs hers. Kissing is intimate. Kissing crosses the line. A line I refuse to even come close to. 

I have more self-control than the average man and make myself look away from her mouth. 

Gia stares at the box and still doesn’t reach for it. With an annoyed sigh, I open it and turn it toward her. She gasps and places her hand over her chest.

“It’s...”

“A ring.”

“A ring,” she repeats. “Um. I don’t...”

“Gia.” I don’t mean to come across quite so annoyed, but she’s wearing down my patience. “If you’re going to marry Stone Parlatore, you’re going to need a ring. No one would believe I’d proposed without giving you a diamond.”

“Oh,” she sounds almost disappointed.

“Is it not to your liking? I didn’t have a lot of time or options. The two jewelers I preferred couldn’t come out to the island for another week, so I flew to Milan yesterday and selected from their inventory. You can custom design something more to your preference later. This will have to do for now.”

I don’t know what she expects. The cut and clarity of the four-carat square diamond is flawless.

“Rocco, it’s beautiful. It’s just so...it must have cost a fortune.”

Rocco. Her concern about cost would have had me laughing if she hadn’t called me Rocco. The other few times she’d used my given name had been with intent. I don’t know what the meaning behind it is this time. 

“It should fit.” I take it out of the box and hold it out to her.

She touches her hand to her mouth as if really starstruck before taking the ring and slipping it on her finger. “Should I be freaked out about how well you knew what size clothes to get me, and now the size of my finger?”

“I do my research, Gia.”

“Thank you. It’s stunning.” She holds her hand out in front of her, examining it, and a genuine smile forms on her lips. 

I can’t help the male pride I have inside at making her smile like that. 

“I promise to take good care of it. I’ll return it to you at the end of...when you’ve taken care of business.”

The unfamiliar bubble that has me smiling instantly pops at the thought of her leaving me any time soon. 

“You can keep the ring. As payment for putting up with the rod up my ass, as you like to say.”

“If we’re talking about compensation for that, you’re going to owe me a lot more than this measly little rhinestone.” 

I rather like the teasing behind her words. The way the dim airplane lighting dances in her eyes. The giggle that escapes her lips.

The phone rings next to me and I pick it up, listen, then hang up. “We’ll be landing in ten minutes.”

“Is there anything I need to know before we get there? Anything I need to do at dinner?”

“Yes.” I fasten my seatbelt and slip the empty ring box back in my pocket. “You can know that I’ll keep you safe, and you can smile and act like you’re madly in love with me.”

“The mad part I can do,” she teases. “How about we work on liking you first.”

“I suppose we have to start somewhere.”

My pilot makes a smooth landing and I take Gia’s hand, helping her down the stairs of the plane and into the awaiting limo. 

“Am I going to have to attack all your jealous ex-lovers when they learn their playboy is getting hitched?” She smirks at me, unaware of how far off her joke is.

I rarely see an ex-lover in public. In fact, I’m rarely seen anywhere. With the exception of business dinners and meetings, I keep to myself. My people. I trust no one and don’t let my guard down. Instead of ruining her fun by telling her this, I say, “You may need to bring out the claws. A cat fight in the middle of la Medina would be a wonderful wedding gift.”

“And here I was planning a sleepover with your ex-girlfriends. We were going to wear skimpy lingerie and have pillow fights all night.” 

I grab my cock and shift it to the side. “I’ll take door number two.”

Except I don’t want the women I’ve fucked anywhere near her. There are no ex-girlfriends, not since I was sixteen. 

“Typical guy.” She rolls her eyes and clicks her tongue.

“I wouldn’t call myself typical.”

“No. You’re right about that.” She laughs. “You’re anything but typical.”

She’s still laughing when we pull up in front of the restaurant. Marco opens my door and I slide out, extending my hand to Gia. She takes it and I keep a firm grasp as we make our way up the carpeted steps. 

I've eaten here dozens of times. Mostly for the privacy and the clientele, a mixture of the wealthy tourist, the bored socialite, the bored billionaire with his mistress, and business meetings meant to wine and dine.

I prefer eating in the private room toward the back, but for tonight I reserved a table that gives us enough privacy where our conversation won’t be overheard, yet still in the open so we’ll be seen by many.

“Mr. Parlatore, your table is ready.”

The maître d’ leads us through a maze of white-linen-covered tables, tastefully decorated with candles and orchids. Women tend to overdress so Gia fits right in with her diamond studded gown. Elena had put me on a video call when she was shopping and made me tell her which dresses to purchase, since she has no desire nor interest in wearing gowns. A true tomboy at heart.

The black dress looked like any other when it was on the hanger but draped over Gia’s curves it stands out among all the others. No, Gia stands out. I’m out of my element with her. Normally when entering a room I scan every corner, take note of who is there, who is watching me, who is pretending not to watch.

Uncle Sal trained me to notice the smallest details. It’s what has kept me alive all these years and the reason I’m confident I’ll be able to beat Lorenzo at his own game. 

Nothing appears out of the ordinary. I only hope my lust for Gia hasn’t clouded my senses. I return my attention to her and let my gaze skim across her open back. I don’t trust myself to touch her skin. I don’t trust I’ll be able to stop. 

We arrive at our table, and I pull out a chair for Gia. While I want everyone to see my fucking gorgeous bride-to-be, I don’t ever sit with my back to the crowd. I take the seat across from her. 

“Is this table okay?”

“It’s perfect.” We have the city view to my left and the intimate crowd of diners to my right. 

A waiter in a tux scurries over and asks us if we’d like to see the wine menu. Gia responds in Italian, requesting a bottle of Parlatore red. I almost laugh at the shocked expression on the waiter’s face. 

He’s used to men like me ordering, taking control. He isn’t wrong, and neither is Gia. I lift my chin in agreement, then ignore him. When he’s gone, I unfold my napkin and set it on my lap. 

“That was quite the power move.”

“Oh, please.” Gia waves her hand through the air, her diamond catching the light. “You’re too old school. We’re not living in the fifties or sixties or really any time before the millennia. You really think those women still exist?”

“Yes,” I say without hesitation. The women who service me are exactly like that.

“Do you think you’d be happy with a woman who said yes all the time? Who didn’t challenge you?”

I don’t plan on being with a woman other than for sexual reasons. I’m smart enough not to say that to Gia. 

“I can honestly say our time together won’t be...boring.” Which is what I’d planned on. Use the Parisi daughter and strip the family of all their power and end the evil which Lorenzo has allowed to proliferate within his compound. She’s a pawn. I am the king. However, now I’m thinking she’s more like a rook. 

She came out of nowhere when I least expected it, appearing vulnerable and naive, but able to kick some serious ass.

The waiter returns and opens the bottle, pouring a taste for me. I lift my chin to Gia, indicating she will be the one to approve our wine. It’s a Parlatore, so I know it’s exquisite, but I’ll appease her, give her the sense of power.

“No need. It’s Parlatore. The wine doesn’t need testing.”

I hide my grin and my approval until the waiter pours our glasses and leaves us alone again. “Well played.”

“Thank you.” She lifts her glass, waiting for me to clink mine with hers. 

We drink, we eat, we talk, and we laugh. Or rather, she laughs and I contain myself. The patrons will have a heart attack if they witness Stone Parlatore laughing. 

I need people to fear me. Becoming soft around Gia will weaken my resolve, and now I wonder if I played the evening out all wrong. Our marriage needs to be believable, but I don’t want my power or authority questioned. 

When the waiter delivers our dessert, I push back my chair and stand. “I need to take a call.”

“Stone,” she gasps and starts to stand. 

I place a hand on her shoulder. Tempted as I am to stroke her soft skin with my fingers, I instead give her a possessive squeeze. 

“Stay. You’re fine.” She hates those dog-like commands, as she calls them. I take my phone out of my pocket and hold it to my ear as I walk through the restaurant. 

There’s no one on the other line. No call I need to make. It’s for show. To show I’m still a heartless bastard who will do anything to win. To get ahead. Even leave my bride-to-be alone at dinner on the eve of our wedding.

No one knows of the wedding. Yet. I’m giving them eighteen hours to absorb the news of me in a relationship. The ring on Gia’s finger is enough to spark the rumors. No one will imagine I’ll be tying the knot tomorrow. 

Especially not to Callista Parisi.  
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It’s good Stone got up and left me alone at the table. I need the reminder that he’s a heartless asshole. We put on a show. There are stares, whispers, and quite a few phones out snapping our picture.

I’m not sure how I’m supposed to act now. Annoyed that he left? Lovesick and impatiently waiting for the love of my life to return? I don’t have to play everything his way. I have to trust I’m safe. I’m too important to his plan.

I scan the restaurant and see no sign of him. When a waitress walks by, I stop her. “Mi scusi? Dov'e` la toilette?”

The waitress points in the direction of the restroom. 

“Grazie.” I dab the corner of my mouth with my napkin and set it next to my untouched tiramisu. 

I don’t miss the stares as I saunter through the restaurant. I even make a show of my ring by lightly scratching my cheek so everyone can see the bling. When I reach the bathroom, I let out an exhale. 

“Ciao,” an attendant says from the sitting area.

“Ciao,” I reply as I continue to the lavatory. 

What a ridiculous job to stand in a lavatory and hand women towels after they wash their hands. Being on both ends of the wealth status, I can appreciate these types of jobs for the easy money, even if they are completely unnecessary. 

I use the toilet and wash my hands. The attendant is there in an instant with a cool towel. 

“Grazie.” After drying my hands, I open my clutch and take out my lipstick. I don’t care about reapplying it, but it gives me something to do while I stall for time. After another coat of mascara and a quick finger-comb of my hair, I roll back my shoulders, prepared for the march of shame back to my lonely table.

“Where the hell have you been?” Stone’s angry, gruff voice demands as he wraps his hand around my forearm and backs me into the wall. 

How dare he command me to sit then bark at me when I don’t. I no longer care about being prim and proper. The low-class diner waitress in me comes out. “Um, the bathroom. I had to pee, as you can see from the door I just exited.” I roll my eyes.

“I came back to an empty table and felt foolish sitting there all alone.” 

“Really? Is that how you felt?”

“Yes,” he grits out between clenched teeth, clearly not getting the irony.

“You mean being abandoned by your fiancé in the middle of a romantic dinner the night before your wedding made you feel foolish? A fanabla.” Go to hell. 

I tear my arm away from his grip and march back to our table. I know I’ll get an earful when we get back to the limo. He won’t want to cause a scene here. I sit down and pick up my spoon, fully intending to enjoy my dessert.

“We’re leaving.”

“When I’m done.” I dig in and scoop up a generous mound of tiramisu, and moan the second it hit my tastebuds. “You should try a bite. It might take the edge off. Help loosen that rod, you know?”

Stone holds out his hand like he wants me to take it. “We’re leaving.” The vein. It is back. 

“Can I get a doggy bag?”

“Doggy?” 

The vein and the eyebrow. This is different. This is dangerous.

He leans close to my ear and whispers, “Do what I say.”

I open my mouth to give him all the sass I have but he cuts me off with another whisper. 

“Now. Trust me.”

Warning bells go off. Lorenzo. Antonio. Is that what his call was about? Is that why he overreacted to me using the bathroom? I’ve been so caught up in the ambiance and being able to make Stone laugh that I completely forgot what kind of danger I’m in. 

I let my spoon clatter to the table and take his hand. We don’t rush out of the restaurant like we’re being chased. Instead, Stone’s gait is slow and leisurely. I swear, we go the long way just to make sure everyone sees us together. 

When we are safely secured in the limo, he turns to me. “What the hell was that about?”

Taken aback, I scrunch my face in confusion. “You’re questioning me? I went to the bathroom! Or is Stone Parlatore’s mistress not allowed to pee without first asking permission?”

“Wife, not mistress.”

“Seriously? We’re arguing semantics. Is there a difference?”

For normal people in a normal world, yes. For Stone, a woman is an object. I’m picking up on that quite fast. The only reason he wants to touch me is because I cut him off from his booty calls. 

“When we’re in public, you do as I say.”

“Or what?”

I do still fear him, but not physically. He can cut me off from Mama. He can hold me hostage longer than the two-year contract. He can make my life miserable while I wait for him to take whatever the hell he needs from me to get to Lorenzo. 

“Or else you’re not safe.”

The man is so irritating he distracts me from being scared. “You did that on purpose.”

“What?”

“Pissed me off. Was I in danger? Are they here?”

Stone settles back in his seat. “You’re not in any danger.”

“So why the secret James Bond mission? What about the phone call?”

“There was no phone call.”

I rub my temples. “You really need to work on your communication skills. Can we go back to where we were having a good time and then you ditched me for a phone call?”

“The phone call wasn’t real. I needed to step away from the table.”

“Why?”

“You ask too many questions.”

“You don’t answer any.” I glare at him over my shoulder. The vein has flattened. “If you want me to trust you, you need to be open with me.”

“I’ve told you what you need to know. When you need to know more, I’ll tell you.”

“Argh.” I tip my head back and growl. “You are so frustrating. Trust is a two-way street, pal. I already told you I don’t like to be barked at. You bark. I bite. If you want me to adhere to requests, you treat me with respect. Respect means telling the truth, and if memory serves, you’ve told me more than once that you don’t lie.”

“I don’t.”

“Lie by omission. Same thing.”

“Okay.” He leans forward and removes his suit coat, folding it neatly and draping it over the seat across from us. “I was worried our act had gone too far. That people wouldn’t believe I could relax and enjoy myself with a beautiful woman without having some sort of...interruption. I staged the phone call since that would be a very Stone Parlatore thing to do.”

I need time to process what he’s just said. He enjoyed himself with me. It wasn’t an act. “You were worried you’d lose your man card.”

“Excuse me?”

“I read a lot of books and watched a lot of American television. I don’t suppose you’re up with American slang or culture.”

“Not in the slightest.”

Grinning, I tuck my leg under my knee. “You were worried people would think you were whipped.”

“That’s not my thing, but if you’re into BDSM I’m willing to give it a go.”

I sneer at him. “That’s a hard no. For the record, a man can laugh with a woman, treat her with kindness and respect, and still be all alpha, big and strong and scary.”

“I get it now. Man card. I prefer the term pussy whipped.”

I squirm in my seat, grateful when the lights of the airport appear. “With that mouth, I don’t see how anyone could think you’ve gone soft.”

“Oh, cara. With your mouth, I don’t think I’ll ever be soft.”

I’m surprised when Stone acts like a perfect gentleman the rest of the night. I don’t miss his salacious grin while we sip on coffee in the living room of his yacht. Clearly, he’s thinking about earlier in the night when he brought me to orgasm.

I’ve never let a man do that to me. I’m not a prude, and I want to be the object of a man’s affection, but constantly looking over my shoulder for not only mine and Mama’s safety, but also stressing about her brain damage, never left me time to date.

I definitely don’t fall into the range of women Stone is used to being with. He’s said so many times. A man who talks like him, looks like him, behaves like him, doesn’t attract the girl next door, which is the kind of girl I turned into after leaving Italy.

We are quiet in the final stretch home. Once back at the estate, he surprises me and takes my hand, walking me to my room. I expect him to make a move. I’ve planned out my rejection many times. I’ll stand my ground. I’m not going to welcome Stone into my bed. He’ll hurt me whether he means to or not.

“Buona Notte.” He picks up my hand and kisses my fingers before going to his room, gently closing his door behind him. 

Tomorrow is going to be a long day. 
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CHAPTER FIFTEEN
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I need this day to be over, and the night to begin. Gia has me hard twenty-four-seven with no sexual release in over a week. Not since before I left for San Diego to bring her home. By the way she responded to my touch last night, I can only imagine how powerful her orgasm will be with my dick inside her. 

“Boss, Elena is asking to see you.”

My cousin has been a lifesaver and a pain in my ass. She insisted I hire a team to do Gia’s hair and nails and all the other girl shit. Gia didn’t complain about being pampered, so I allowed it. 

I haven’t seen the women all day, but I did walk in on Maria singing in the kitchen. Normally she’s as quiet as a mouse. Obedient and serious around me. She fears me, as do all my employees. As they should. Not that I’ve ever abused or mistreated them. 

It’s my bark, as Gia likes to call it. I find myself internally grinning at a lot of things Gia likes to say. 

“Send her in.” Elena, like Gia, would have pushed her way through my security regardless.

“You’re here.” Elena rushes over to me and kisses both cheeks. 

I tense. “Where’s Gia?”

“Not a chance, cousin.”

“Why? What happened?”

“Wow. You do have it bad. I’ve been skeptical, but Gia’s on edge as well. I’ve never seen a more eager bride and groom. Not that I’ve seen too many. Only the ones who get married at the wine—”

“Elena.” 

She stops her ramble and drops her flailing arms. “Rocco? What is it? You look like you’ve seen a ghost.”

“You come storming into my office surprised I’m here. Why? Is Gia okay?”

Her face softens. “Well, holy shit. You really love her, don’t you?”

Love? Hell no. Not that I can admit that to Elena. “We’re about to get married. You’re sure she’s okay?”

“She’s stunning in her gown. I really like her, Rocco. She’s not stuck up.”

I let go of the tension in my shoulders. “Why would you think she’d be stuck up?”

Elena pats my cheek. “Because you are, and I can’t imagine how you managed to trap a sweet girl like Gia into falling for you. You must have another side you keep hidden and only share with her.”

If only she knew how close to the truth she is. Minus Gia falling for me. “Trust me. She has an edge to her.”

“I believe it. She’d have to in order to put up with you. I do like her. She’s been so nice to everyone, not pretentious like you’d think a woman marrying a billionaire would be. She not only thanked the hair stylist, nail stylist, and her masseuse, but she talked with them the entire time, asking about their families, what they did for fun. Like she really cared. She’s sweet.”

She is. And I’m an asshole. I owe it to her to do something nice, especially since I haven’t told her the entire truth yet. Lies by omission. She’d accused me and is correct. I’ll tell her when the time is right. Letting her know the entire truth will only put her into another panic attack.

Not that I care one way or another. I can’t afford to care. Caring has nothing to do with our arrangement. 

“What is it you wanted, Elena?”

“Geesh. I thought maybe on your wedding day you wouldn’t be such a grouch. Nervous?”

“I don’t get nervous.” I stretch my neck and straighten my black silk tie. “I’m ready. Tell Gia it’s time.”

I hadn’t lied to my cousin. It’s not nerves about our temporary nuptials that have my stomach in knots. It’s the reality that my years of work, research, and planning are finally coming together. The end is near. 

I escort Elena to the door and give her a kiss on the cheek before heading outside to the back patio. My cousin wanted a large affair at the vineyard hall. She’s hosted hundreds of weddings and events there. Since Gia and I want as few people as possible to witness our sham of a marriage, we chose to say our nuptials under the veranda by my mother’s gardens. 

Marco, Tio, and Lucca stand to the side looking like groomsmen, but in reality, they’re my bodyguards. Gia’s too. Father Paul Michael stands under the veranda, a Bible in his hands. I approach him and reach out my hand.

“Good to see you, Father.”

“I have to say, I’m quite surprised at the low-key affair. A man with your...wealth usually stops at nothing to put on the biggest show.”

“My wedding isn’t about putting on a show, Father.”

“This is what makes me believe your and Gia’s marriage will last. Marriage isn’t about having the biggest, grandest affair. The amount you spend on a wedding does not indicate the amount of love shared between two people. Gia did not want a big wedding?”

I tug at the knot of my tie. “No. She wanted something small and simple. She and Elena planned it all.”

Which isn’t a total lie. While Elena did most of the planning, Gia did put in her two cents. Granted, her two cents were shot down. She wanted to only sign the papers and not go through the process. She didn’t want to wear a wedding dress either. It took a great deal of coaxing to get her to agree to the charade.

There’s no need to impress anyone but Father Paul Michael and pose for a handful of photographs that we’ll leak to the papers. Within an hour, I fully expect Lorenzo Parisi to send me a message. Only then will my revenge truly begin. 

Music starts to play, and I whip my head to the side. I hadn’t agreed to an orchestra. Elena stands at the edge of the patio, a grin on her face as she plays with her phone and a speaker on the rock wall.

