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 Chapter 1 
 
      
 
    The beatings have become a normal part of my life. They started when I was three, so I learned not to cry at a very early age. My mother always worried that there was even more wrong with me than what my father did to me. I honestly think that there may have been many head traumas that aided in what I become later in life. Truth is, I know there were.  
 
    “You follow orders when they are given!”  
 
    Another crack across the face, before a hit to the ribs sends me stumbling back. I quickly right myself and hold my head high, as I feel my eye swelling and lip bleeding. Regardless if there is any air left in my lungs, I have to keep my head held high or risk another beating. Angelo’s eyes are as dark as night. Hatred running through his veins. He has to be this way, it’s the way he was trained. He trains me to be just like him. My role in this family will be to take over when Angelo retires.  
 
    “Why didn’t you punish him?” Angelo asks as he stalks around me. My senses are on high alert, which they should be. You can’t let your guard down, not in front of him.  
 
    “He didn’t deserve it,” I state calmly. My leg is kicked out from under me, sending me falling to the ground. My knees scream in pain as I clench my jaw shut. My hands slap the cold concrete beneath me when Angelo grabs me by my hair, jerking me back to my feet.  
 
    “You are worthless! Shall I tell your father that you aren’t worthy of taking over this role?” he hisses in my ear. The thought alone sends a chill down my spine.  
 
    “No, sir. I can handle this job.” Angelo chuckles and moves to stand in front of me. He holds his hand out offering me the whip that has been used so many times before on me. I take the long leather in my hand, feeling the harshness.  
 
    “Then punish the boy, Giovanni!”  
 
    I try not to jolt when he steps aside and reveals the small boy in front of me. I’ve tried not to look at him the entire time Angelo has taken his rage out on me, but now it’s inevitable. I swallow hard, and take a step toward the boy who cowers in the corner in fear.  
 
    “Turn around,” I say in a gruff tone. The boy does as he’s told, turning his bare back to me. I inhale deeply through my nose as I raise the whip. With each flick of the wrist, each snap of the long leather against his skin, he screams. This continues until he has no sounds left to expel. Inside I feel like I’m crumbling, falling apart, but on the outside I’m numb. Void of any emotion that may make me seem weak.   
 
    “Was that really that hard?” Angelo asks, taking the now blood-slicked whip from my hand. I keep my mouth shut, not wanting to dish out nor feel anything else. The less feeling I have, the better off I’ll be.  
 
    “You are free to go. We will pick up training tomorrow at nine sharp,” Angelo says dismissing me for the night.  
 
    I walk out of the basement and climb the stairs from the underground bunker. The cool air hits my bruised and broken skin causing me to cringe. Heading toward the house, I know that my father will be at dinner tonight and I need to make myself presentable. As soon as I step foot inside, Asia spots me. Her long black hair hangs in curls around her shoulders, her dark brown eyes sparkling in the dull light. Asia is the daughter of one of my father’s head soldiers. She’s lived here for years and has gained the right to live in the main house since her father is well respected by mine. To say that the DeLuca family takes care of their own is an understatement.  
 
    “Oh my God, Gio,” she cries softly, moving toward me quickly. Her hand comes up to my cheek, cupping my face in her small hand. At fifteen years old my hormones are out of control and having her touch me is sweet torture.  
 
    “I’m fine,” I tell her, brushing her hand away from my face. I step around her, jogging up the stairs, but I know she’s right behind me. I can feel her presence like I always have. 
 
    “You are not fine!” she sneers but I keep walking. As soon as I step inside my bedroom, I push the door closed but it doesn’t click into place. I blow out a breath and turn to see her standing in the doorway. 
 
    “What is it you want, Asia?” I’m short and to the point with her, just like I need to be. That’s the only way there is.  
 
    “Let me clean you up,” she says, closing the door and brushing past me, heading into my en-suite bathroom. Huffing out a breath, I follow her and drop onto the toilet seat. Asia moves around as if she’s done this a million times when the thought occurs to me. She probably has. She lives this life as much as I do, and her father comes home bloody and broken at times. Asia’s mom died when she was four and Asia took over the role of being the caregiver. She’s good at it regardless of who it is she’s caring for.  
 
    “Look up here,” she says softly before bringing the rag to my face. I wince and hiss in a breath as she cleans me up. I don’t typically let anyone touch me, but Asia is stubborn and it’d do me no good to fight her. Her soft hands move over my skin, cleaning and applying medicine to the cuts on my face.  
 
    “There. You really should ice that eye, but I already know you won’t. Will I see you at dinner?” she asks with that perfectly straight smile in place.  
 
    “Father will be here, so yes. I have no other choice but to attend,” I remind her. She nods her head and turns on her heel to leave me, but I do something so stupid. I stand quickly and grab her wrist, spinning her to face me. Shock registers across her face. I’ve never touched her like this. 
 
    “Why are you in such a hurry?” My cock pulses in my jeans, screaming to be freed. You may be thinking that at fifteen years old that wouldn’t be at the forefront of my mind, but truth be told, I haven’t been a virgin in years. My father set it up when I was eleven. He said that it was time for me to become a man.  
 
    Asia looks at my lips before her brown eyes flicker to my blue ones. “You have the prettiest eyes I’ve ever seen,” she says softly.  
 