A moment later, Gia steps out onto the patio. Cazzo. I should have let her do this in sweatpants like she’d asked. The white silk gown hugs her curves and cups her breasts as if God’s hands are holding them up. The top of the dress dips in the middle, not so low that her dress is inappropriate for a wedding but low enough for me to notice the swell of her breasts. To see the valley in between them.

She wears her hair down and pushed to one side. A white flower is tucked behind one ear. Elena’s doing, no doubt. I tug at the collar of my white shirt, pulling it away from my body as I heat up under the sun. Or maybe the heat is coming from Gia’s fuckable body. 

My dick grows hard, as it usually does around her, and I drop my hands to cover it. My suit coat will hide it fairly well. Still. I don’t need the priest and my bodyguards to see how easily Gia affects me.

No. Not me. My dick. It’s pure lust. Shit, my men probably have hard-ons as well. Who wouldn’t with Gia sauntering so innocently across the lawn?

“Hey,” she says softly as she steps beside me. 

I nod, unsure what to say. Tell her how badly I want to throw her to the ground and bury my head between her legs?

I stare because I don’t know what else to do. To say. And this is incredibly unlike me. 

“Are you two ready to begin?” Father Paul Michael asks.

I nod and face him. Better to stare at the small balding man than the soft curves to my left. He rattles on about marriage, reads some Bible verses, then asks us to face each other. I stare over Gia’s shoulder instead of looking into her eyes.

The next part will be the hardest. I’m an asshole. I’m arrogant. I don’t give a shit about anyone but myself and my family, but I don’t lie. The priest starts up again and asks me to repeat after him. I’ve prepared myself for this. For the lies I’m about to say.

“I, Rocco Anthony Parlatore, take you, Callista Gianna Parisi–” Father Paul Michael gasps as he reads the script. 

I open my mouth to repeat after him and remember there are two things I had prepared myself for. His reaction to Gia’s identity is one of them. One I’d forgotten the second her tits tempted me from behind a curtain of white silk. 

“Rocco,” he warns. 

Gia bites her lower lip and I’m one second away from biting it myself. 

“I believe Gia mentioned this at our meeting yesterday.”

“I...” he stammers. “I had no idea she was Lorenzo Parisi’s daughter. My dear, your father has been looking for you for a very long time.” So the priest is aware of Lorenzo’s power.

“I’m a grown woman, Father,” she says before I can come to her defense. “And if you knew what kind of man Lorenzo Parisi truly is, you wouldn’t question why I left and why I have no desire to ever see him again.”

I swallow the lump in my throat. She’ll be seeing him. Soon.

“I...if he learns of my involvement...” The priest turns as pale as Gia’s dress and I’m pretty sure he would have fainted if I hadn’t reached for his shoulder. 

“He won’t hurt you, your church, or your parishioners, Father. You have my word.”

It plays in my favor that Lorenzo’s family were long time parishioners. Had I attended mass—or confession—I would have run into him more often. I’m not sure if he or Antonio Rossi will be more irate at the marriage. Either way, I’ll expose their dirty secrets and kill them both. Slow and painful. 

“Father.” Gia speaks softly. “I’m a grown woman capable of making my own decisions.”

“Antonio Rossi–”

“I do not want to marry him. Ever. He’s an evil man. Surely you wouldn’t want a woman to marry someone who is physically and emotionally abusive to women.”

Father Paul Michael’s cheeks redden. Good. Better to burn with emotion than to be weak and pale. 

“Rocco, is everything okay?” Elena steps forward, trying to listen in to our whispered words. 

“We’re good. The Father’s blood sugar must have dropped.”

“I can get you some juice,” Elena offers.

“Thank you, dear. I’m okay now. I apologize for holding up the nuptials.” He clears his throat and starts again, “I, Rocco Anthony Parlatore, take you, Callista Gianna Parisi, to be my lawfully wedded wife.”

I repeat the words but when he says the have and hold and love and cherish, I freeze. I can’t do it. I can’t promise to take care of her forever, not in front of a priest and God. I hold my hand up to stop him from continuing. 

“If you don’t mind, I’d like to say my own vows.”

Gia gasps and Elena lets out a loud aww. Let her think I’m romantic. Better than the alternative. 

I look Gia in the eyes and send a message to my dick not to react to her smokey amber eyes or the way her nipples pucker under her dress. “I promise to take care of you, to keep you safe and healthy. I promise to provide for you all your needs and be there for you whenever you need me.”

Gia slides her tongue along her bottom lip and squints as if she’s trying to figure out why I changed the game plan and recited my own lame vows. I sound stupid. Foolish. Not qualities I want to be associated with Stone Parlatore. 

I glance over at Elena who has a deep line between her brows. I need to add something more...wedding vow worthy or I’ll be listening to her disappointment for months. 

Running my fingers under the collar of my shirt, I take a deep breath and continue. “I searched the world for you. Only I didn’t know it was you, Gia, that I was looking for. Once I saw you for the first time, I knew I couldn’t ever let you go.”

This earns me a sigh from Elena, and a sly grin from Gia. Shit. She’ll never let me live this one down.

“Do you want to recite your own vows as well?” Father Paul Michael asks her. 

“Oh, I sure do.”

I hear Marco let out a soft laugh before he stops himself. My loyal driver will pay for that. 

“Rocco,” she purrs. “The first time I saw you in your jeans and simple white T-shirt I knew you didn’t belong. There was an air of mystery that had me intrigued. You drugged me...” she pauses.

I clench my teeth in warning. If she blows this now, she’ll never see her mother again. 

Gia coughs delicately into her hand. “Excuse me.” She coughs again. “Something in my throat. As I was saying, you drugged me with your Italian charm. I couldn’t have broken free of the spell you put on me if I tried. And then I came here to your beautiful estate and was trapped.”

I raise a brow at her, now seeing what she’s doing. I won’t let her get to me. 

“Trapped and enchanted. I didn’t know I was looking for you until you found me.” Her grin softens. Her countenance turns more serious. “For years I’ve been running. Hiding. Searching. Trying to find myself. Find my freedom. Find myself. I didn’t realize it at first, but you’re a gift, Rocco. Marrying you is giving me a life I didn’t think was possible. Thank you for asking me to be your wife. I promise to, well, I don’t promise to obey because that’s a totally outdated vow.”

“Agreed,” Elena says. My men chuckle, then quiet when I stare at them.

“But I promise to do my best to make sure our hopes and dreams come true.”

Gia’s vows are much better than mine. However, no one expects me to recite poetry or tender words of love. Even to my bride. 

“Do we have rings?”

“I have them.” Elena hands them to the priest. 

I take the ring from the priest and hold Gia’s hand. Her skin is soft, her fingers long and delicate. Slipping the ring on her finger, I recite the words, “With this ring, I thee wed.”

She does the same, pushing my father’s wedding band onto my ring finger. I wiggle my fingers, the feeling of jewelry odd and unfamiliar. I’ll wear it through the pictures then put it back in the safe. Many men don’t wear a ring. People will expect me to fall in this category as well. 

After a few closing words, Father Paul Michael congratulates us, says his final blessing, then says, “You may kiss your bride.”

Fuck. I’ve been fantasizing about having my hands and mouth on every square inch of Gia’s body, except her mouth. I don’t kiss women I fuck. 

All it took was one kiss from your father and I was in love. My mother had told me this a million times growing up. When I was young, I thought the notion of kissing a girl was disgusting. By the time I was old enough to appreciate the act, my parents were brutally murdered in front of me. 

A kiss leads to love, which leads to permanent heartache. My mother wouldn’t have been killed if she hadn’t been in love and devoted to my father.

Other than the Italian greeting of a kiss on the cheek, I’ve never kissed a woman. I’ve never wanted to. I don’t approach Gia. She moves into my space, takes my lapels in her hands, and roughly jerks me toward her, then kisses me. 

It’s quick, hard, and soft at the same time. She releases me as quickly as she grabbed me. “We don’t want to scare Father Paul Michael.” She winks at him, a satisfied grin appearing on her lips. Where mine had been.

Unlike my parents, the kiss doesn’t lead to feelings of love. It means nothing. I feel nothing. My dick is hard, but it has been that way for the past twenty minutes. Hell, it’s been hard for the past week, ever since breathing in Gia’s flowery scent in the diner in San Diego.

“We’ll be sure to come to Sunday mass soon, father.” Gia kisses the priest on either cheek, and I say my thanks, shaking his hand.

“Congratulations!” Elena kisses my cheeks and hugs me before doing the same to Gia. “You had me worried there, cousin. What were you guys whispering about with Father Paul Michael before your vows?”

Gia loops her arm through Elena’s. “I had some jitters. The priest and Rocco helped calm me. All is good, and now we’re family. I can’t tell you how happy that makes me.”

“Boss.” Marco appears a few feet from me, his phone in his hand.

“That was fast,” I mutter under my breath. No doubt there’s a message from Parisi’s men. Or even Parisi himself. 

“No way.” Elena steps between them. “No work today. The photographer wants you two over by the gardens then the vineyard.” She gives us a nudge toward the woman with the camera. 

I jerk my head to the left knowing Marco will understand. Wait for me in my office. The next thirty minutes feel like thirty hours as the photographer has us posing like a couple in love. When she tells us to kiss, Gia takes the lead—again—and moves so her back is to the camera. To the photographer, it looks like we’re kissing. 

“Don’t quit your day job,” she whispers only a fraction of an inch from my mouth.

“What?” I rest one hand on her lower back and the other on her hip, holding her close, pressing her into my cock. 

“You’re a terrible actor.” She tries to tilt her pelvis away from me, but I pull her in tighter, then drop my hand and squeeze her ass. 

It’s firm yet soft. Small yet round and full. My cock twitches. 

“Is this better?”

“Typical guy.”

“What’s that supposed to mean?” I move my hand back up to her hip.

“Thinking your dick is what every woman wants.”

“It is.”

“You’re going to die a sad and lonely man, Rocco.” She breaks free from my hold and moves over to the roses. 

I hear the photographer snap pictures but I pay no attention to her, watching Gia instead. She’s a complicated woman. 

And I don’t do complications.
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CHAPTER SIXTEEN
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Something is off with Stone. I laugh to myself as I change out of my wedding gown and into leggings. Off is actually normal for him. Actually, no. He’s on. On all the time. On alert. Aware of his surroundings. Serious. Calculated. Like he’s always planning the next step, anticipating everyone’s next move. 

I’ve managed to throw him off a few times: our run, defending him to the priest yesterday, then with my impromptu vows. What completely shocks me is his reluctance to kiss the bride. Hell, he not so subtly hinted that he lives for revenge and sex, however, initiating a kiss left him paralyzed. 

I touch my lips with my fingertips, remembering how soft yet hard his lips were against mine. I don’t know what I expected with the kiss. Nothing, really. I hadn’t thought much of the wedding, the vows, or the traditional kiss. I had been focused on not having a panic attack, not blowing it when the priest learned of my identity. 

Stone had smelled like a mixture of sandalwood, soap, and bourbon. No doubt he downed a few glasses before our nuptials. The two mimosas Elena gave me had been just enough to take the edge off. 

I hang the gorgeous gown on the back of the bathroom door and wash off the face paint the makeup artist had covered me with. To be fair, she did an excellent job making it look natural and not overdone. Scrubbed free, I start picking at the pins holding my hair back, then brush it out and swirl it into a bun. 

If only I had a pair of sweatpants. For now, the buttery soft leggings and fitted T-shirt will have to do. I squeeze a glob of toothpaste onto my toothbrush and start scrubbing my teeth when a figure in the doorway causes me to jump.

“Holy shit,” I say around a mouth full of minty paste. “Ever hear of knocking?”

Stone’s cool gaze slowly assesses me from my bare toes to the messy bun on top of my head. “You changed.”

“Mmhm.” I spit and rinse and convince myself the drool down my chin is from my quick tooth brushing and not because Stone fills out his black suit like a cover model for one of those high-end clothing lines I’ve seen on billboards in California. I dab my mouth with the hand towel and rest my hip on the counter. “You didn’t.”

Again, he makes no attempt to hide his assessment of my attire. There’s no divot between his brows showing his disapproval. 

“I have something for you.” He turns and walks away before I can respond.

Of course he wants me to follow him. Sometimes he barks out orders, other times he expects me to know what he’s thinking. Too tired to put up a fight, and a little turned on by Stone, I shut off the bathroom light and spot him standing on the balcony. 

He doesn’t say anything when I step out, he just hands me a box. 

I hesitate before reaching for it. “Sorry I don’t have the time, means, mode of transportation or any money to get you a wedding gift.” I’ve never been a sarcastic person before. Granted, I’ve never been kidnapped and forced into marriage before either. 

“It has limited access.”

I scrunch my nose in confusion. “What does?”

“The tablet. It’s connected to a secure video calling program. Your mother has a similar device.”

“My mother?” I slide my newly manicured nails under the tab on the white box and pull out a tablet. “I can see her? We can talk to each other?”

Stone gives me a curt nod. “I won’t restrict your time, but you need to be careful what you reveal to her. You’re not to mention my name or—”

“Or Italy, or the kidnapping, or Lorenzo. Yeah, yeah, yeah. I remember.” I hurry my words, anxious to see Mama again. “I won’t do anything to jeopardize her safety.”

“Or yours.”

“Right. Or mine. Can I call her now?” I hug the tablet to my chest and bite my lower lip as I look up at him with eagerness and excitement. 

His blink is uncharacteristically slow. He waits for a beat, then says, “Remember what I said.” Once again, he leaves before I can respond.

“Thank you,” I say as the door to my room closes. 

Making myself comfortable on the chaise lounge, I power up the tablet and call Mama. It rings and rings, but she doesn’t answer. I can’t expect her to be glued to her tablet twenty-four seven like I will be. According to Stone, and to her chatter during our brief conversation two days ago, she’s happy and thriving. 

That’s all I want. Well, that and to be with her. I miss her every second of every day. Curling up into a ball, I stare out over the horizon, the lull of the Mediterranean in the near distance calms me. 

I zone out for a while before I realize that I actually don’t wallow in sadness every second of every day anymore. A dozen times a day, yes. But lately I’ve been able to pass the time running through the vineyards, chatting in the kitchen with Marie, lusting over Stone.

Gah. I set the tablet on the table next to me and scoot my feet on the lounge, wrapping my arms around my legs. Since when do I lust after Stone? Do I notice the faintest quirks in his chiseled jawline? Sure. Did I notice how sculpted his torso and arms were when he took his shirt off during our run? Um, totally. Do I stare at his most perfect ass when he walks out of a room? How can I not? And does the taste of his lips linger on mine for too long yet not long enough? Yeah. 

I rest my forehead on my knees and moan. I don’t want to lust after him. 

I made his lawyer add the amendment to our marriage contract. No sex with other women. It wasn’t because I wanted him for myself. I wanted to punish him, and now it seems like I’m punishing myself. 

It’s lust. Pure sexual frustration from living with a man who has enough sexual potency to make every woman—and man—stop and stare. If he wasn’t an arrogant, controlling asshole, I could even see myself falling for him.

I’m glad he’s a jerk. I won’t make a fool of myself by admitting how much I liked our kiss, even if it was barely a brush of lips. I close my eyes and must have nodded off because the vibration of the tablet on the glass table has me startling awake.

“Mama.” I smile as I answer the call. 

“Gia, mia figlia.” She rattles on in Italian about the flowers in bloom and her walks around the gardens as if we talk every night and it hasn’t been two weeks since we’ve seen each other.

I’ve never gone this long without seeing my mother, which is sweet and also kind of sad at my age. I’ve lived a sheltered life, yet I’ve seen and experienced more hate, evil, and crime than anyone should ever come so close to.

I can’t help but smile, even though she doesn’t once ask about me or where I am. It’s so good to see her in her element. Boasting about her garden and the vegetables she planted, and then complaining a little about Carla, her housekeeper. 

Stone hired a full-time nursing staff to care for Mama, under the guise of landscaper and housekeepers. I assume they’re paid well to work double-duty. 

“You like Carla though, right mother?”

“Oh, she’s a lovely girl. Her gravy leaves much to be desired, but she’s a quick study. I’m thankful you found a job that allows you to travel, mia figlia.”

“Me too, mama.” We talk for hours as mama brings her tablet throughout the house, showing me all the rooms, and across the grounds, pointing out the squash and zucchini and where she plans on planting more rose bushes next year. I don’t have the heart to tell her she’s only there temporarily. 

It’s dark and late here, but with the time change, it’s barely dinner time in the states. If she notices the black sky behind me, she doesn’t mention it. I take a blanket from the bed and bring it to the balcony, wrapping it around me as I nestle into the lounger. I can listen to mama talk all night.

She repeats most of her stories and shows me things around the house three or four times, but I don’t care. Her happiness and safety are the only things that matter. Marrying Stone has given her somewhat of a life back, and for that, I am eternally thankful.

But in the morning, I’m going to make him tell me everything. Why marrying me is such an important part of his plan. 

***
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My dick hasn’t stopped throbbing since Gia kissed me under the flowery arbor. No. That’s a lie. It hasn’t stopped throbbing since she sipped the poisoned blackberry lemonade I gave her back in San Diego. 

I keep my distance, respecting her space, but now she legally belongs to me. Had she not thrown in that stupid stipulation in our marriage contract about me not fucking other women, I wouldn’t be outside her bedroom door right now, demanding she perform her wifely duties. 

I don’t knock. This is my house. I’ve let myself into her room a dozen times before. A few hours ago, I had hoped to catch her fresh out of the shower and had visions of bending her over the bathroom counter.

Instead, she’d changed and washed away the makeup and brushed out her fancy hairstyle. It shouldn’t have turned me on seeing her face freshly clean and natural. I prefer my women done up, leaving traces of their lipstick on my cock. 

Gia doesn’t give me the same fantasies. Instead, I want her wet from the shower, naked, and sprawled out on the bed. Gia on her knees will be welcomed as well, but the images that haunt me when I’m alone in bed at night are of her draped in thin white satin sheets, not black tight dresses and fuck me heels. 

I scan her bedroom. The tableside lamp is on. The bathroom, dark. She spends a lot of time out on the balcony, so it doesn’t surprise me to find her there. 

For some reason, it also doesn’t surprise me to see her curled in a ball, fast asleep, the tablet by her side. This isn’t the wedding night I planned on. Not that I’ve ever planned on having a wedding night. 

She kissed me. Twice. She didn’t shy away; she wasn’t angry or repulsed. The woman wanted me. It’s easy to tell. I’ve caught her more than once staring at my ass and my chest while we run, and even this evening when I was dressed from head to toe in a suit and brought her the tablet. 

She eye-fucks me as much as I eye-fuck her. I’m not a narcissist. I know when a woman wants me, and Gia does. Maybe not at first. Not when I first brought her here. Now, however, all bets are off. I’m not holding back anymore.

I crouch down and scoop her up in my arms. She’s warm and soft and smells like soap and innocence. Gia moans and I curse under my breath. My cock is already hard enough. If she keeps this up, I’ll come in my pants before I even touch her. 

Touch her. This is different as well. When I need to fuck a woman, it isn’t about touching her. I do because I’m not that much of an asshole—I love breasts. I love the curve of a woman’s ass—but I limit my connection with women. No kissing. Nothing more than emotionless sex. My cock needs the attention, not the rest of my body.  

However, Gia’s body pressed into mine as I carry her to bed makes my entire body hum. Not just my dick. I want to feel her naked tits against my chest. Her long legs tangled with mine. Her hands on my body and my hands on hers. 

“Thank you,” she whispers, her eyes still closed, as she feels around for the covers and pulls them over her.

Is she thanking me for the sex that’s coming, knowing it will blow her mind? I undo the buttons on my shirt, and she rolls to her side, keeping her eyes closed.

“That was really sweet of you to give me the tablet and access to my mom.” She purrs again, falling back into slumber. “Best gift ever,” she says softly.

Shit. I don’t want her gratitude for kindness. I want her gratitude for orgasms. For giving her the gift of my cock. 

I let my shirt hang open as I stare down at her. My dick should have softened at the rejection, but it only swells more for her. I’ll ruin Gia if I fuck her. 

But I’m that much of an asshole that I don’t care. I’ve never wanted a woman the way I want Gia, and it scares the shit out of me. That’s the only reason I walk away.

I close her bedroom door and take three steps when Lucca approaches at the top of the stairs. 

“Boss,” he warns. 

“Fuck. How bad is it?”

“Parisi’s pilot was told to have the jet ready for ten tomorrow morning. Rossi is with him. They’ll be back in Italy by two. He left a message to meet tomorrow at four.”

I button my shirt, aware of Lucca’s stare. He assumes I just fucked my wife. They know the marriage is a sham but will assume I still fuck my wife. However, I have an odd sense of protection for Gia. I’ve never been particularly private with the women who come in and out of my house. My men know the deal with Sebastiana and the others. 

No one questions. They wouldn’t dare. For some strange reason I don’t want them to classify Gia in the same category as the others. Mainly because I haven’t fucked her. I plan on it though. Soon. 

“Have the jet fueled and ready to take off at two tomorrow.” I don’t need to explain why or where. My men are trained not to question me. 

By the time Lorenzo lands, we’ll be taking off. I need a few more days to make sure my contacts have what they need before I execute my plan.
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CHAPTER SEVENTEEN
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I’m in no mood to deal with the laughter coming from the patio off the kitchen. I step outside now that Gia has moved my morning breakfast to the center island or patio instead of the dining room or at my desk where I can eat and work simultaneously. 

Because we need to keep up the farce of a real marriage for my staff, I put up with some of the changes. Not many, because that would be pushing the façade too far, 

Maria jumps up from the chair next to Gia and straightens her apron. “Good morning. Mrs. Parlatore requested spinach and egg white frittatas. Would you like a side of wheat toast or a cranberry orange muffin?”

I give Mrs. Parlatore a side eye as I sit in the chair across from her. “I’ll have whatever my wife is having.”

“Yes, sir.” Maria does a terrible job hiding her excitement that her surly boss has settled down with a woman as sweet as Gia. 

“What’s on the agenda today, hubby?” 

I wait for Maria to leave. “There’s no need to lay it on so thick.” I scroll through my messages from my men.

“Um, the morning after our wedding and you’re grumpy and on your phone instead of blissfully happy with your new bride is a sure way to get your staff to gossip.”

“Grumpy?” I slide my phone into my pocket and lean forward, staring Gia in the eyes. “I’m as grumpy as any man would be the morning after his wedding if he didn’t get laid.”

Gia rolls her shoulders back and picks up her coffee. “You could at least pretend.” She blows on her hot brew and takes a sip.

Pretend? If she wants me to pretend like I’ve spent the past eight hours fucking the brains out of my new bride, I’ll gladly oblige. When I see Maria coming with my coffee, I stand and move behind Gia. Placing my hands on her shoulders, I lean down and whisper in her ear. 

“You want me to play the part of a groom who can’t keep his hands off his bride?” I slide my fingers down her neck and follow their path with my tongue. 

Maria is behind us. I can sense her. She’s respectful enough to keep her distance and can’t see what I’m doing to Gia, but Gia doesn’t need to know that. I let my fingers continue their journey across her collarbone and down the valley between her breasts.

I feel her gasp more than hear it. She doesn’t push me away. If anything, she cranes her head away, giving me more access to her neck, and her breasts jut out a fraction as if begging for my hands on them.

If she was any other woman, I’d bark at Maria to leave, then turn her over and fuck her on the table. With Gia, however, I find myself enjoying the chase. The tease. Getting her hot and bothered is one hell of a foreplay. 

I let my fingers brush across her nipple before backing away and returning to my seat. “Better?”

I hide my grin as Maria crosses the patio and sets down my coffee and muffins then scurries off, clearly as embarrassed as Gia. 

“I mean...” Gia lifts a shoulder then picks up a muffin. “There’s no need to grope me in front of Maria.”

“Babe.” I pour a dollop of cream in my coffee, hiding my shock at the use of the word babe. Terms of endearment have been gone from my vocabulary since my family was murdered. “That wasn’t a grope. It wasn’t even a touch. You know what it feels like to be touched by me. Unless you’re screaming out my name, it doesn’t count.”

Gia looks away and breaks off a chunk of muffin, stuffing it in her mouth. If I was the laughing sort, I’d have chuckled. I’m not, though. There hasn’t been anything in my life to laugh about in more than a decade. 

We sip our coffee and finish our muffins in silence. Maria comes with the rest of our breakfast, and we eat much the same. I even appease my wife by eating the rabbit food mixed in with my eggs. My phone vibrates in my pocket, and I slip it out. Parisi is demanding a meeting this afternoon. 

I put my phone away, not responding to his message, and place my napkin on my plate as Maria comes back to clean up after us. I look across the table and see Gia’s nipples still hard and erect. She is as affected by the simple touch as I was. I am. 

“Do you have any requests for dinner tonight, Mr. Parlatore?”

“My wife and I will be leaving for our...honeymoon this afternoon.”

Both women raise their brows in shock. 

“Of course. I can pack your bags for you, Gi—Mrs. Parlatore, if you let me know what you’d like to bring.”

Gia places her hand on Maria’s forearm as if they’re close friends. “Just because we’re married now doesn’t mean you have to go back to formalities. Gia is fine. And I can pack my own bags.” She turns to me. “Is this a casual, fancy, or formal trip? I’m not sure what kind of clothes to pack.”

“It’s a clothing optional trip.”

Maria chokes and picks up the dirty dishes, bolting for the house. This time I do let out a laugh.

“You’re an ass.”

“Which is to be expected by my staff. As is wanting a woman naked and at my disposal.”

Gia tosses her napkin to the table and stands in a huff. “Yeah, well, I’m not one of your call girls, and I sure as hell am not at your disposal.”

She storms off more upset than I’ve seen her in a while. Not since I first dragged her here. 

I check in with Marco to make sure my plane is secure, and to see if there is any more word from Parisi. He is pissed as hell, which is exactly how I want him. Caught off guard and angry means he’ll make mistakes. He’ll rush and not check both ways before crossing the road. His end is coming, but I still need to get Gia on board.

She has a part to play, and I’m still not confident she’ll be willing to follow through, or if she can pull it off enough to convince Parisi that I’ve won.

I find myself outside her door. I lift my hand and rap my knuckles on it before entering. She has a suitcase open on the bed and a few items thrown in. From the looks of it, a pair of sneakers and the workout gear I’ve seen her in. No fancy gowns. No heels. Not even a makeup bag. 

“Where are we going?” she asks without looking at me. She opens and slams shut the drawers in her walk-in closet. “I don’t want to wear any of this stuff.”

“Don’t pack anything.”

“I’m not prancing around naked for however long we’re gone, and you’re not having a sexfest with me either.”

“Gia.” Fuck. Now I can’t get the image of her strutting around our room naked out of my mind. Sexual chemistry is a two-way street with us. She can deny it all day long, but she wants me. The chase doesn’t bother me as much as I thought it would, but it needs to end. Now. 

She ignores me and swats at the row of gowns in her closet. Now she’s pissing me off. My cock is so hard, one wrong move and it will fall off. 

“Gia,” I growl. When she still refuses to look at me, I take two long strides to her and pin her against the wall of clothes. “You’re the one who said no sex with anyone but you.”

“I didn’t say that.”

“It’s in writing.” I pin her arms above her head and press my aching dick into her stomach. “You respond like this every time I’m near. You want me. Stop fighting it. It’s just sex.”

The rapid rise and fall of her chest make her breasts brush up against my chest in a rhythm that makes me want her naked even faster.

“I’m not...” She stares at my mouth then turns away, staring at the dresses hanging behind me. “I’m not having sex with you.”

“You’re wet for me right now. I can almost feel it through our clothes.” I imagine her dripping like she was the other night on my yacht. She ached for me at breakfast this morning. Her nipples were hard during the entire meal. 

I move my leg between her thighs and press my erection even harder against her. 

“Don’t,” she begs.

“If you don’t want me, why cut me off from the other women?”

Gia returns her gaze to mine and looks me straight in the eyes. “To punish you for kidnapping me.”

A knife stabs in my chest at the seriousness in her stare. She means me harm and I want revenge. I’m enraged. No one crosses me, tricks me like this. “You’re my wife. Legally. I have a right to what’s mine.”

“I’m not yours and I’m not giving myself to you.”

“You will,” I grind between clenched teeth and aggressively squeeze her tit. 

“Only if you force yourself on me. I didn’t mark you as a rapist.”

Her words have bite, and they sting. They hurt. The knife now twisting as she slowly pulls it out. I drop her wrist and her tit and step back. 

“We leave at one-thirty. Pack your fucking closet or not. I don’t give a fuck.” I storm out of her room, this time slamming her door. 

She cut me where it hurt the most. Somehow, she found my Achilles heel and reveled in exposing it. I won’t force myself on her and I won’t go against our contract. 

There is no way in hell I can carry out my plan right now. She fucked with my head.

And not the one I’ve been fantasizing about.

***
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I drop to the closet floor, lower my head to my hands, and cry. I haven’t cried in over a week. Now seems like a good time. I screwed up. I panicked. I’m scared.

Not scared of Stone. Scared of my feelings, so I did what I’ve learned to do these past few years. Fight. Put up a strong front to hide my fears. It’s all I have to save myself. Only, I don’t know what I’m saving myself from. 

Sex with Stone? He’s right, I do crave him. It scares me. I don’t want to want him. For Stone, sex is sex. For me, it’s something more. Something I can’t handle right now. I have too many emotions running through my head. Too much stress. 

My mother.

Lorenzo.

Antonio Rossi.

Stone. 

My own safety.

If I didn’t feel safe with Stone, I wouldn’t have said those things to him. Had I talked back to Lorenzo or Antonio, I’d have been beaten. My mother is proof of that. 

I angered Stone. No, I hurt him. I read it in his eyes. He’s the master of hiding his emotions, his reactions, but they are as clear as the Mediterranean Sea. 

No doubt about it, I was a bitch. I’ve never been a cruel person. I keep to myself, work hard, and care for Mama. Stone doesn’t deserve my cruelty, especially after giving me the tablet last night. Mama and I talked for three hours before I finally fell asleep. 

I told her to call me when she wakes in the morning, which will be any minute. Rising to my feet, I wipe my eyes and put on my big girl panties. Or rather, my luxurious satin and lace thongs. I fold what I have then go back to the closet, taking two simple black dresses off their hangers and rolling them so they won’t wrinkle. 

Instead of heels, I pack two pairs of flat sandals that can be dressed up or down, adding the leggings, jeans, and a few shirts. It isn’t my fault Stone won’t tell me where we’re going. I hope we don’t go out in public at all. 

But that will mean staying in our hotel room. I don’t know which I fear more, being spotted or being alone with Stone. Either way, I owe him an apology. 

Stone is on his phone during the entire drive to the small airstrip. Once we’re on his fancy jet, he sits with Marco, Tio, and Lucca, leaving me on the couch by myself. His men are aware of the details of our marriage so there’s no need to pretend we even like each other in front of them.

I have my tablet with me and am surprised when my mother’s call comes through. I glance over at Stone, who hears the ringing. He lifts his gaze to me for a fraction of a second before returning to his conversation with his men.

If he didn’t want me to answer, he would have stripped the tablet from me. Forcing a smile, I answer the call. “Hi, Mama. How are you?”

Better to have her talk about her day than ask me questions I’m not prepared to answer. 

“Mia fagilia. You look tired. You’re sleeping well, yes?”

“Like a baby. How are you sleeping, mama?”

“Ha! You were a terrible sleeper as a baby. Up every hour wanting to be held.” She carries on about stories of my infancy. 

I slip off my sneakers and listen to her stories, so pleased she remembers these special moments from her past. It isn’t until she talks about me settling down and bringing her grandchildren that I glance over at Stone.

He’s watching me. Making sure I don’t say anything I shouldn’t, no doubt. 

“I’m too independent to be tied down to a man, Mama,” I say, ignoring the heated stare I continue to feel from Stone. 

Mama tells me about the breakfast Carla made for her and their dinner plans, then says she has to weed the garden and hangs up. Our talks give me such comfort that she’s well cared for, but also brings me sadness since she’s a world away. Mentally and physically.

Two years is a long time to be without her. 

And even longer to be married to a man I shouldn’t want but crave nonstop.
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CHAPTER EIGHTEEN
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I’m extra ornery and cross with my men. Thankfully, they know better than to comment on my mood. Tio understands me better than the rest and doesn’t hide his curiosity as well as Marco or Lucca. Only five years my senior, he was brought into the world of crime too young as well. 

As a third cousin, he’s the closest thing I have to family aside from Elena. His father hadn’t wanted any part of the Parlatore family legacy either, not that they had any problems inheriting drug money. An artist at heart, he didn’t have it in him to run a business. To make deals, trades, or threats. And especially not carry through on them.

Tio, however, hadn’t inherited his father’s artistic skills and was built like a machine, making him an excellent bodyguard. He’s loyal like a brother, and while not the smartest when it comes to numbers and books, he’s street smart. He trusts his gut more than his brain, which I trust as well. 

The pilot’s voice announces our descent. I don’t need to tell Gia to buckle up. She never unbuckled or left her seat during the entire six-hour flight. Nor did she touch the food Marco set out for her hours ago.

The only smile I saw on her lips was when she was talking with her mother. They carried on for nearly an hour and I strained to hear their conversation while pretending I didn’t care at the same time. It’s not that I don’t trust Gia not to reveal our location or our marriage, so why did I tune my men out to hear their mindless chatter?

It isn’t because I miss hearing her voice. 

It isn’t because I miss being on the receiving end of her jokes.

It isn’t because I wish I was sitting next to her instead of on the other side of the plane.

I’m mad at her. She cock-blocked me and accused me of wanting to rape her. Maybe not in so many words, but the implication was there. I walk a fine line between using women for sex and making sure the sex is one hundred percent consensual, while also making my demands known.

I’ll never trap a woman into sex. I’ll never force a woman to do anything she isn’t one hundred percent comfortable with. It’s why I carefully select my women, research their backgrounds, make sure they aren’t spreading their legs because someone told them to or because they need money. I won’t ever be as vile and evil as Lorenzo Parisi. 

I fuck women who want to be fucked. 

And Gia doesn’t want to be.

But hell, what’s eating me alive is more than being turned down. It’s her accusations. The fear that clouds her eyes.

I have no problem making men fear me. Women, innocent women, are not my victims. Only Gia makes it clear that I make her feel like one. 

When the plane lands and the crew have the door open, we unbuckle. I let my men go out first to scan the perimeter and make sure the limo and the driver are cleared. 

“Where are we?” Gia takes her hair out of her bun and flips it over, then twines it around and around before securing it again.

“You’ll see soon enough,” I snap, irritated that the simple act of her doing her hair turns me on. 

“Stone,” she says softly. “I—”

“All clear, boss,” Marco says from the doorway.

“Let’s go.” I don’t wait for her. Not because I’m rude, but because I want to see with my own eyes that the location is safe before having Gia step outside. I scan the area, the setting sun making it difficult to see into the shadows. 

Marco, Lucca, and Tio have their backs to me, their eyes trained on the horizon. The dark limo waits at the foot of the steps. I glance over my shoulder, making sure Gia is close, then start down the steps. At the limo, I hold the door open for her until she’s secure inside. 

I hear Tio get in the front passenger seat and see Marco and Lucca climb into a dark sedan. The airstrip is small, unknown to many, nestled between mountains and fields. It’s not exactly a hotspot of crime and traffic, but I don’t let my guard down. Ever.

Unless it’s with Gia. 

“Stone,” she says softly again from the other side of the limo. “I want to apologize.”

“Apologize?” Now this I don’t expect. Unless she’s playing me again, softening me before she goes in for the kill. 

What is she up to? Does she plan on running away once we get there? Reneging on our marriage? No, that will only put her mother at risk. Still, I keep my guard up. 

I open my mouth to give her a smart remark about spreading her legs to make up for it when she speaks first. 

“I was wrong to make such harsh assumptions about you. I trust you and know you won’t hurt me.”

Well, fuck. She’s given me the one-two. Totally blindsided me. Again. If Gia can catch me off guard, I fear what Lorenzo can do. I’m suddenly grateful for my decision to fly here, not to hide, but to regroup. 

“Most assumptions made about me are true. What you see is what you get.” I take out my phone and pretend to ignore her, showing her how much of an asshole I am. I don’t need her smooth words, or even her friendship.

I need her wet pussy.

I close my eyes and mentally shake my head. I want more than that from her. How the hell did I get myself into this situation?

I take a risk and open my eyes. She’s facing away from me, staring out the window into the darkness. I stare at the shape of her neck, wishing I had the right to touch it. Kiss it. My gaze drops to her shoulders, hunched and defeated.

I did this. I took the life and spirit away from her. I need her to truly trust me, or my plan won’t work. While she says she does, her actions speak otherwise. Maybe she will, if I can keep my dick in my pants. 

Her trust is paramount in order for me to execute stage one next week. This trip is two-fold. A hide out away from Lorenzo and his men, and a chance to work on Gia, convince her of the show she must put on. I need her to be strong and brave. I’m doing a helluva job building up her confidence.

Twenty minutes later, the driver pulls into the estate. Marco gets out of the car and punches in the code to the gate and we make our way down the long drive. I watch as Gia sits up straighter, straining to see our surroundings. The sun has set, and the trees make it hard to see the grounds.

When the house comes into view, she gasps. “Stone.” She blindly reaches for my hand and squeezes it. “You brought me to my mother.”

She covers her mouth with her free hand and turns to me. Tears glisten in her eyes. A crying woman is not a strong woman. Shit. I failed again. 

“Thank you.” She releases my hand then scoots across the emptiness between us and gives me a hug. 

People don’t hug me. Elena, sometimes. Mostly it’s the obligatory greeting kiss on the cheek. I don’t do affection. Gia releases me before I’m ready and jumps out of the limo. By the time Marco is at my door, she’s already on the front steps and at the door. 

I see her try the door then turn to us in frustration. “It’s locked.”

“As it should be.”

“Does she know I’m here?”

“Only if you told her on the plane.” I enter the code into the front door and push it open, letting Gia enter first. 

“I didn’t know...” She takes a step into the house then faces me. “Why didn’t you tell me we were coming here?”

“The element of surprise.” It’s all I can say without lying to her. I don’t want her to worry about her or her mother’s safety.

She curls her lips in and gives me a sad yet hopeful smile. “Thank you.” She takes two steps then calls out. “Mama?” 

I follow her through the grand entryway and down the hall to the kitchen. It’s as if she’s been in the house before, knowing where to search. 

“Gia? Mi figlia? My baby?” I hear her mother say.

“Mama. Surprise.”

I watch as they embrace, Gia seemingly more affected by their reunion than her mother. Evangeline is happy, no doubt, but her dementia and memory loss have her unaware of the danger she and her daughter have been in. 

“You got the day off work?” she asks, dropping her arms to her side. “That’s good. You work too much.”

Evangeline notices me before I can slip down the hall to the study. 

“You’re Gia’s boss?”

We haven’t discussed what our story will be. My men have briefed the staff. They’re aware Gia is my wife. I don’t want to risk the possibility that they’ve heard of our marriage and give them something to gossip about with us sleeping in different rooms. They were told that Gia and I are pretending to be boss and employee so as not to stress or confuse her mother. 

I’d much rather be posing as her husband, sleeping in her bed. No, not sleeping. I don’t need the comfort of a woman all night. An hour. Two tops. 

I avoid Gia’s questioning amber eyes and focus on Evangeline. “It’s nice to meet you, Evangeline. According to your daughter, you walk on water.” I pick up her hand and kiss her knuckles, giving Gia a side glance. See? I’m not always an asshole. “Gia convinced me to give her a working vacation. I promised her time with you, but I’ll need to steal her away from time to time so we don’t fall behind with our work.”

“Oh, that’s quite gracious of you...”

“Stone.” I don’t offer my last name in case she has a moment of recollection. “I’ll leave you two for the night. Gia, we’ll meet in the study tomorrow morning at eight.” I leave the two women to have their alone time.

As instructed, Marco, Tio, and Lucca are in the study waiting for me. 

“Any news from Parisi?” I loosen my tie and take a seat behind the mahogany desk, flipping open the laptop Lucca has secured for me. 

“He demanded a meeting in the morning. I told him you were on your honeymoon and not to be disturbed.”

“Good.”

“Rossi made contact as well.”

I look up from my laptop, my expression blank. Why the hell would Lorenzo’s bitch boy dare contact me?

“The bastard’s jittery as fuck. Claims you took his woman and has promised revenge.”

I huff out a humorous laugh. “Anything else?” I ask, brushing off the cockroach’s threat. 

Tio runs through the list of contacts and gives an update on their status. Having connections with the head of polizia isn’t an ace in the hole. The entire force can be bought. Many have been on Parisi’s payroll for decades. I’m not convinced the Capo della, George Verde, has his officers in his pocket, and plan my next move as if the capo is a mole. It’s how I got this far. Never trusting anyone, not even most of my men. I continue to monitor them and even set them up to see if they’ll attempt to betray me. Not even once have they tried, or they wouldn’t be here today. I trust them as much as I’m capable of trusting anyone.

It scares me how much I must rely on Gia for this to play out. Tomorrow, I’ll tell her why I really married her.
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“Thank you again.” Gia crushes me in another hug the moment she steps into the study the following morning. “Seeing my mother again has given me hope. I feel normal for the first time in, I don’t know...” She tosses up her hands. “Ever?”

Gia crosses the study to the doors that lead to the veranda. She stretches out her arms and breathes in the early morning air. She spins around, a smile filling her face. She’s stunning. Her cheeks have more color on them. With her hair pulled back in its usual messy bun and her cheerful disposition, she’s never been more stunning.

“When I was a teen, I felt trapped in our stone castle of hate and evil. And on the run with mama, I was never truly free and happy. The first few years were spent trying to find medical care that wouldn’t strip us from all the money Sonny gave me. It’s been a million years since I could relax with mama. And she’s happy. She’s truly happy. Thank you, Rocco.”

I don’t like how I feel when she uses my name. Part of me misses my given name. The other part wants nothing to do with revisiting the past and wants to live in my new future.

The sunlight streams bright through the doors, making her appear like an angel. An angel wearing the same clothes we traveled in. I scowl. “I thought you packed a suitcase.”

Gia glances down at her shirt and shrugs. “I’m not wearing uncomfortable clothes to hang around the house. Mama and I are going for a walk after breakfast. She’s excited to show me around.”

“Your wardrobe shouldn’t be uncomfortable. I spent a fortune on it.”

“I don’t mean to sound ungrateful.” She steps back into the room and rolls her eyes. “But I’m not the kind of girl who thinks lounging around in jeans and heels or a cocktail dress is comfortable.”

“Make a list of clothing you’d like. Marco can go get your order for you.”

“I don’t want to write an order. I want to walk through a store without looking over my shoulder, not concerned about having enough money to pay our rent, or worried about my mother having a relapse.”

Stubborn. I’m tired of hearing her complain about the wardrobe most women would orgasm over. I reach into my pocket and take out a wad of bills. “You and your mother can go shopping together. How much will you need for a week’s worth of clothes?” I thumb through the bills. “Two? Three thousand?” I hand her the stack.

“Are you serious?” 

I glance at the bills. “Four?” I have more in the safe.

“First, who walks around with thousands of dollars in cash in their pocket? Second, that’s enough to buy us all a four-season wardrobe. And third, I don’t have a car.”

I fold the thick stack in half and stick it in my coat pocket. “First, I don’t need to risk a card being tracked back to this area. Second, it’s barely enough to buy a pair of shoes. Third, Marco will drive you.”

Her cheek lifts as if she’s contemplating. “That’s smart. The cash thing. Are you sure Marco won’t mind bringing us?” 

I remain expressionless, much like I do when my men speak with me. “Marco does what I tell him to do.”

“He’s not a dog. Treat him better or he’ll find a new owner.” Gia pats my shoulder and brushes past me.

How the hell does she manage to get control of nearly every conversation? I take out my phone and text my men the change in plans for the day. A few minutes later, I go in search of Gia and am greeted by Evangeline in the kitchen. 

“Oh. Are you here to help plant the rose bushes?” She touches her chest with her hand and gives me a once over. “No, I don’t suppose you are, dressed like that. Can I help you? Are you lost?”

I glance down at my suit and shiny black shoes. I spot Marco in the foyer wearing his usual black pants, black polo, and a frown. Even happy, he wears a permanent frown. 

If I want us to fit in better and not scare the poor woman, we’ll have to dress the part. “I had a business meeting with Gia this morning. We’ve been working on a project together.”

“Oh. Yes. I think she said something about that.” 

Carla appears, saving the day. “Breakfast is ready, Evangeline. Will you be joining us, Mr.—”

“Stone,” I snap. The help has been instructed to refer to me by my name, even if it’s unusual for them.

“I apolo—” I cock my head and she stops. “Stone, breakfast is ready.”

I follow the women to the dining room. A moment later Gia enters. 

“How did you sleep, Mama?” She kisses her mother on the cheek before taking a seat next to her. 

“As soon as my head hit the pillow, I was out. It must have been our late-night chat.”

“I’m sorry for keeping you up.”

“Oh, heavens, no. It’s nice to have you here.” She pats Gia’s hand. “Are your friends joining us?” she asks me.

The corners of Gia’s lips quirks. “I bet they’re hungry.”

I take a sip of my coffee and give Gia a dirty look through the steam. It’s bad enough eating with Maria. I don’t need to have family meals with my men as well. There are times when we eat together, sure, but those are working meals. We don’t socialize together. Hell, I don’t have a social life, period. And as far as I know, they don’t either. 

“Carla,” Gia calls. “Can you please tell Marco, Tio, and Lucca to come join us?”

A few minutes later, Tio and Marco appear in the dining room. I almost laugh at the fear and confusion on their faces. Now I see where Gia gets her bossiness from. 

“Sit. Eat.” Evangeline orders. “Where’s the other one?”

“Sleeping, ma’am,” Tio says, taking the seat on the other side of her. “He works late nights and doesn’t often get up until after noon.”

“He’ll join us for lunch then.” 

The five of them eat in silence for a few minutes until Evangeline begins peppering my men with questions. “What is it you do for work?”

“Security,” Tio says. “Marco is a chauffeur.”

“I’m more than that,” he says as if offended. 

He should be. Driving me around is ten percent of his job. He keeps me safe and alive. He takes care of threats. He plants moles. He makes sure Gia is safe. 

All three of them do. 

Somehow, I make it through breakfast and spend the afternoon making calls, meeting with Tio, and securing the final details of the plan. The only loose thread is Gina.

“I thought I’d find you here.” 

I glance up from my computer and am welcomed by a smile and a sexy woman in cut off denim shorts and a short-sleeve tie-dyed shirt. Her legs go on for miles. My dick hardens at the thought of them wrapped around my waist. Of her ankles resting on my shoulders. Of her bent over at the waist with her ass pointed in my direction.

“You don’t have to pretend to be so surly all the time. I get that you must appear all bad ass in front of your staff but come on. Loosen up a little.” She saunters over to my desk and places one butt cheek on the corner. “Thanks for the advance. I’ll pay you back when I can.”

She drops a stack of bills on my laptop. I don’t count it but can tell it’s as thick as it was when I gave it to Marco before they left. 

“Was the mall closed?” I’ve never seen her current outfit before, so she had to have stumbled across a boutique somewhere. 

“Didn’t go.” She picks at the frayed hem of her shorts. “Pretty much got myself an entire wardrobe, some kitchen gadgets mom had been ogling, three pairs of shoes, and scrunchies, all for less than a pair of the fancy leggings your cousin got for me.”

“I didn’t peg you as a shoplifter.”

“Aww. Not only a pretty face but a sense of humor as well. Target is where it’s at. Besides, I don’t need to be racking up my bill if I’m going to be stuck with you for two years.”

“Gia.” I stand, not caring if she can see the outline of my hardened cock in my pants. “First, you’re not paying me back for anything.”

“What’s with all the firsts and seconds lately?” She hops off my desk and pushes the stack of bills closer to me. 

I like her sass much better than her avoidance. Definitely more than her fear. Her anger, however, turns me on. 

“Second,” I round my desk and pin her against it with my eyes, “we need to talk.”

“Says the man of few words.” She leans away from me, but not out of fear. She isn’t afraid of me like she was the other day in her closet. Still, I move away, not ready to face that kind of rejection again.

I keep some space between us, afraid I’ll do something she’ll regret. That I’ll regret. I step out onto the veranda where she had been this morning. The sun has set. How long have I been holed away in the office? Since Gia and her mother weren’t around for dinner, there was no reason to leave the study. I vaguely remember Lucca coming in with a sandwich at some point during the evening. It has to be close to midnight now with the moon shining so bright.

“Rocco,” her sweet voice purrs behind me. 

I can’t turn around. I don’t care if she sees how hard I am. If I get one more glimpse of her bare legs, if her tongue darts out and touches her lips, if her breasts move any more with her breath, I fear I won’t have the willpower to keep my hands to myself.

“We’ll talk in the morning.” Thinking about her father, about revenge, about the pain she will soon face helps the sexual hunger surging through my body. 

“Rocco.” I feel her hand on my shoulder. 

“Gia. You need to leave.” I grip the railing and take my time breathing in the night air. 

“Why?”

“Because if you don’t, you’ll be bent over this railing with my cock between your legs before you have time to say stop.”

I expect to hear her gasp. To feel a slap. To tense at the slam of the door after she storms back inside. Instead, I feel her other hand on my shoulder, and then her front pressed against my back. “Okay,” she whispers.

Okay? What the hell does that mean? Okay, she’ll leave? Okay she wants my cock? I don’t move, afraid I’m imagining the heat of her body against mine. Afraid if I move, she’ll disappear. When her hands snake around my sides and rest on my hips, I groan.

“Gia. I don’t expect you to repay me for bringing you here or spending money on you.” I suck in my stomach and close my eyes. “Not with money or with your body.” But hell, I want her body.

“If I thought that was why you’ve been so nice to me then I wouldn’t be here,” her words brush across my neck in a whisper. 

“I’m not a good person.”

“You are.”

“I’m an arrogant asshole.”

“I know.”

I would have smiled if my dick didn’t hurt so bad. “I’m a selfish lover.”

“I doubt that.”

I’ll be selfish with her because I want her so much more than she wants me. I’m the one to gain from this situation, not her. 

“I’m rough, crude, and when I’m done, we’re done. I don’t share my bed.” 

“No one would expect otherwise.”

I open my eyes and release the railing from my grip. I put my hands over hers and move them to my aching cock. 

Her hand is small and warm. She doesn’t fight me and pushes the palm of her hand against my dick. Fuck. I’m going to come in my pants like a pimple-faced pubescent. I push my dick into her hand and control my breathing as she works her hand up and down my length.

“Enough,” I grit between my teeth. Her body stills and I take her hands in mine, then spin around and pin her to the wall. “This is your last chance to break free and leave. I won’t be held responsible for what happens if you stay.”

I loosen my hold on her wrists, but she makes no attempt to break free. A growl forms in my throat and I hold her with one hand, bringing my other to the waistband of her shorts. I undo the snap and she gasps. I feel her stomach suck in as I slide my fingers down her front and cup her pussy.

“Fuck, Gia.” She’s drenched. I easily slip two fingers into her, and she clenches around them. “Cazzo.” I can’t wait for her to do that around my dick.

Foreplay isn’t an option. I’m too far gone, and by the coating on my fingers, she’s more than ready. I’ve warned her, given her plenty of time to run from me, but she stays firmly planted against the wall of the house.

I slip my hand from her pants and bring my fingers to my lips, licking them while locking my gaze on hers. Her amber eyes are big and round. It’s too dark for me to read them, but by the way her body responds to me, I can tell she wants this. 

“Take off your clothes,” I tell her as I reach for my billfold, praying I still have a condom in it. I find it and undo my belt, dropping my pants around my knees. I plan on fucking her every chance I can get, so I don’t care that this first time is going to be quick.

It’s not about emotions or feelings. It’s purely a fuck. I won’t feel guilty about banging her against the side of the house. 

Gia reaches for my shirt and works at the buttons. I pause before opening the condom wrapper and watch her fingers fumble with the buttons. When I fuck a woman against a wall it doesn’t matter if my shirt is on or off. My chest isn’t what they’re after. I don’t need or want to be touched by them, so I’ve never given staying half-clothed a second thought.

She stands before me, naked except for a thin bra, and all I can think of is getting skin on skin. I stay still as she works the buttons. I don’t move my arms, keeping my shirt on but open. When she slides her hands across my chest, my dick stretches to reach her. Not exactly, but hell if it isn’t trying.

If her hands on my bare chest feel this good, what will they feel like on my cock? I don’t have to wonder for long. I look up and watch as her tongue darts out and licks her bottom lip. Her hand slips lower, the tip of my erection brushes against her knuckles. I nearly combust. 

I drop to my knees and roughly snake my hand under her calf and drape it over my shoulder as I plunge my tongue into her pussy. I work her clit with my fingers, spreading her lips as I curl my tongue inside her. She moans and says my name, driving me to plunge deeper. I spread her thighs with my hands and stroke her with my thumbs.

Gia yanks at my hair, then screams my name as her hands slap at the wall behind her. I meet her rhythm as she pushes herself onto my face. God, the woman is feral, begging for more. I can sit here all night on my knees with my mouth between her legs.

“Rocco. Oh my God!” Her body twitches under my touch, the tremors and aftershocks lasting longer than I’ve ever witnessed before. 

My cock twitches, reminding me how neglected it is. I wait for Gia to come down from her orgasm then bring her foot back to the ground. I rise to stand and wipe the back of my hand across my mouth.

Her body heaves as she catches her breath. Her head is tipped back, her eyes closed. She’s the most beautiful woman I’ve ever seen. Ever been with. There’s nothing fake about her. From her soft tits to the hair between her legs. She’s natural, free, and is going to leave a mark on me after I fuck her. 

I tear open the condom wrapper and cover my cock. If I was a nice guy, I’d bring her inside, lay her on the couch or even the floor. I’d ask if she’s okay. If she’s ready. But I’m not.

I step into her space. She opens her eyes, half-mast and hazy from her orgasm. 

“My cock is so fucking hard right now. You better be ready.” I use my leg to spread her more and lift her thigh around my hip. She lifts the other and wraps both legs around my waist. I push her hard against the wall. She’s ready. I’m ready. Gia’s nails dig into my shoulders. I don’t wait. I ram my rock-hard dick into her, and she screams.

She’s. So. Damn. Tight. It happens so fast. The smooth glide of my cock through her wetness. Her fingers digging deep into my shoulders. My hands gripping her round ass. I pull out an inch and ready myself to ram her again as I realize what I felt.

“Cazzo.” I squeeze her ass so hard I know it’ll leave bruises. I don’t care. She’s deceived me. “What the fuck was that, Gia?” I growl. 

I glare at her closed eyes, fuming but unable to pull out of her. She clenches her pussy around my cock, and I groan.

“Cazzo. Stop.” How is it that I’m the one begging to stop? 

“What’s...wrong?” She tilts her hips into me, wanting more, her mouth lax, her head tipped back in pure bliss. 

How? Why? I dig deep into my rage. My anger. My past. “You’re a fucking virgin. I don’t fuck virgins,” I bite.

“I...” she swallows the rest of her words, and my eyes gravitate to her bare neck. 

“You’re a fucking virgin,” I say again. 

Virgins are a hard no for me. Always have been. Always will be. 

Until Gia.

I should pull out. I should ask if she’s okay. I should walk away. 

I don’t. Because I’m an asshole. She knew better. She should have stayed away, but she asked for it.

Literally asked for it. She’s begging for me to continue right now. She clenches again, and my cock all but moves on its own.

My head tells me to pull out. To stop what we’ve started. She’ll be sore after how rough I crashed into her.

But I don’t.

Because I’m an asshole and I’m pissed as hell for being deceived. 

I pull out and wrap my hand around the back of her neck, pushing her to the railing. I kick out her legs so they’re far enough apart to accommodate me, but not so far that she’ll fall over. I place my palm on her back between her shoulder blades, forcing her to bend at her hips, then ram into her from behind. 

She gasps. She moans. She doesn’t tell me to stop.

Sweat beads above my lip. I can feel it dripping down my chest. I take in Gia’s back, my gaze roaming down her spine and landing on her ass. Fuck, she has a nice ass. 

I keep one palm on her back and the other reaches around to squeeze her tit. I don’t need to get her off. She’s had her orgasm. This is about me. I squeeze her nipple as my hips rock into her, my balls slapping against her ass. 

Fuck. I don’t want to come. Not yet. She feels so fucking good. I lower my mouth to her back and lick a path up her spine. When I reach her neck, I whisper in her ear.

“Is this what you wanted, Gia? Is this what you imagined your first time being like?” I’m a dick. I don’t care. “Does it hurt?”

She moans. From pain? From ecstasy? I don’t know and I don’t care. I can’t care. I bite her earlobe then ram into her one final time as my cock releases itself. As soon as I’m done, I pull out and step away. 

I reach for my pants and yank them up, the condom still on, and shove my dick in my pants as I zip up. 

“You were a fucking virgin. I don’t fuck virgins,” I spit before storming inside and slamming the door behind me.  
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CHAPTER NINETEEN
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I drop to the stone patio and cry. Naked, alone, and sore in so many places. I don’t know what I was thinking. I’m twenty-six. Plenty old to have sex. Too old to still be a virgin. It’s not like I’ve been waiting for the perfect man, or even until I’m married. 

Ironic that I’m now married, yet Stone is far from the perfect man. Yes, I should have told him I am—was—a virgin, but I don’t understand why it matters. The man has had sex with hundreds of women. Surely, some have been virgins. 

I pull my bent knees to my chest and wrap my arms around my legs, lowering my forehead and letting out so many tears. 

Tears of regret. Tears of pain. It hurt a little when he first entered, but not as much as I had expected. I’m sore but it also felt so good when he moved inside of me. His words, though. Stone is right. He’s an asshole. He warned me before taking me.

I should hate him for the way he treated me, for leaving me like this, but I don’t. Does this make me a sadist? It isn’t the pain I enjoyed. It’s Stone. 

Even angry, I didn’t fear him. There are so many layers he keeps hidden. I don’t believe he’s as awful as he pretends to be. It’s all a cover to deal with the shitty life he’s been dealt. Granted, I’ve had a shitty life as well, but I don’t go around treating people the way he does.

Determined not to let tonight ruin me, I use the railing to help me stand. My legs are tired, sore, and shaking. My thighs are sticky. He wore a condom so I’m pretty sure the mess is my own. I’ve masturbated with my fingers plenty of times but have never been as wet as I was with Stone. And I’ve never had orgasms like the ones he’s given me. 

I find my shorts and pull them on, followed by my shirt. I hang my head as I make my way back to my room. I drop my clothes in the corner of my bathroom and take a long, hot shower. When I’ve washed the smell and evidence of Stone down the drain, I wrap myself in a robe and crawl into bed. 

I don’t want to sleep in the satin pajama sets from Italy and I’m too tired to go through my Target bags for a pair of sweatpants and a shirt. I sleep in the robe and with a towel around my wet hair.

The dreams come, and they all star Stone.

I don’t see him for three days. I’m okay with that. I don’t know how to act around him anymore. Besides, I’m having a wonderful time with Mama. We walk in the morning, go to lunch in town—Marco always on watch—and play card games in the early evening. 

For the most part, she remembers how to play a few basic games. She forgets the rules from time to time, but we are comfortable with each other. I’ve heard the same stories a dozen times, and she asks me the same questions over and over again, but I don’t care. She’s healthy and happy. That’s all I ever want for her. 

Carla serves us dinner on the patio, the Finger Lakes as our backdrop. Stone and his men haven’t joined us for a meal since the night on the veranda, and mama hasn’t asked about him. For this, I’m grateful.

I sense someone behind me and turn. I don’t know if I’m relieved or sad to see Marco and not Stone. He’s been hiding away somewhere.

“Miss Gia, I’m sorry for interrupting your dinner.”

“Are you here to plant the roses?” Mama asks. It’s not the first time and won’t be the last, I’m sure.

“No, ma’am. I’m here for Gia.”

“Oh, you’re too late. She’s already spoken for.”

I raise my eyebrow. “Marco is our friend who looks over the property and drives us around.”

“I haven’t seen your boyfriend in a while. Are you two having a row?”

“I don’t have a boyfriend, mama.”

“I’m sure you do. Rockford? Stonewall? Stone. Yes, his name is Stone, yes?”

“Stone is my boss, not my boyfriend.” Which is the absolute truth.

“Oh, you can’t hide the way you light up when he enters a room. And I’ve seen how he watches you. You may be trying to hide your office romance from Marco, but your mother knows these things.” She taps her temple.

“Well, if I was trying to hide it from Marco, you’ve just spilled the beans.” I glance over at him, and I’ll be damned, he has a grin on his face.  

“It’s no secret, cara.” She pats my hand. “Come join us for dinner, Marco.”

“Thank you, ma’am, but I’ve come to inform Gia that we need to leave in an hour.”

“Leave?” I cross my hands over my chest. I don’t want to leave my mother. Ever.

“Yes. In an hour. Be ready.” He leaves before I can ask any questions.

“Your Stone has better manners than Marco. You picked a nice one.”

“I’ve had a wonderful visit with you. I’m so sorry to leave already.”

“Oh, nonsense. You’re a grown woman. You can’t be by your mother’s side forever. I have lots of work to tend to around here, and I’m sure your work and your Stone miss you.”

I’m quiet during the rest of our meal while she chatters about the same stories I’ve already heard. All too soon, our visit is over. I leave the few clothing items I brought from Italy and pack all my Target finds. 

After a long, teary hug, I say goodbye to my mother and slide into the waiting town car. When I climb the stairs to the jet, I expect to find Stone, Lucca, and Tio aboard. 

“Where are they?” I ask when the attendant closes the door behind Marco.

“They flew back a few days ago.”

“They did?” 

“Middle of the night.”

No wonder I haven’t heard or seen him again. Stone must have ordered the jet ready as soon as he zipped up after taking my virginity.

Coward. 

I try to sleep on the plane but I’m too wired. Too confused. Too hurt by his actions. I don’t know what hurts more, the words he said after we had sex or him leaving me behind without any warning.

I must have grown tired enough to sleep. I blink open my eyes and find Marco standing over me. 

“We’re here.”

“Gazo?” 

“Yes.”

So much for delaying the reunion. Unless... “Is Stone here?”

“Yes.”

Merda. I don’t know why I’m suddenly insecure. I didn’t do anything wrong. I won’t hang my head in shame. I won’t back away like a coward. I’ll face him head on. Maybe I won’t bring up the sex, but I won’t hide for the next two years either.

The ride from the small airstrip to Stone’s is shorter than I remember. Or maybe it’s shorter than I hope. I mentally hype myself up to face him again. When Marco stops in the circle drive and opens my door, I put on an overly cheerful smile.

“Thanks, bud. And thanks for bringing my mother and I shopping. You’re a good sport.” I pat his shoulder and march through the front door as if I own the place. 

I mean, I am the Mrs. Not that I have any rights to the Parlatore property. I don’t want any. I want my freedom. That’s all I care about.

Tio greets me in the entryway. “Miss Gia. Stone wants to see you in his office.”

So much for getting over jetlag. I have no idea what time it is. Early morning? Dawn? The sun has barely risen. I tap his shoulder as I had Marco’s. “Thanks, Tio. Sorry you drew the short straw and had to return with him.” I nod toward Stone’s closed office door.

While his face remains stoic, I can see the chuckle in his chest. 

I knock and open the door, not waiting for Stone’s permission. He sits behind his giant desk. The monstrosity must be an antique. Probably passed down for generations. It fits the stone castle. The hard, dark lines in Stone’s face. 

The drapes are drawn. Not that it matters with it being dark outside. A lone lamp near his desk casts a meager light through the room. Other than that, it’s dark and eerie.

“You’ve got an Interview with the Vampire vibe going on here.” I plop myself in the seat across his desk, doing my best to pretend there’s nothing awkward between us, and possibly laying on the humor a little too thick.

“Excuse me?” He doesn’t move his head, his gaze the only thing lifting from its stance in front of his computer. 

“Forget to pay the electric bill or something?” I wave my hand through the air, pointing at the dark lamps. 

“If you’re afraid of...the dark, feel free to turn them on.”

“I’m not afraid of anything.” I lie, straightening my shoulders. 

This time he does move, closing his laptop and sitting back in his big leather desk chair. “I’m meeting Lorenzo at noon.”

I opened my mouth to give a snarky reply, but no words come out. This is fine. I expected this. Stone has to take care of whatever business he thinks will give him revenge. 

“Have fun.” I cross my legs and lean back as well, pretending the mention of my father’s name has no effect on me. 

“You’re coming with me.”

I shoot out of my seat. “No!”

“We’re expected to attend a business lunch.”

“I don’t give a shit what Lorenzo expects. He doesn’t own me. He can’t make me do anything. He has no hold over me.” I jab the air with my finger.

“You’re correct. He doesn’t.” That beautiful, sculpted face of stone stares at me. His eyes, dark and piercing. 

The unspoken words hang in the air.

But I do.

I tremble and fall back into the chair. “I can’t do it, Stone. I can’t be in the same room with him.”

“You don’t need to say a word. In fact, you’re not to speak.”

“Fuck you,” I pipe up, energy rushing through me again. “I’m not a woman who will be controlled by anyone. You don’t get to tell me what to say, how to act, how to feel...”

We both know this is about so much more than Lorenzo, but right now, he’s my biggest concern. Our sex issues will have to be dealt with later. 

“You own thirty percent of the shares in Parisi Wines. I own twenty-one percent.”

I furrow my brow in confusion. I really don’t care about my heritage. Then it dawns on me. “Together, we have control over Parisi Wines.”

Stone nods once. 

“Why do you care so much about his vineyard? You have your own. It may not be as big, but judging by the private jet, my mother’s accommodations, and the cash you keep stuffed in your pants, you do quite well.”

It’s hard to tell with the lighting, but I swear his eyes darken. Shit. I shouldn’t have mentioned anything stuffed in his pants. 

“I have my reasons. We’re to look like a united front. You’re my wife. What’s yours is mine.”

“And what’s yours is mine.”

“Not according to our prenuptial agreement.”

“Does Lorenzo have access to it?”

“No.”

“Then what’s yours is mine.”

Stone leans to his side and rubs his hand across his jaw. It’s the first movement he’s made. The first sign of anything, really. Good. I’m glad I got to him.

“You’re not to mention your whereabouts for the past eight years.”

“Do you think I’m an idiot? I’m not going to tell him anything. You better not tell him my mother is alive. She’s dead, for all he knows.”

Stone tilts his head to the side, not accustomed to being told what to do. His glare says it all. I don’t fear him anymore. I trust he’ll keep Mama safe. I trust he won’t hurt me, sans the scene on the veranda. We’ll be addressing that. Soon. First, however, Lorenzo.

It doesn’t matter if I refuse, if I try to run or hide, or lock myself in my bathroom. Stone will force me to go. I have two choices. Fight the inevitable or prepare myself for battle.

“I have jet lag and am going to need a nap before lunch. What time should I be ready?” I stand, ending our meeting. If he has more to say, he can tell me later. I need processing time.

Alone.

“Eleven.”

“Does that give us enough time–”

“He can wait.”

I imagine Stone is a man who prides himself on punctuality. Being late will give him the upper hand. Show Lorenzo who’s in charge. I have to trust Stone knows what he’s doing.

“I’ll be ready,” I say with fake bravado.

I ask Maria to make me a mimosa with my brunch. The fruit salad, oatmeal, and champagne are settling heavy in my stomach. I’m not ready for this. I had no idea our marriage deal meant I’d have to actually see Lorenzo again. 

As tempted as I am to wear one of my comfortable outfits from Target, I end up selecting a black business suit from my closet. I coil my hair into a simple twist and apply a light layer of makeup. Mostly to cover up the bags under my eyes. The Dolce and Gabbana heels give me an extra few inches and the appearance of confidence. 

Marco is at the front door waiting for me. I wonder if Stone and I are going to take separate cars. I haven’t seen him since I left his office this morning. I hear footsteps from the direction of Stone’s office before he appears in the entryway. It’s a large space, but Stone makes it seem small.

He’s not a huge man. Marco, Tio, and Lucca are bigger than he is. It’s the sense of power, how he holds himself, that makes it obvious who is in charge when he enters a room. Only I don’t cower to him.

Anymore.

He wears a suit almost every day. I’ve seen him without a shirt on. Hell, he’s seen me naked. The black suit and black shirt he wears are similar to all the others, but today he seems...more.

More what? I don’t know. The devil is in him, that’s for sure. It shouldn’t be so...sexy. Hell, I clench my thighs and wave my hand through the air. “Ready?”

Stone crosses the space in two long strides and grabs my left hand. “Where’s your ring?”

I haven’t worn it since the wedding. I didn’t even bring it to New York. I didn’t know at the time where we were going, but it isn’t something I wanted to travel with. 

“Upstairs.”

“Get it.”

I raise my brow. I’ve made it clear how I feel about being treated like a dog. I fold my arms across my chest and kick out my hip. 

Stone’s gaze doesn’t leave mine. “Marco. Get it.”

“He’s not a dog either,” I say loud enough for Marco to hear me.

Stone grips my arm and hauls me to the limo. He opens the door and practically shoves me in. A moment later, Marco returns with my ring and hands it to Stone.

He holds it out for me, which I ignore, turning away from him to look out the window. He reaches across me, picks up my left hand and roughly places it in my palm. 

“Put. It. On.”

“You know, no one is going to believe I willingly married you if you keep talking to me that way.”

“Don’t give me a reason to talk to you this way and I won’t.”

“So this is my fault?” I hear the driver side door open and close, then we start moving. “You want me to act a part, yet you’re not doing your part.”

“You’re making it very hard to pretend right now.”

“Ditto, hubby.” 

Stone rubs his chin again. The only time he shows any emotion is when I rile him up. This meeting with Lorenzo has been eating at him. As I study his face, I see traces of purple under his eyes. He hasn’t been sleeping either.

I highly doubt he’s been tossing and turning because of what happened between us. This meeting with Lorenzo has been his life’s mission. The reason he went to such drastic measures to find and kidnap me. The reason we had to marry. I’m not so naïve that I believe he wants the vineyard. There are secrets and evil on that property that he wants a part of.

If Mama’s speculations are true, Lorenzo and Antonio are deep in the sex trafficking trade. She had asked Lorenzo if he was using our property to hold and exploit the girls. That earned her a beating that nearly killed her. I was aware they were involved in some capacity, but I still couldn’t believe young, innocent girls were being held on our property under our noses.

I’ve been in denial that Stone would want anything to do with the corruption. He is easily offended when I accuse him of such. Even if he’s not into young girls himself and only the business side of it, he’s still the devil incarnate, and he’s using me to get to the girls. My heart races and I shudder. 

I need to know before we face Lorenzo. “Are you aware of Lorenzo’s illegal activities?”

“Yes,” he says without hesitation.

“And that’s why you want ownership of the vineyard?”

“Yes.”

I gasp. My brunch sours in my stomach. Stone has fooled me. I never believed he was a dashing prince, but I hadn’t believed he was as corrupt as my father. I move as far away from him as I can, hugging the door. “I thought you were better than him.”

Tears fill my eyes. I traded one devil for another, and I don’t know which is worse.

“Having full access to his property will give me what I need to expose him and end the trafficking.”

The weight in my stomach lifts. Once again, I curse myself for putting him in the same category as Lorenzo. He’s really a hero disguised as an asshole. No, he’s still an asshole, but he isn’t evil. I gaze out the window and sigh. “So it’s true.”

“You didn’t know?”

“I had my suspicions. Mother had them. She threatened to expose my father.”

“Which was when he beat her, and then you two ran away.”

I turn to face him. “Yes.”

“It’ll be over soon.”

I want him to reach out and squeeze my hand. Touch my shoulder. Hug me. Kiss me. Instead, he stares at his phone. I open my hand, still clutching the ring, and slide it over my third finger.

I’m not so naïve as to believe he only wants to release the girls and his revenge will be complete. There’s more he plans to do, and quite frankly, I’d rather be ignorant to the rest of it. Admitting I wouldn’t care if he killed my father or Antonio Rossi would make me an accomplice to murder. Not something I want weighing on me for the rest of my life. 

We take a helicopter and land on the Parisi property. It hasn't changed much in the years I’ve been gone. I think of all that is lost, all that has been taken from me, but worse, the young lives who are ruined because of my father.

Panic rises in my throat. I don’t have time to deal with it. Marco, Tio, and Stone get out of the helicopter. Stone offers his hand to me, but I freeze. I begin to shake.

“Gia,” he shouts over the loud blades of the helicopter. I feel his hands on my hips as he sets me on the ground and tugs me away.

The helicopter’s blades slow and the hysteria builds. I’m going to have a full-fledged panic attack, ruining whatever plan Stone has for his revenge. He’s going to free the girls. I try to calm myself with that knowledge, but my breath quickens. I’m gasping for air. Tears fill my eyes.

“Gia.” His hands are on my shoulders. They cup my face, forcing me to look at him. “Breathe. In and out. Slowly. Take your time. You can do it. Look at me. Look at me, Gia.”

I listen to his words and reach out, holding onto his forearms. I focus on his eyes, on his lips. They’re moving, speaking soft words, calming words. I don’t hear them, but I feel him. Feel his hands on me. Feel the comfort. Feel the support. 

I lean into him and close my eyes, mentally bringing myself to a safer place.

Stone’s arms.

They come around me and I bury my face into his chest. I hear him murmuring in my ear, but I have no idea what he is saying. His hands run up and down my back, soothing me. I have no idea how long we stand like that, how long it takes me to regain some sense of normalcy.

Finally, I have enough strength to look at him. In my high heels, we’re nearly eye level. I tilt my head. “Thank you,” I whisper. 

“Don’t rush it. The longer we take, the angrier Lorenzo will be.” The corner of his mouth lifts in an evil grin. “The angrier he is, the easier it will be to rile him up and cause him to slip.”

I chuckle. “And here I thought you were coming to my rescue. Really, it’s all for show.”

“It’s all a show,” he says, only I see something flicker in his eyes, like he doesn’t really believe what he says. “Ready?”

I nod and hide my shock when his fingers skim down my arm and he takes my hand in his. A united front, we pretend to be. Lorenzo’s men are at the door of the house waiting for us. I don’t recognize any of them. I have small hopes of seeing my bodyguard, Sonny, again.

I fear he’s been found out. If that is the case, I’ll never see him again. I swallow and squeeze Stone’s hand as we’re led through the familiar halls of my childhood home.

No, it was never a home. A prison. I feel more at home at Stone’s house.

Here, I was never allowed to be myself. Educated by tutors, never seen or spoken to. I was locked in a cage and treated like an inmate instead of a daughter.

I accused Stone more than once of treating me and his men like animals. Maybe he had at times, but it was better than a prisoner. When we enter the conference room off Lorenzo’s office, I feel Stone’s hand flinch in mine. I glance at his profile.

He shows no reaction. No emotion. On outward appearances, it’s as if he expects the meeting to bore him completely. Only I can feel the tension in his hand. The rest of his body is relaxed. 

“Callista. It’s true. You’re alive.”

“It’s Gia. Or you can call me Mrs. Parlatore.”

Stone strokes his thumb across the back of my hand before releasing it and pulling out a chair for me. I take it and cross my legs, sitting up straight, hoping Lorenzo can’t see how fast my heart is racing. 

My father has aged significantly. He’s always been a big, robust man, but he’s put on more weight, his hair has thinned and turned more salt and less pepper. There’s no love lost between us. We never had a relationship. Unless you count mutual hatred. 

Another man enters the room and sits next to Lorenzo. 

Antonio. At fifteen years my senior, he’s always looked old to me, but he too has aged significantly since I left. He still has a full head of dark hair, his eyes a cold, hard black, and a slimy smile that always makes me want to throw up.

He isn’t fit like Stone but isn’t as big as my father either. Somewhere in between. He grins at me, and my skin feels like worms are suddenly snaking their way up and down my arms. “You look beautiful as always, Callista.” 

“It’s Mrs. Parlatore,” Stone says. “And you don’t have permission to speak to her.”

Shit. Not even ten seconds into the meeting and Stone is already out of character.

Antonio laughs. “I don’t suppose she has permission to speak unless you allow as well? With a wife as beautiful as her, you must keep her leash incredibly short. I don’t blame you one bit.”

Stone flinches. I react without thinking. “Unlike you, my husband doesn’t need a leash to keep a woman.”

Lorenzo interrupts. “Enough. We’re here to discuss business.” He introduces three other men at the table. Their names are unfamiliar to me. I still don’t understand what the meeting is about.

“I’ll be facilitating the meeting, Parisi,” Stone says, leaning forward and setting a briefcase on the table. He pulls out five files and passes them around the table. “As you can see, Mrs. Gia Parlatore, formally known as Callista Parisi, owns thirty percent of the shares. I own twenty-one percent. Together, we have control over Parisi Wines.”

“That’s bullshit,” Lorenzo exclaims, slamming his fists on the table. “None of my shareholders own that much.”

“Not until recently. You’ll note I’ve acquired those shares over the past eighteen months.” 

“Callista doesn’t have access to her thirty percent.”

“Not while you presumed her dead, no. A death certificate was never filed, thus leaving the shares in her name. In our name.”

“They’re not in your name, Parlatore,” Antonio says. “You own twenty-one percent. You have no say here.”

“And your fourteen percent gives you the right to absolutely nothing.” Stone takes out another paper and slides copies across the table. “My wife signed her shares over to me as a wedding gift. This puts me in control of the company and gives me the right to access all the files and the grounds, including your estate since you list it as a business expense and not a private home.”

The color drains from Lorenzo’s face. “Everyone out. Now.” The silent partners get up and leave. “You too, Antonio.”

Antonio sputters something, whispering harshly in Lorenzo’s ear. Lorenzo keeps his razor-sharp glare on Stone, who returns it in kind. 

“Don’t let the door hit you in the ass,” I say to him.

“You. Out as well.” Lorenzo turns his glare to me. 

My heart lurches in my throat. While being trapped in a room with Lorenzo gives me anxiety, being on the other side of the door, without Stone and with Antonio, will set me in another panic attack. 

“My wife stays.”

“She goes.”

“I’m in charge here and I say she stays.”

I want to kiss him, for so many reasons. I blink back the tears that threaten to spill and roll my shoulders back feigning confidence. 

“You think you’re clever, don’t you?” Lorenzo says, leaning against the table. “Has the little puttana been hiding in your bed all these years? Is that why we couldn’t find her?”

I want to fight back. To yell at Lorenzo, but I stay quiet and let Stone take control. 

“Watch yourself around my wife, Parisi.”

“Your wife.” He laughs, spittle coming from his lips. “I’m her father. She is legally bound to marry Antonio. She’ll file an annulment then you won’t have ownership anymore.”

“This isn’t the eighteenth century. You can’t legally bind anyone to marriage.”

“She will marry him, or you’ll find yourself regretting the day you fucked her.”

“You’re in no position to make threats.”

“You’re just like your father.” Lorenzo scowls.

“I take that as a compliment.”

Lorenzo grinds his teeth and narrows his eyes at Stone. “He tried to betray me and look where it got him. You think fucking my daughter is payback for him? For your sister? Tell me.” He sneers at me before smiling evilly at Stone. “Does she scream out in pain like your little sister? Or does she beg for more like your mother?” 

No. My god. Lorenzo was the one who killed his family. And raped them. My heartbeat pounds in my chest, and I feel my body temperature rise from the rage I have burning inside. I want to cry for Stone and stab Lorenzo in the chest and watch the blood drain out of his body. 

I’ve never thought about killing anyone, not even my father, but if given the opportunity, I would in a heartbeat. I hate Lorenzo on so many levels, not only for the pain he caused Mama and me but for the pure torturous evil he’s inflicted on Stone’s family. 

Minutes go by without Stone moving or uttering a word. 

“Does your little puttana of a wife know the real you? Does she know how you like to rip apart little girls’ virginity?”

“Hey, asshole,” I finally say, moving the attention from Stone, giving him time to formulate whatever words or actions he has planned. 

Lorenzo snaps his head toward me. “What did you just say?”

The courage I find inside doesn’t come from the clothing or expensive shoes. Those I had when I was a prisoner in Lorenzo’s home. The strength and power I feel within come from the man sitting next to me. 

Even though Stone stripped most of my freedoms away from me, he never stripped my humanity. He never made me weak and powerless. Instead, I have more confidence than I ever have before.

“I called you an asshole, but you know what? That’s an insult to all assholes out there. You’re the devil who is going to rot in Hell when we’re done with you. Your reputation as a successful vintner is over. But you don’t care about that, do you?” 

I rise to my feet and place my hands on the table, leaning over and showing him I’m not afraid of him. Because I’m not. I have Stone by my side.

“We’re going to take you down piece by piece, exposing all your dirty secrets.”

“Lots of talk for a pretty little puttana.”

“A pretty little whore who escaped from your Hell eight years ago. Curious what I’ve been up to? All the secrets I brought with me? All the people I’ve told? Stone and I aren’t going into this blind. We’re a team. An unstoppable team. You.” I jab the air. “Are. Going. Down.”

Stone stands next to me, his hand on my lower back showing support and not pulling me away from my fight. A fight he told me not to get involved in. “I hope my wife has made a good first impression on you, Parisi. In all the time we’ve been together, I’ve learned never to get in her way, and that she fights for what she loves and believes in. It’s the only legacy you passed on to her.”

Lorenzo leans back in his chair, sweat visible across his forehead. “Where’s your mother?” he finally says. 

“You killed her,” I say before crossing to the door. Antonio is pressed up against it. “Spineless, dickless, rat.” I spit in his face and march down the hall, wishing I had a knife in my hand so I could plunge it into his gut. I take two steps before Stone is there by my side, his fingers threaded through mine. 

My heart breaks so hard for him right now. The helicopter is waiting for us, and we take off with only the sound of the blades filling the air. We ride in the limo in silence, and I let Stone go as we get back to the house.

I thought I would be the one needing comfort after the visit, but it’s Stone who has lost the most. Now I understand why he’s filled with so much rage. 

Why he fights evil with evil.

Why the thought of having sex with a virgin haunts him. 
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CHAPTER TWENTY
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I eat dinner in the kitchen with Maria. She doesn’t ask about my quick honeymoon or why Stone came home three days before me. She doesn’t comment on my sour mood as I push around the asparagus and salmon on my plate. 

“Is there anything special I can make for you this week, Gia?” she asks as she kneads dough. 

I watch the steady rhythm of her pressing the heels of her palms into the dough, turning it over, and doing it again. She’s so efficient in the kitchen. We had a live-in cook growing up as well, and Mama used to help her until Lorenzo banned her from consorting with the staff.

I've learned to cook a few things over the years, but with a limited budget and hectic work schedule, my repertoire is limited. 

“Will you teach me how to make bread?”

Maria pauses and looks at me with surprise. “You want to learn to make bread?”

I nod. “And manicotti. Maybe some seafood dishes as well.”

She smiles. “I’d love to. If you’re done poking at your dinner, you might as well start now.” 

I push my plate aside and go to the sink to wash my hands. I join her in front of the white marble counter.

“Hold on.” She leaves the kitchen and returns shortly with an apron. “We can’t have you mussing up your clothes.”

I want to tell her my ten-dollar shirt and twelve-dollar shorts can weather the storm of a little flour. I don’t say anything and let her tie the apron, liking too much how she mothers me. She can never replace my mother, but she’s a nice stand-in while we’re apart. 

“You want to put your weight into it, not that you have much.” 

I watch as she goes through the motions, then gives me the mound of dough to work with. I find it therapeutic as I work the dough with my hands. “How do you know when you’ve kneaded it enough?”

Maria taps her temple. “A good baker just knows.”

“Holding those secrets tight, are you?” I tease, bumping her with my hip. “You know what’s missing?”

She furrows her brow as if I’ve insulted her.

“Music. There’s gotta be a state-of-the-art audio system hooked up in this house.”

“Not in here. I have a small portable radio in my room that I can get.”

“Yes. You do that. I’ll talk to Stone about installing something in here.”

She leaves to retrieve her radio and I scan the kitchen. It’s something out of a magazine with its expansive island and stunning cabinetry. The window overlooks the vineyard, and on the other end of the room is a set of glass doors that lead to a patio. 

The outdoor built-in grilling system is state of the art, and I wonder how often Stone uses it. He isn’t the type to have backyard barbecues, but the outside is set up to host one. 

Maria returns with the radio and plugs it in behind me. Soft, classic Italian music flows from it. 

“I respect our heritage, Maria, I really do, but if we’re going to have fun in here, we need something a little more upbeat.” I brush my hands on my apron and turn the dial until I find an American station playing pop music. “It’s good for dancing.”

“I thought we were cooking, not dancing.” Maria laughs.

“I’m an excellent multi-tasker.” I dance in front of her, making her laugh, then return to the dough. “Knead to the music. It’s fun.” I over-exaggerate my moves and sing along to Fall Out Boy. 

She isn’t familiar with the music but bops around to the beat. Time passes and we’ve made three loaves of bread before she shows me how to make cinnamon rolls. 

“I can’t wait for breakfast tomorrow. We haven’t even put them in the oven yet and they already smell heavenly.”

I give her a hug and thank her for the lessons, then retreat to my room. I haven’t seen Stone since we returned home earlier this afternoon. He’s good at hiding, and I’m not about to go hunt for him. Once in my room, I call up Mama on my tablet, and we talk until she yawns and says she needs a nap.

I toss and turn all night, unable to sleep. 

Playing in the kitchen with Maria has been a good distraction from the emotional afternoon. Alone in my dark room, I replay the events of the day.

The panic attack that came on as soon as my feet touched the property I spent the first eighteen years of my life on. The comfort of Stone’s arms around me. His calming voice. 

He stopped my panic attack from completely taking over. There was no judgment or disappointment in his eyes. His only concern had been to help me. Sure, he can be an arrogant asshole, but he has a heart. A heart he likes to keep hidden, but it’s there. 

When he took my hand in his, I nearly fainted. Not from the panic attack. Not from the fear of facing my father. But from the show of affection. At the time, I didn’t know why he worked so hard to put on a stoic persona, why he hid his heart from the world.

Now I know. 

Having his fingers threaded through mine as I faced my father for the first time in eight years gave me the strength I needed to stand tall. To not quiver in his presence. Men like Lorenzo find joy in making others weak.

Seeing him for the first time brought so many emotions. This afternoon, I hadn’t had the time or luxury to process them. I had to stay alert, stay calm for Stone. Play my part.  

It isn’t like I expected Lorenzo to show some sort of fatherly love toward me. He never showed it while I was living in his home, why would he now? His face filled with rage when he realized he had been fooled by me and by Stone. He was furious that I’d hidden from him and married without his permission. That I hadn’t married Antonio. 

That I had married Stone Parlatore. The brother of a little girl he had raped and killed. 

The son of a woman he had raped and killed.

The son of a man he had shot in front of his family because he had threatened to expose the entire operation.

Tears flow down my cheeks, making a puddle on my pillow. 

Lorenzo Parisi robbed me of a childhood and stripped a bright, healthy future away from my mother, but we still have our lives.

Stone had everyone he loved taken from him. Brutally.

I can’t get his family back, but I can help with the demons inside. 

***
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I wake early. The sun hasn’t fully risen, but sleep is not happening. I change into shorts, a sports bra, and tank top, then lace up my sneakers. A morning run will clear my head and wake me up. 

As I walk down the hall to the kitchen, I notice a faint light from under the door to Stone’s study. I knock and he barks, “What?”

I open the door and am not surprised to see him seated behind his desk in the mostly dark room, dressed in a black polo shirt and what I assume to be black dress pants. 

“Vampires get cranky when the sun rises, don’t they?”

There is just enough light to see his gaze travel from my legs up to my breasts, then back down my legs again. 

“Busy?” I go to the window and push open the drapes then turn on two lamps. 

“Yes.”

“You’re looking a bit pale. Sunlight and a run will do you good. Go change, and I’ll meet you outside.”

I don’t know where this confidence comes from. Stone reclines in his chair and props his ankle across his knee. I’ve never seen him in such a casual pose before. I like it. 

“I’ve already showered and dressed for the day.”

“Yeah, well, you sit around too much. Exercise is important.” By the shape of his thighs, and the muscle in his arms, it’s obvious he spends plenty of time exercising. Still. He needs me to push him. He may not realize it now. Eventually, he will.

“I don’t want to run.”

“Well, I’m feeling a little sluggish this morning. I need to run, and I’ll run faster if you’re next to me, or rather ahead of me, without a shirt on.”

Well, hell. I hadn’t planned on flirting with him this morning. Or ever. 

I could be wrong, but I swear a laugh bubbles in his chest. He rubs his forehead and lets out a sigh. “Fine. I’ll meet you on the back patio in fifteen minutes.”

“If you stand me up, I’ll tell everyone it’s because you’re afraid you’ll get beat by a girl.”

He stands and a knowing smile forms on his lips. “You just admitted I run faster than you.”

“No. I said I’ll run faster if you’re ahead. I highly doubt you will be though.” I head to the door and toss over my shoulder, “You like checking out my ass too much.”

This time I’m sure it’s a laugh that escapes him. I smile and practically skip through the kitchen, surprised to see Maria already up. 

“Oh, my word. You’re pure evil. It smells delicious.”

“You’re up early. A morning run, I take it?”

“Yes, so I don’t feel as guilty when I go in for my third cinnamon roll. This is great motivation to run fast and far today.”

Cinnamon rolls fresh from the oven. Stone without a shirt on. Both are motivators. Both are warm and sweet.

Sweet. I chuckle as I stretch outside. Sweet isn’t a word anyone would use to describe Stone, even though he has his moments.

Giving me a tablet so I can talk to my mother whenever I want.

Bringing me to see her for our honeymoon.

Playing cards with Mama and me our first night.

Holding me during my panic attack.

I nearly forgot it wasn’t his first time. He’d been gentle and didn’t make fun of me during my panic attack when I first came here. 

Of course, for everything sweet he’s done, there’s a list longer than my arm of the jerkish things he’s done. I bend forward and touch my toes, stretching my hamstrings.

The one that hurt the most is how he treated me after we’d had sex. Only now I understand where his anger had come from. It doesn’t give him the right to talk to me the way he did though.

A pair of sneakers appears in front of me. I slowly roll up to standing and take in the sight. Stone is sexy as sin in his suits and all black stuff, but holy smokes. Wearing normal people clothes, or closer to normal than his mafia-looking stuff, brings on a whole new level of sexiness.

His plain navy-blue shirt is surely worth hundreds and fits him like a glove. Tight in all the right places. I can’t see his ass, but I bet it’s delicious in his gray shorts. His legs are toned and have a light sprinkling of dark hair.  

Like his chest. God, I want to see his chest again. Clearing my throat, I say, “Ready?”

He waves his arm out indicating he wants me to lead the way. I almost make a comment about him wanting to check out my ass but bite it back. Let him check it out. If I can distract him from his painful past, I’ll do it any way I can. 

We run in silence along the coast, up hills, down hills, then through the vineyard. I’m sure he can run faster than we’re going, but he stays by my side, matching my pace.

I see Elena in the distance. She waves to us and we wave back, not breaking stride. I’m not up for conversation. She’ll want to know about our honeymoon or make small talk. I don’t think Stone is up for it either. I bring us down to the little pond at the base of the vineyard and slow to a walk. 

We still don’t talk. Stone lifts the hem of his shirt and wipes the sweat from his brow. 

“I’m not mad at you.” The words slip out of my mouth. I hadn’t intended on having a heart to heart right now.

We walk a bit, Stone not saying anything, before I continue. “You didn’t do anything wrong.” I pause again. “I wanted to have sex with you.”

Stone stops. “We’re not talking about this,” he barks then continues around the pond.

I have to jog to keep up with his fast walk. “Yes, we are. I came on to you. I may have been a virgin, but you didn’t manipulate me into having sex. I’m twenty-six, plenty old enough to have sex, and plenty old enough to make my own decisions.”

“It’s done.”

I reach for his arm and hold tight until he stops walking. “It’s not. I wanted you that night and I want you again. If we weren’t out in the open right now, I’d ask you to pin me to the grass and make...have sex with me.”

Making love is not something he does. 

“I’m not fucking you out here.”

Apparently, sex is too tame a word for him as well. 

“That’s fine. We can do it later.”

“Merda, Gia. What is this?” He tears away from me and keeps walking up the path to the house. “Three weeks ago, you hated me. I was your kidnapper and forced you into marriage. I fucked your virginity from you, and now you’re throwing yourself at me? And I thought I was the fucked up one.”

“If I didn’t know how much you were hurting, I’d be offended.”

Stone spins around and squeezes my chin, forcing me to look up at him. “I don’t want or need your pity fucks.”

“No, you don’t. What you do need is a friend.” His fingers loosen. “And I could use one too.”

He drops his hands and heads back to the house, this time not as fast. We walk in silence. When we reached the patio, it’s set up with two place settings, a mason jar of wildflowers in the middle.

“Maria is happy to have us both back from our honeymoon. You’re gonna want to erase that ugly scowl or she’ll think you have second thoughts about marrying me.”

She appears on the patio with a glass pitcher of ice water. “I wasn’t sure if you’d want to eat right away or shower first.”

“We walked the last mile and are plenty cooled down. I’m ready to eat one of those cinnamon rolls now.”

“I’m not hungry,” Stone says.

“Your wife made cinnamon rolls last night, sir. They’re quite good.”

“You made them?”

“Don’t act so surprised. I’m full of many talents.” His eyebrow quirks. A good sign. “Okay, so maybe this isn’t a talent yet. Maria is an excellent teacher. I made the bread we’ll be having with dinner as well. Garlic rosemary focaccia.”

Maria sets the water on the table and goes back inside.

“Why is she giving you cooking lessons? I pay her good money to cook for me. For us.”

“Because I’m bored. I need something to do. You work all day, and I’m not used to sitting around being a pampered princess. Two years is a long time to do nothing.” I sit, hoping he will join me.

I bite back my smile when he takes the chair across from me.

“What is it you’d like to do?”

“I don’t know. I’ve been waitressing for so long and don’t have a university degree. My private tutors made sure I had the finest education in English, mathematics, and sciences, but I’ve never been given the opportunity to think about a career.”

Stone pours our waters, which we both guzzle, then he pours our coffee as if we’ve been having breakfasts together for years. 

“If you hadn’t left with your mother, what would you have studied? You said you and your mother had visited universities.”

“I have no idea. I lived a sheltered life. I read a lot of classic literature, but I can’t imagine a career with it. I cruised through calculus but have no desire to be a mathematician.” 

“What did you do when you weren’t studying?”

“I snuck in romance novels and fantasized about boys.”

Stone chokes on his coffee. I cover my mouth and laugh. “It’s true. The only time I even saw boys my age was at gala events, and those were boys who were dragged by their families, or arrogant narcissists who were only interested in me because of my family’s money.”

“I would have been one of those arrogant narcissists. I am one of those arrogant narcissists.”

“Truth.” I sip my coffee and smile again when he frowns. “When I was little, I enjoyed being in the kitchen with mama and Teresa, our cook. I don’t remember recipes, but I remember baking cookies and cakes.” 

“Why did you stop?”

I put my cup down and run my finger along the top. “Lorenzo said the kitchen was no place for a Parisi. He wouldn’t allow mama or I to associate with the staff.”

Maria comes out with a basket of rolls and a bowl of fruit salad, ending that discussion. Stone waits for me to serve myself. 

“You made these?” he asks, dabbing the corner of his mouth after taking his first bite.

“With a lot of guidance from Maria.”

“They’re delicious.”

His compliment shouldn’t make my heart flutter. It shouldn't make me want him so much. But it does. 

“Thank you.”

We finish our breakfast in companionable silence. When we’re done, he walks me to my room. “I’m going to take a shower.” I run my finger along the edge of my tank top. I don’t know how to do the flirting thing, or to let him know I’m more than ready to have sex again. 

Stone’s eyes darken, his gaze lowering to my chest, then rising back up to my face before settling on my lips. I lick them and he cups my cheek, following the path my tongue made with his thumb. 

“Boss,” Marco says from down the hall. 

The moment is lost. He moves away and goes to Marco, leaving me alone and incredibly aroused. 

I don’t see Stone for the rest of the day. He’s in his office with the door closed. Marco and Tio are with him. A little before dinner Lucca appears and goes into the office as well. 

I spend the afternoon and evening with Maria again. We make manicotti, salad, and bread. I can tell she is disappointed Stone ignores me so much, being newlyweds and all. I don’t need his constant attention, but his staff is going to suspect there’s trouble in paradise. Even though the housekeepers, groundskeepers, and property guards keep to themselves, they’re bound to notice how often we’re together, and how often we’re not.

I don’t let it bother me. It’s not really my problem. The ball is rolling for whatever Stone’s next step is in his masterplan. I only hope it doesn’t involve me going to Parisi vineyards. I’ll be happy if I never step foot on that property again. 

I hear a door open and slip off the stool where I’ve been sipping wine, hoping to talk to Stone. I find Tio in the hallway instead. 

“You all must be hungry. Dinner is ready if you’d like to join us.”

He looks over his shoulder and shrugs. “Not sure,” is all he says before leaving.

Not caring if I come off as a nag, I knock on the office door and open it a crack. “Dinner is ready. You’ve been cooped up in here too long. We’re eating outside. You have five minutes to wash up and join us.” 

I close the door and hurry back to the kitchen before Stone can argue with me. Granted, he can simply not show. He doesn’t appreciate being told what to do in front of his men. I pray my plan to have dinner with him doesn’t backfire.

“I’ve asked the men to join us outside.” I open the cabinet that holds the plates and take down five. I’d love for Maria to eat with us as well, but I know that’s going too far in Stone’s book. He’s not ready for family dinners.  

I place them around the table outside and turn to go back in for silverware, bumping into Stone’s solid chest.

“What are you doing?” he growls.

“Setting the table for dinner.”

“Why?”

“Oh, that’s right. Vampires feast on blood and don’t need protein and vegetables.”

“You’ve changed.” He doesn’t move as he looks down on me.

“No, I haven’t. This is who I’ve always been.”

“You used to cower, afraid to cross me. And now you’re telling me what to do?”

“I was afraid because I didn’t know you.”

“You still don’t know me.”

I tap his cheek. “I know you better than you know yourself.” I brush past him but don’t make it too far. He roughly grabs my arm and spins me around. 

“You’re playing with fire, Gia.”

“Well then I won’t have to worry about being cold at night.” I take advantage of his shock and break free from his grasp as I saunter back into the kitchen. 

He’s right. I’m playing a dangerous game and I’m sure to get burned. While I’m no longer a virgin, and even though I’m inexperienced sexually, I’m not a naïve young girl. I’m completely aware of Stone’s aggressive sexual nature. 

I wonder if he has one of those sexual torture chamber rooms. I shiver. I’m definitely not ready for that. In fact, I don’t think I ever will be. Sex with Stone is enough. I don’t need or want crazy torture devices involved. 

I see Marco in the shadows of the kitchen. “Go make yourselves comfortable outside, boys.”

Marco’s gaze slides outside as if asking Stone’s permission. He must have heard our encounter. I see him nod to Marco. He takes a reluctant step forward, and Tio and Lucca follow. 

We’ve all settled into our seats when Elena comes up the path from the vineyard. “Should I be offended that I didn’t get an invite?”

“Hi, Elena. There’s plenty of space and food. Have a seat.”

“I don’t want to intrude.”

“Nonsense.” I look across the table at Stone, who sits at the head of the table. I wish I was next to him instead of at the other end. Marco and Tio sit on one side, and Lucca the other, leaving an empty chair next to me. Elena takes it.

Maria hurries out with an extra plate and a set of silverware, arranging it in front of Elena.

“This looks delish. I love Maria’s manicotti.” She takes a healthy portion. 

“I actually made it, but she did a lot of supervising.”

“You made this too?” Stone asks, his fork halfway to his mouth.

I nod and smile. “And the bread as well.”

“Why?”

“I told you why this morning.” I roll my eyes and butter my bread. “Or were you too sweaty and winded after...well, your attention obviously wasn’t on our conversation.”

I’m completely aware of my innuendo, and completely aware of his heated stare. 

“Typical guy. Typical Rocco. So, tell me why.” Elena takes a bite of the manicotti.

“My husband keeps me locked inside this gilded cage, and I need to do something. Feel useful. And I love cooking. Maria has been an excellent teacher.” 

“I don’t get out much either, but feel free to come hang out with me in the winery. I can give you a run down on the family wines. Anytime you feel like pouring flights, I can always use the help.”

“She’s not going to be a waitress,” Stone growls.

I roll my eyes, ignoring him, and laugh and talk with Elena during dinner. The men are quiet and have no desire to be part of our conversation anyway. I like this, having a girlfriend, having the heated stare of Stone on me during dinner.

Every time I lift my glass to take a sip of wine, our eyes meet. Playing with fire is right. He heats me up from across the table. I can only imagine what he’ll do to me when we touch again. 

Dinner ends too soon, and the men get up to leave. Stone comes over to me first and bends down to whisper in my ear. 

“Careful, Gia.” 

I shiver at his simple warning. 

“Always,” I say as he walks away.

“Damn.” Elena fans herself with her hand. “I never thought I’d see my cousin fall for a woman. He’s in deep.”

I want to tell her if he was in deep, he wouldn’t ignore me all day and all night.
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CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE
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I have a nice long talk with Mama then fill up the bathtub with hot water and extra bubbles. I haven’t taken advantage of the oversized clawfoot tub yet, and tonight seems like a good night. I open the windows, letting in the warm breeze before I sink into the mounds of bubbles. I close my eyes and listen to the rhythmic crashing of the waves.

Time passes slowly, or quickly; I have no idea. I’m so relaxed I can sleep right here. Since drowning isn’t something I want to worry about, I sit up and open my eyes. I gasp when I see Stone standing across from me, leaning against the counter.

It’s not his head-to-toe black in my white bathroom that makes him stand out. It’s his wide shoulders. His strong legs. His chiseled jaw. His piercing eyes that look like they want to strip me naked. Which I already am. 

I move my hands through the water. The bubbles have thinned and don’t cover much of my nakedness. My swirling seems to move them away, giving Stone a better view of my nipples, which are only an inch below the water. 

He doesn’t move. Doesn’t flinch. I study him watching, waiting. Does he want me to make the next move?

I swallow hard. “There’s plenty of room if you want to join me.”

His heated stare causes me to shiver. Not from cold, but from an intensity I’ve never experienced before. When he doesn’t so much as flinch, I rise to my knees and reach for the folded towel on the edge of the tub.

Stone moves quickly, picking up the towel and tossing it away onto the counter, out of reach. I cover my breasts with my arms. “That wasn’t very nice.”

The only part of him that moves are his hands as he slowly unbuttons his shirt. I keep my gaze locked on his eyes but as soon as his shirt is open, my attention drops to his chest. I bite my lower lip and sit up straighter. Does he want me to get out or is he coming in?

My gaze follows his hands as they tug his shirt off and he drops it on the floor next to my discarded clothes. I rub my throat and squeeze my thighs together to relieve the ache between them. My nipples harden and my throat goes dry.

“Touch yourself,” he commands as he reaches for his belt and unfastens it. 

“I—” I’ve never done that in front of a man. Hell, I’ve never been naked in front of a man before Stone. 

“Do it.” He doesn’t remove his belt, his eyes dark and intense as they stare into mine.

I lower one hand between my legs and gasp when I touch myself. I’m hyper-sensitive. My hand isn’t the one I want to bring me to orgasm. It’s not as intense when I do it. I need Stone. I have the feeling he won’t join me in the tub if I don’t obey his orders though, so I begin stroking.

It’s different from when I touch myself in the quiet of my bedroom. With Stone only a few feet away and staring at me so hard, it’s as if he’s touching me. 

He undoes his button and lowers his zipper. His erection strains against his black boxer briefs. “Insert two fingers.”

My eyes grow wide at his request.

“Do it.” He doesn’t move. 

I see what he’s doing now. When I do what he says, he does what he knows I want him to do: strip. Anxious to have him naked and inside me, I slip two fingers in my pussy. I don’t need lube, I’m so wet. I pant as I stroke, and I notice the water sloshing slightly as my body moves with my hand.

My free hand caresses my breast and tweaks my nipple. 

“Cazzo.” Stone kicks his pants and underwear aside and steps into the tub. His erection is long and thick. 

He lowers himself across from me then reaches for my hips and roughly moves me over him so I’m straddling his legs. He doesn’t lower me onto his erection like I expect. Like I want. Instead, he lifts me up so my breasts are even with his mouth, and he devours them.

First one, then the other. 

I continue to touch myself until he pushes my hand away, replacing my fingers with his. He sucks hard on my nipple and inserts another finger in me while stroking me with his thumb.

“Stone.” I hold on to his shoulders and rock my chest into his face, my pelvis into his hand. “Rocco. My God. I’m going to—oh!” 

My ass and thighs clench uncontrollably while I convulse. I’m cold and hot and don’t want the wave of euphoria to ever stop. As my convulsing slows, Stone lowers me onto his erection. His tip touches me, a burst of heat sears through me before he pushes me off him again.

“Shit. Condom. My pants.”

I look over the side of the tub and reach over for his pants. Stone finds my breast and covers it with his mouth while massaging the other with his hands. I’m fumbling around and only come up with his shirt. 

My body loves what he’s doing too much, and I stay slightly leaned over the tub, his mouth and hands devouring my breasts making it impossible to focus on my task. I can feel his erection against my leg, and I can’t help rubbing myself against it. 

“Condom, Gia. Now. I’m not going to last.” 

“I can’t reach...with you...” I arch into him some more.

“Fuck.” 

I’m quickly moved aside as Stone leans over the tub and finds his pants, deftly retrieving a condom from his pocket. It takes only seconds for him to tear it open and cover himself with it before lowering to the tub again and reaching for me. 

In one quick swoop, I’m straddling him again and he’s deep inside me. He’s not gentle, but he never promised to be. He’s warned me over and over again of this, and I don’t care. I love it. 

The water sloshes around us, his hands on my hips guiding me, setting the pace, which is fast and furious. 

I like it.

I love it.

Too much. My hands find Stone’s shoulders and I hold on to him for support, not that he’s letting me go. I lower my head, touching my forehead to his. I feel the heat of his body, the intensity in his love making.

No. In the sex. Love is not a part of this. It never will be. We both have too much dysfunction to go there. 

His chest heaves as he pants ragged breaths through his parted lips and it’s not until he presses his mouth into a tight, thin line that I realize he’s trying to hold back his own orgasm. I kiss the corner of his eye and start a trail of kisses to his mouth. We haven’t kissed other than on our wedding day. I want to taste his lips again. 

I kiss the corner of his mouth and he touches my lips with the tip of his tongue before suddenly jerking his mouth away and going still. We stay like that, our faces only an inch from each other, joined below the waist. I can’t read the turmoil going on inside his head. 

He’s thinking. About what, I have no idea. The kiss bothers him. He had a similar reaction to our brief kiss after our vows. 

Our eyes lock in a heated battle. I squeeze his cock and he clenches his teeth then picks me up and off him. I gasp at the sudden loss of our connection, and find myself turned around, my back to his front as he rams into me from behind. 

“Stone.” I reach out for the sides of the tub to find my balance. 

He moves partially out of the water onto his knees and jerks me back into him, his cock hitting so deep inside I feel he’s going to bruise me. It doesn’t hurt though. It. Feels. So. Good.

“Yes,” I moan, bending forward and holding on to the end of the tub as he fucks me from behind. It’s what we’re doing. Fucking, as he so frequently likes to say. And I don’t ever want him to stop.

I feel his hand on the back of my neck. He’s not choking me, he’s caressing. I feel his mouth on my shoulder as he lightly bites it, then he rests his chin next to my ear as he continues to move.

“You’re so fucking tight, Gia.” His hand comes around the front and squeezes my breast before lowering between my legs.

“I can’t,” I protest. I’ve already orgasmed. My legs are already weak. One more and I’ll have to be airlifted to the bed. 

“You can,” he whispers in my ear and strokes my clit. “Come for me, Gia. Now. I need you to come now.”

I feel the pressure of his hand between my thighs, the hardness of his chest against my back, and I hear the intensity of the moment in his voice. If possible, his erection grows even thicker, and I know he’s about to come as well. Having the power to bring this man to his knees puts me over the edge. 

I squeeze him and the edge of the tub as the waves crash through me again. Stone’s fingers continue pleasing me while his other hand grips so hard on my waist I know there will be marks on me in the morning.

I call out his name as he curses, and we crash down together. I hang my head parallel to the tepid bathwater and listen to his labored breathing. The smile that escapes my lips is from pure satisfaction, not only from the mind-blowing orgasms, but because I made progress with Stone.

Sure, he gives and receives sex quite freely, but this is different. I may be naïve, and maybe every woman he has sex with feels the same, but I savor what just happened, that I was able to make Stone Parlatore lose complete control.

Too soon, he moves away and steps out of the tub. I turn around and see him throw away the condom, then hold out a towel for me. I stand and reach for it, but he snatches it away and rakes his eyes over my body. 

His gaze stops on my hips, and he frowns. “Did I hurt you?”

I look to where he’s focused and see my hip, red and marked where he held me so tightly. 

“No.”

Stone moves toward me and reaches for the red area. His touch is light and gentle. “Your hip is so white.”

“I haven’t had many opportunities to lounge in the sun.”

“Most women I...” he drops his hand and moves away, holding out the towel again.

“Most women you sleep with are what?” I tell myself not to be jealous that he’s comparing me to past women. I wrap myself in the towel then yank my robe off the hook, covering up in that as well. 

“Nothing.”

“Most women you sleep with are what?” I turn to him again and fold my arms across my chest. I give him a once over, dragging my eyes from his feet, up his legs, settling on his penis for a few moments. When it twitches and starts to lengthen, I raise my brow and continue my perusal of his body until I lock my eyes with his. 

He gives me his signature stony expression and steps into his boxers and pants as if getting dressed for the day. When he has his shirt on and is working his buttons, he says, “Most women I fuck have fake boobs, fake nails, fake eye lashes, and fake tans.”

I suddenly feel old and frumpy in my robe and towel. I’m not an ogre but I’m no competition for his pin up models. My nails are short and unpainted. My boobs are a decent 34C, my eyelashes are okay when coated in mascara, and my face and legs are sun kissed but the rest of my body is pale. I’ve never been a sun worshiper. 

“Well, nothing wrong with mixing things up.” I give him a fake smile and leave the bathroom. I’m the one who came on to him. I’m the one who told him I’d be waiting. I have no right to be jealous or ashamed of my body.

I want the comfort of my sweatpants and my oversized T-shirt, but I don’t want to change in front of Stone and remind him of how simple and basic my body is. 

He sees my clothes on the edge of the bed and picks them up. “I like these on you. I like naked on you too.” He hands them to me, and I swear I see an inkling of a smile before he leaves. 

I sleep soundly and peacefully, something I hadn’t anticipated after coming face to face with my father and Antonio again. They’ve haunted my dreams at night and kept me on edge during the days for too many years. 

I yawn and stretch as the morning sun makes its way through my windows. There is still much to worry about, still so many unanswered questions, but I tell myself to take it one day at a time and enjoy the security and safety I find in Stone’s house.

And in his arms. 

His body is perfection, and he knows how and where to touch me. He’s figured out my body’s switches faster than I ever have. Granted, he’s had plenty of practice with many women. I push the twinge of jealousy aside and climb out of bed. 

With no agenda, nothing to do to keep me entertained during the day, I get dressed in workout clothes and decide to utilize Stone’s gym before going for a run. Then I’ll talk with Maria about more recipes I’d like to learn.

I lace my sneakers and make my way down the hall and to the kitchen to fill a water bottle. Considering it’s only six in the morning, I’m not surprised at how quiet it is in the house. I open the patio doors and follow the trail adjacent to the pool to the pool house.

I find the light switch and scan the equipment and the rows of dumbbells. It’s been a long time since I’ve done much with weights. One of the waitresses I worked with in Tennessee had a gym membership and would sneak me in from time to time.

I remember some of the basic upper body moves and select my weights. After one round of bicep curls and upright rows, I take a break and walk around. The stereo system looks as elaborate and high tech as my shower controls. After pushing a few buttons, I figure out how it works and adjust the volume so it won’t wake the house. The beat is plenty loud enough to drum through my body.

Classic rock isn’t what I want, but I can’t figure out how to change the music, so I leave it at that. I do another set of ten before I spot a rowing machine. I’m a solid fifteen minutes into working up a good sweat when a pair of sneakers comes into view.

I crane my neck as my gaze works its way up the tanned muscular legs I know belong to Stone.  His arms are crossed, his biceps appearing larger than I remember. Maybe it’s because I’m in workout mode, I don’t know, but I want to touch him. Bad.

“I can be done if you want to work out alone.”

Stone doesn’t move, as he rarely does unless he has a purpose. I slow the machine and stand, then brush the back of my hand across my sweaty brow. He doesn’t look happy to see me.

“I’m sorry if you don’t want me here. The other day you said—”

“You can come here anytime you want.”

Okay. So why the grumpy face? Not that it’s grumpy. He’d have to show emotion for me to believe he’s grumpy. 

“Do you want me to leave?”

The vein in his forehead appears. Shit. What the heck did I do to piss him off now? I lower my head and catch sight of an impressive erection. It’s pretty hard to hide it wearing gym shorts. Is this why he’s mad? 

I lift my gaze and open my mouth to apologize again, but I’m cut off by the press of his chest against mine. He walks me back with his body until my butt hits the wall. Stone stares into my eyes as his hands slip between our bodies. He cups my breasts and keeps his intense gaze locked on mine, as if asking for permission.

It’s hard to tell since he doesn’t say anything, and facial expressions are a rarity. His hands slide down my side, settling on my hips. Again, he stops, as if asking permission. I swallow. The chemistry between us is off the charts. My skin heats and my core begs for him to touch me there.

“Yes,” I say to whatever he’s thinking and wrap one leg around his waist. I grind myself into his upper thigh, my leg brushing up against his erection.

“Cazzo.” His favorite Italian curse escapes his lips. 

Stone lowers his hand between the elastic of my shorts and cups my sex. I’m hot and wet for him. I need to touch him. All of him. I rake my short nails up his back, tugging at his shirt, wanting it off. 

He inserts a finger into me, and I moan. He withdraws and I instantly miss him, my body pulsing for more. Stone whips off his shirt then returns to pleasuring me.

I close my eyes and lean my head against the wall, soaking up every sensation he gives me. I feel his mouth, hot and wet, on my breast, over my tank top and bra. I want that off as well but I don’t have the energy to remove it. 

My hands need more. I slide them up and down his back, massaging his muscles, then lower them to his most perfect ass. I squeeze and pull him closer into me. 

“Stone,” I beg. 

In one quick move, he pushes my leg off him and drops to his knees, taking my shorts and panties with him. He swings my leg over his shoulder and makes a trail with his tongue from behind my knee up to my inner thigh.

My legs quiver. I’m not sure how much longer I can stand here on one leg. As if reading my thoughts—or maybe I speak them—he brings me down to a bench. My back is supported, and my ass hangs off the edge.

I lift my head in time to see him lower himself to the floor again and drape both my legs over his shoulders. 

“Fuck, you’re wet.”

I pray it isn’t all sweat. I wasn’t too far into my workout when he arrived. However, I’m not fresh and clean like I was last night. 

Stone nudges my legs further apart with his elbows and spreads me apart with his fingers before licking my core. 

“Stone,” I call out. I could have orgasmed right then and there, but I work on holding it back, wanting to feel his fingers and tongue on me longer than the few seconds it takes to bring me to peak. 

As if reading my mind again, he slows his pace and intensity, licking one side of me before moving to the next. His fingers make slow, sensual circles. My eyes roll back into my head as I clutch at his shoulders. I’m seriously going to die. I’m in heaven. I don’t want him to stop. Ever.

“This feels...so...oh my God.” I can’t contain it anymore. My body tightens and my thighs squeeze uncontrollably of their own accord. I can’t think about my hold on Stone or worry about possibly choking him because I’m riding high, surfing the waves of my orgasm. 

His fingers and tongue continue to move, torturing me with pleasure until my convulsions finally slow.

My back is wet and sticky on the bench. My legs numb. 

Stone gently sets my feet on the floor. “Oh my God, Stone. I can’t move.”

Even my eyes are tired, unable to open. I expect him to cover me with his body or pull me up and turn me over while he rams himself into me, but he doesn’t.

Slowly, my eyes open. He’s standing before me, his hands steepled over his mouth. This is out of character for him. 

“What is it?”

“Nothing. Continue your workout.”

He turns and heads for the door. My legs wobble behind him. “Stone. What is it?”

“I—nothing. I need to go.”

I point at his erection—which would be pointing straight at me if his shorts weren’t restraining it. “Junior down here is saying otherwise. You don’t want to take care of that?”

Stone stares over my shoulder and runs his hand through his hair. Another out of character move.

“Not now.”

“Why?”

“I...” He won’t make eye contact with me.

“Got a better offer?” I’m not smug or confident in my sexual abilities but based on the impressive erection in his shorts, I’d say he’s completely turned on by me. 

“Fuck, Gia.”

“That’s what I’m saying.” I bravely reach for him, taking his erection in my hands.

Stone leans forward as if in pain. I study his face and see it’s not the normal kind of hurt. I stroke him through his shorts, and he moans, then covers my hand with his. 

“We can’t.”

“Not this again.” I step closer, trapping him to the door. Boy, have the roles reversed. I feel the tension in his body. I read it in his face. Stone hides everything behind a stoic mask, but he can’t hide it when we’re having sex. 

I bite back my smile and watch him struggle. 

“Gia.” He grips my wrist but doesn’t move it from him. “I don’t have protection.”

Oh! Again, I mentally smile at my victory. It isn’t that he doesn’t want to have sex with me, it’s that he wants to so badly but didn’t come prepared. 

I bite my lower lip and debate the pros and cons of doing what I’m thinking. Cons. I’ve never done it before, and I could totally turn him off.

Pros, Stone could love it. I could love it. 

I take a risk and wiggle my hand free from his hold and reach for the waistband of his shorts. 

“Gia. I’m not having sex without protection.”

The fact that he said sex instead of fuck makes me so happy. I keep the inner squee to myself. It gives me more confidence to do this for him. 

“Then we won’t have sex.” Copying his move from before, I lower his shorts while I drop to my knees. His erection springs out and I gasp. 

It’s bigger this close. I’m intimidated and intrigued. I think back to some of the romance novels I’ve read. I cup his balls in one hand and stroke his length with the other as I bring my mouth to the tip. It’s moist with pre-come.

The song changes, something loud with a lot of drums. 

“Fuck! Gia.” Stone grips my hair and guides his penis into my mouth. He’s big and warm. I wrap my teeth with my lips and slowly drag my tongue up and down his length. “Fuuuccck,” he moans again. 

I let go of his balls and use two hands to support his cock. I forget my nerves and embarrassment and get lost in the rhythm. His hold on my hair tightens and he jerks his hips faster into me, his cock going deeper down my throat. I gag a little and he slows his movement. I give my throat a break and bring my lips to his tip, sucking hard and swirling my tongue around it.

“Merda. Gia.” His hands are tangled in my hair as he slams himself into me. “Let go...if you don’t want to...swallow.” 

I don’t know what I want to do. I’ve never done this before. I want to experience it all. I want to follow his orgasm all the way. I suck harder and he curses as hot fluid coats the back of my mouth. I gag and swallow and suck, releasing him a little.

I still have his cock in his mouth and swirl my tongue around him to clean up any remains.

“Christ, Gia. Enough. Are you trying to kill me?” He pulls away and sags against the wall. 

I wipe the corners of my mouth and stay on the floor, unsure what to do or say now. It was easier last night when it was dark and he left me alone in my room. Now what? Do I put my shorts back on and finish my workout? Do I leave?

He holds out a hand and I take it, avoiding his stare. 

“Water?” he asks, going to my bottle and offering it to me. 

“Thanks.” I chug nearly half of it, partly to wash out my mouth and partly because I don’t know what to say or do. 

“I don’t think either of us is steady enough to lift heavy.” He racks the weights I was using and stands near a door I hadn’t noticed before. “Sauna?”

“What?”

“I’ll come back later and lift. For now, the sauna will do. You can wear clothes, but I prefer to be nude.”

He goes inside and I stand in the middle of his gym half-naked. I spot his clothes on the floor and shrug. Might as well join him. I toe off my sneakers and whip off my sports bra and tank as I make my way into the sauna.

I mean, it can’t be any hotter in there than it is out here. 
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CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO
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The past week has been heaven and hell, and Gia is one hundred percent to blame. I drop my towel on the bathroom floor and pad across my bedroom to my walk-in closet, naked. I take a pair of black Hugo Boss slacks off the hanger as well as a black shirt and go back into my bedroom, tossing them on my bed. 

I’ve never fucked a woman in my bed before. Never imagined one in my room. Never wanted one in my personal space, but I can picture Gia’s dark hair draped over my pillow, her long legs stretched across my bed. 

I can’t go three fucking seconds without thinking about her body. Hell, I want to blame my wandering mind on her tits or ass, or even her tight pussy, but it’s more than that. So much more. 

It’s her sense of humor, her stubbornness, her pride, and hell, I even like how she stands up to me. I pretend to let her talk that way to me in front of my men because we’re posing as a happy couple for my staff and the public when we do go out. But it’s all an act. 

Truth is, it turns me on when she challenges me. When she turns her smart mouth on me. Has it only been three days since she gave me a blow job in my gym with that sweet mouth? I have a feeling she never did that before, and she admitted as much later in the sauna.

I can’t even begin to imagine how fast I’ll come when she has more practice. It isn’t her technique that has my balls tight and my cock hard as steel. 

It’s...her. 

“Shit.” I swipe a pair of boxers from my drawer and get dressed. The last thing I need before going to Parisi’s is a distraction. I slip on a pair of loafers and head to my office. I slow as I pass Gia’s bedroom door. 

It’s early. The sun isn’t even up yet. I can go in there and fuck her, have a clear mind before meeting with Lorenzo. 

Her door opens and Gia comes into the hallway dressed in her workout clothes, tiny shorts, a sports bra, and a cropped tank top. 

“Well, hello,” she says with a sly smile. She assesses me from head to toe. “Looks like you won’t be joining me in the gym.”

I purposely planned my workouts even earlier so as not to run into her there again. Lucca typically uses the gym after his night shift. We were lucky not to have been interrupted by him. Or maybe he did see us and left before we spotted him. 

My men have seen me fuck other women. If a call comes, they know when to take a message and when to get me. Have I been annoyed mid-fuck when they’ve pulled me away from a woman? Sure. But in the end, I’m always grateful that they understand my priorities.

Would Lucca have thought Gia was a priority? Is a priority? I doubt it. Had I been needed, he would have ended our sweaty gym session. I don’t want him walking in on Gia, though. She’s different from the others. 

“I take that as a no.” Gia lifts her shoulder and brushes past me. 

I reach for her shoulder and tug her back into my front. “Later,” I whisper in her ear, and grin when I feel the goosebumps on her skin. 

“Promise?” Her voice is husky with need.

I rub my hardening dick into her backside. “You’ll want to be well rested for what I have planned for you.”

She arches her back, pushing her ass against my dick. I rub my hands down her shoulders, and she turns in my arms.

“When will you be back? I mean...I’m not trying to...” she looks away, focusing on the wall behind me. “I can have lunch or dinner ready for you whenever you get back.”

Her offer is different from Maria’s usual question about mealtime. To her, it’s a job. To Gia, it’s as if she wants to make me a meal, eat with me.

“Dinner.” I study her lips, envious of her tongue when it licks the corner of her mouth. Kissing has been off the table for over a decade. A woman’s lips don’t tempt me. Only Gia’s.

“Okay. Sure. Um, what would you like to eat?” She lifts her dark eyes to mine.

“You.”

Her cheeks turn a bright pink, and she blinks away embarrassment. I like how she is so easily ruffled. My hands rest on her hips when my phone buzzes in my pocket. Cursing and thanking the disruption, I take out my cell and read the text from Marco.

As suspected, the water patrol has reported unusual activity on the rocky shores near Parisi’s vineyard. My man on the inside hasn’t noticed anything unusual, but that could be because Lorenzo and Antonio figured I have a mole on their staff. 

Another reason why I keep my staff limited to only what and who is necessary. Lorenzo has an army of men working for him. It’s easier to plant my man, and it’s more likely to have someone run his mouth. 

Pocketing my phone, I move away from Gia, needing the physical and mental distance for what I have planned today. I need to get my head back in the game. I quickly glance at her before I walk away, not wanting to see the disappointment in her eyes when I don’t do what I know she wants me to do.

Smile.

Offer affectionate parting words.

Kiss her.

Marco and Tio are waiting for me in my office. We go over the game plan two more times, then head out. I’m tempted to stop by the kitchen to see if Gia is there with Maria or look out the window to see if the lights are on in the gym, but I don’t. I’ve got to keep my head in the game. My life, and Gia’s, depend on it.

***
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I’ve learned how to use more machines in Stone’s gym. Yesterday, I passed Lucca as he was finishing his workout. He showed me how to access the television and the downloaded fitness programs. Most are weightlifting, but there are a few cardio programs. 

I do a blended routine of upper body weights and high-intensity interval training for my cardio. I’m soaked. I strip off my tank top before the HIIT moves, and my sweat has changed my sports bra from light gray to dark. 

After I’ve cooled down and refilled my water bottle, I change into a bathing suit and swim a few laps in the pool. Maria waits for me a with a towel and a bowl of fresh fruit. 

“You’re too good to me, Maria.” I step into the towel, and she folds it around me as a mother would her child. “And to Stone. Even though he may not show how much he appreciates you, trust that he does.”

“He’s grown into a stubborn man. I remember when he was a little devil pulling pranks on his father and teasing his sister and mother. He used to scare the gravy out of Mrs. Parlatore running around with snakes and frogs between his fingers.”

“You’ve been with the family for a long time?”

A sad smile crossed her face. “Yes.”

“You were here when...” 

“Yes. Losing them the way he did.” She makes the sign of the cross over her heart and lowers her head. “It changed him. He left Rocco behind and became Stone. It wasn’t until you came into his life that I started to see traces of the innocent boy he used to be.”

The traces are more minuscule than small. I want to bring some joy back into his life. His plan for revenge will take away some of the pain, but it won’t erase it. I want to bring back the spark of little Rocco, and Maria will be the one to help.

“What was his favorite meal when he was younger?” I rub my hair with the towel then tie it around my waist. 

“That boy would devour an entire dish of baked macaroni and cheese. Elbow shaped noodles were his favorite. The kind from the box and not homemade. It made his father so mad that he’d prefer the fake noodles, as he called them, instead of fresh pasta. As he grew older, he learned to appreciate the homemade food.”

“Let me guess, with a side of bread, maybe a piece of chicken, and hold the veggies.”

“You know your husband well. Rotisserie chicken was another one of his popular requests.”

“Well, then. I guess I know what meal I’d like you to teach me next.”

“Eat your fruit and I’ll head into town to the market to get the ingredients.”

“Can I come with you?”

Maria smiles as if I offered to buy her a new car. “I’d love that.”

I take a quick shower and tie my hair back in a ponytail. As I’m getting dressed, I feel a small cramp in my stomach. Counting back the days, I sigh. My period is coming. I hope it holds off until after tonight. 

Stone and I have had sex in my tub, his gym, his office, and even in the vineyard. I’d like to actually have sex in a bed tonight. Rubbing lotion on my legs and arms, I imagine what it will be like to have the comfort of a mattress under my body, a pillow under my head. I chuckle as I think about how uncomfortable I should have been with the places we’ve had sex.

In the heat of the moment, I never gave it much thought. He has a way of making me forget my senses. I try calling my mother for a quick chat before I get too caught up in the kitchen, but she doesn’t answer. I leave her a message, tell her I love her, and that I’ll call again tonight.

Unless Stone distracts me. 

I feel my cheeks warm as I head down to the kitchen where Maria is waiting for me. I expect her to drive us, but Lucca appears in the entryway.

“You’ve been up all night. I’m sure you’d rather sleep than drive us around.”

He gives one shake of his head. “Boss’s orders.”

“We’re literally going down the road to the market.” Maria snakes her arm through mine. “I can manage to bring Mrs. Parlatore back in one piece.”

I see the turmoil bouncing around in Lucca’s eyes. After a long pause, he says, “To the market and back. If you go anywhere else, call me.”

I’m about to tell him I don’t have a cell phone when Maria agrees. 

“I’ve got your number, Lucca.” She squeezes his arm, and we walk past him to her silver town car. 

It’s a nice vehicle for a cook. Stone takes care of his people. This makes me happy. 

We talk about our favorite foods, our favorite flowers, and she tells me more stories of Rocco as a rambunctious boy. I’m happy. Genuinely happy. I’m not so naïve as to believe Stone and I will live happily ever after, but I’m happy for now. 

Mama is safe and being well-cared for. I’m safe and am extremely well cared for—in areas I never imagined—and Stone is on his way to redemption. I don’t know what it entails with Lorenzo or Antonio, but I trust he’ll free the demons from his past. And mine.
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CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE



[image: image]


I don’t like the way our meeting is going. Lorenzo is too quiet. Too smug. And Antonio isn’t here. I want both snakes in the same room so I can end their lives at the same time. 

But not until I find the missing girls. One of my men I have planted on Parisi’s staff said ten more girls from Russia were brought in the day before Gia and I made our visit.

The glass of water in front of me is untouched. I would have preferred bourbon. I don’t care that it’s ten in the morning. One glass would calm my racing pulse. I don’t ask though. Asking will show weakness. I’m in control.

Of Parisi.

Of the situation.

Of myself.

He steeples his fingers over his round stomach, an evil smirk on his putrid face. “I’d like to say I’m surprised you didn’t bring my daughter along, but I see you got what you wanted from her. No need to carry excess baggage.”

I don’t take his bait and ignore the insult to my wife. “As majority owner of Parisi Wines, I plan on touring the property. You’d be wise to tell the staff to give me access to anything I ask for.”

“I don’t take orders or threats from you, Parlatore.”

“It doesn’t look like you have a choice.” I stand and push back my chair as my lawyer drops more paperwork in front of Parisi and his team of lawyers. I don’t need a team. I’ve done my research. I have every right to the property.

Part of me wishes I had Gia with me to give me a tour, to see if she has any idea where the girls may be hidden. I don’t think she knows, otherwise she would have demanded we free them the moment we stepped foot on the vineyard a week ago.

I want to keep her away from this kind of evil, even if it means it will take longer to uncover the nooks and secret hiding places on the estate. I’ll question her tonight to see if she has any possible leads.

I feel it in my gut. The girls are here. On the property. The vineyard and the coast are perfect covers for sex trafficking. The temptation to put a bullet between his eyes is almost too tempting. I have to wait until we find the girls.

I pull at the cuffs on my sleeves and give Parisi a lazy dismissal. “I’ll show myself around.”

Marco follows and Tio lingers behind, per the plan. He’s to keep an eye on Parisi while I scour the property. I don’t care to introduce myself to the vineyard staff. They’re of no concern to me. When I free the girls, I’ll sell off the vineyard or give it to Gia if she wants. Either way, I want her to profit from it. 

The estate, for all I care, can burn to the ground. Parisi’s staff scurries away like rodents when I enter a room. I open doors, look for unusual knobs or buttons. Places that can conceal trap doors. My gut tells me they’re not hidden in the home. Parisi’s lawyers would have raised more hell if that was the case. 

Even though the estate is listed as part of the company, the lawyers can put a hold on my search, stating its use is a private residence. They could prolong the paperwork and, in the meantime, move the girls.

After an hour around the house, and not inspecting even a third of it, I go outside. Parisi is there, following behind. 

“I would think you’d be interested in seeing your investment, yet you haven’t ventured toward the winery.”

Something tells me he doesn’t like the direction we’re walking. It’s off the beaten path, away from the vineyard and heading toward the water. 

I ignore him and continue studying the property, looking for any nuances in the earth, rocks that seem placed by man instead of Mother Nature. I’ve walked close to a mile when I see what appears to be an opening in a cave.

The ground in front of the opening isn’t as overgrown as the rest of the area. Lorenzo is sweating, my pace too quick for him.

“Stop,” he warns.

Marco draws his weapon and we both turn. Lorenzo’s shirt is soaked with sweat under his arms. He reaches for his pocket and Marco cocks his Magnum Research Desert Eagle, one of the most powerful handguns ever made.

“Easy.” Parisi holds up his hands. “I’m reaching for a handkerchief.” He draws one out of his pocket and wipes his sweat.

He’s too smug. Too confident. The back of my neck prickles as I scan the area. I’m being set up. I can feel it. I glance at Marco, who is laser focused on Parisi, the gun still aimed at his chest.

My phone vibrates in my pocket, and I hear Marco’s as well. I reach for my cell and read Lucca’s text.

Gia’s missing.

Did she run away? No, she wouldn’t. She understands our arrangement and seems content as long as her mother is cared for. The past few days have been...nice.

That could only mean...

I glare at Parisi who grins like a predator about to pounce on his prey.

“Something wrong, Parlatore?” He tucks his wet handkerchief back in his pocket. 

“No.” 

I text back to Lucca.

What the fuck do you mean she’s missing?

I show no expression. No fear. No worry. Parisi will not get the upper hand.

She was with Maria at the market. A man took her and shoved her in the back of a black SUV. No plates.

I take a moment and stare out at the Mediterranean. I’m not calm. A storm is raging inside of me, but I can’t let Parisi see. It’ll only make me weak. Weakness causes mistakes. I force myself to think of Gia as just another woman. A woman I’d protect no matter how I feel about her. 

Not that I have any feelings for Gia.

Lust.

Like.

I press my tongue to the roof of my mouth to avoid clenching my teeth. I want Parisi to see no angst in me. He assumes I used his daughter to get to him. Which is correct. However, he also assumes I’m as cutthroat as he is and will hurt anyone who gets in my way.

I’m like that to a limit. Gia is not someone I will hurt. Not today. Not ever. I take a calming breath, letting the ocean air fill my lungs, and reply to Lucca.

Find her the fuck now. 

I pocket my cell and take a leisurely scan of the area doing my best to make Parisi think he hasn’t gotten to me.

“You surprise me, Parlatore. I thought maybe you were like your father and would beg on your knees for the life of your woman.”

“She’s not the woman I’m looking for.” The lie leaves a bitter taste in my throat. I tell myself it’s the truth. Lucca is currently looking for her while I’m scouring the hills for the young girls Parisi has kidnapped, so in a sense, it is the truth.

A wicked laugh escapes his lips. “That’s why you forced my daughter into marriage? To get young pussy? Callista too old for your taste?”

“Why else would I want to buy you out?”

I nod at Marco’s gun, and he lowers it from Parisi’s chest. This is the show I’ve been practicing for so long. Make him think I want the business.

“Now you want to buy me out? I thought you just wanted a piece of the action.”

“I want it all.” I cross the distance between us, the sun at my back, blinding Parisi enough so he has to squint to see me.

“What is it you want?”

He’s holding his cards to his chest for as long as possible.

“The girls.”

“What about your wife?”

Bile rises up again. “What do you want with her?”

Parisi’s top lip lifts in a dirty scowl. “I’m not the one who wants her. She could have crashed in a plane years ago for all I care.”

I’m more confused than ever but remain stoic. “So why search for her? Why do you care now if she doesn’t mean anything to you?”

He lets out another laugh. “I’m not the one who wants her. It’s Antonio. He’s had his balls twisted up for her for years.”

Antonio has her. I feel the color wash from my face. “What does he want with her when he has plenty of women at his disposal?” We’re still talking in code, not trusting the other.

“It’s not her, necessarily. It’s her pussy.”

I want to vomit at how terribly he speaks of his daughter. I’m a hypocrite because I’ve thought the same way about Gia, but not in such a manner. Not to hurt her, but because I wanted her. Is there a difference? Shit, I hope so. 

I want to keep up the act, to say Antonio can have his way with her, that she doesn’t mean anything to me, and I am just using her to get property and ownership rights to Parisi Wines, but it would be a lie.

I don’t say anything. 

“I promised him if he gave me an heir, I’d leave my...side business to him. He’s more interested in pussy than wine anyway.”

Flashes of light blind my vision. My pulse races as blood pumps through my veins. I don’t move. Don’t speak. 

“I know your reputation with your puttanas. You don’t want little shits running around so I doubt you’ve fucked a baby in my daughter. Antonio’s doing that now.” 

He starts to laugh, and I lunge at him, strangling him with my bare hands. One of his goons appears out of nowhere and Marco shoots him dead. 

“Where?” I squeeze harder. “The fuck.” I squeeze some more. “Is Gia.”

Parisi gasps for air. I loosen my hold so he can speak. Barely.

“Bacha. Ma culo.” Kiss my ass. He tries to spit in my face, but I stop him with my fist to his nose. He falls on his ass and another man appears from the trail.

Marco takes care of him while I stand over Parisi, shoving one foot down on his neck.

“Where did he take her?”

He reaches for my ankle and tries to push me away but I’m stronger than he is, and he’s still gasping for air. I need to get to Gia before Antonio touches her. 

Panic rises in my chest, and I think of her panic attacks. Is she having one now? Antonio won’t comfort her. He’ll use her vulnerability to his advantage and take from her. 

Fuck. Is this how she felt when I kidnapped her? Parisi gets both hands on my foot and manages to push me away.

He doesn’t have enough energy to run so I allow him to sit up. I need answers. 

“Where the fuck did he take her?” I pull my Glock from the waistband of my pants and point it at him.

“You won’t shoot me, little boy Rocco. Your father couldn’t either. He cried like a fucking baby as I fucked your mother in front of him. And Antonio had one hell of an orgasm as he stripped your sister’s virginity from her.”

I can’t control the rage anymore. I cock my gun and aim it between his eyes. I’ve vowed to keep her safe and once again I’ve let a woman I care about be destroyed at the hand of Parisi.

“You won’t shoot me. You’ll never find my slut of a daughter if you do.” 

I kick him in the ribs, making him fall flat on the ground again and straddle him, keeping my gun aimed at him.

“You’re picturing them now, aren’t you? Your mama, your sister. And now your wife, getting fucked by Antonio. Kill me, but then you’ll never find Antonio and your slut of a wife.”

“I’ll kill him too.”

“You do that. That child will still be under my control. As soon as Callista is with child, you lose ownership of the shares to Parisi Wines and all access to this property. You had one shot, Parlatore, and like your father, you lost.”

I make sure Lorenzo Parisi is looking me straight in the eyes as I pull the trigger.
To be continued in...

Sweet Retribution

I hope you enjoyed Stone’s Revenge, please consider leaving a review wherever you purchased the book. 

When you sign up for my newsletter you’ll be the first to know when the next book comes out, when I have sales, and freebies.

I absolutely love hearing from my readers! Please feel to reach out via email or social media! Interacting with my readers is always a highlight of my day.
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