    “Too bad they are the eyes of a bastard.” 
 
    “Why would you say that?” she asks tilting her head to the side.  
 
    “You never heard about my mother?” She shakes her head and I smile.  
 
    “My mother was a whore. She was American and that’s where the blue eyes and blonde hair came from. You never questioned why I looked so different. Why not?” She chews her lip and my insides tumble.  
 
    “I’ve learned to never ask, Gio.”  
 
    When those words leave her lips, I lean in and kiss her slowly. Her taste explodes on the tip of my tongue and I find myself grinding against her. Her hands come to rest on my chest, shoving me back a step.  
 
    [image: ]“I can’t be involved with someone like you, Gio. I’m sorry.” 


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 2 
 
      
 
    I make myself look as presentable as possible with what my face looks like. As I stand here and stare at my reflection in the mirror, I question nothing. The crystal blue eyes staring back at me are lifeless. They have been for many years. I used to think there was something wrong with me, looking so much like death, but now it’s become natural. As I lose myself in the lifeless pools which should reflect my soul, my first kill comes back to me full force. 
 
    “He’s a traitor amongst us, Giovanni!” my father roars loudly.  
 
    My pulse races, roaring in my ears, as I stand with the knife in my hand. I look at the shiny blade as the overhead light bounces off it in the old warehouse. My insides clench, wondering what it’s going to feel like. Will I feel remorse? Will I feel anything at all? 
 
    “What do we do with traitors?” my father asks, stepping up next to me.  
 
    “Kill them,” I say smoothly, not wanting to disappoint him. I have no fear of my father but I know if I don’t follow directions it will end in my death.  
 
    “That’s right. Now is your time, Giovanni. Now is when you prove to this family how much of a man you are,” he says. I nod my head and step closer to the man on his knees in front of me.  
 
    “Please! I have children!”  
 
    Who is he trying to convince when I’m just a child myself? I ignore his pleas and move to stand behind him. My father watches me intently, his eyes holding a small amount of pride as I run that blade along his neck. The man gasps and sputters as I take my first life at thirteen years old. The pride I saw in my father intensifies, a sinister smile slowly spreading over his face. He walks over, taking the knife from my hand and pulling me into the only hug he’s ever given me. 
 
    “I’m proud of you, Giovanni. You will do wonders for the DeLuca family.” He’s never hugged or spoken to me that way since. 
 
    “Gio!”  
 
    I shake my head riding the thoughts of the past when I hear Angelo calling me. Quickly opening the bathroom door, I step into my room to find him waiting. 
 
    “Why are you in my room?” I snap.  
 
    “Your father is waiting and you know how much he hates to wait,” he tells me honestly.  
 
    “I’m on my way, Angelo.” 
 
    “You are always late. Your father will frown upon that and I will enjoy teaching you to be on time,” he sneers in my direction.  
 
    Everything happens so quickly that I can’t register my reaction. In the matter of seconds I’m across the room with my hands wrapped tightly around Angelo’s neck. His body lifted from the bed and pinned against my bedroom wall.  I may only be fifteen, but I’m five foot eleven and two hundred plus pounds of pure muscle.  
 
    “One day, Angelo, I will be teaching you a lesson,” I hiss in his ear. Angelo swallows before a smirk crosses his face.  
 
    “I see you are learning to embrace the anger inside of you.” 
 
    “Is there any other way?” I ask, tilting my head to the side.  
 
    “No.”  
 
    I release my grip on him, taking a step back as he watches me. If he’s waiting for an apology, he isn’t going to get one. I’m never sorry for my actions, this incident included. Angelo adjusts his jacket and heads toward the door with me not far behind him. 
 
    “I think you will enjoy dinner tonight. Your father has a surprise for you,” the fucker throws over his shoulder, his confidence restored.  
 
    Just hearing those words make me unsteady. I don’t like surprises, especially coming from my father. His last surprise to me was sending me away to get my ass beat just to learn some self-restraint. According to what happened in the room moments ago, I’d say I’m a little rusty on that.  
 
    We make our way through the house and into the dining room when I see Asia. Sitting in her normal spot, she looks up and smiles as I walk in. I don’t return that smile, only take my seat at the table. Antonio DeLuca sits there stoically, his face impassive as he glances around. My father, the man who hates me and yet somehow finds a use for me. I often wondered if I was only kept alive to take over for Angelo, considering I was never told anything else. In this family, as in all mafia families, it’s typically your birthright to take over as the head of the family, but that isn’t the case for me.  
 
    “Angelo has told me that you are doing well in your training, Giovanni.” My father’s words pull my attention to him.  
 
    “Yes, Father. I’ve been doing very well,” I say, dragging my gaze to Angelo’s neck and back.  
 
    “Good, good. I’ve seen a change in you as well.” My eyes move to meet his quickly. “Don’t think I haven’t been watching you, Giovanni. I have.” A tremor races over me but I won’t let him see that. Him watching me is never a good sign for anyone.  
 
    “I never expected any less, Father.”  
 
    He likes my response. He nods his head, placing his fork and knife down on his plate before resting his elbows on the table and clasping his hands. “Your cousin will be coming to live with us, Giovanni. I am putting you in charge of him.”  
 
    I swallow hard and look over at my father, the man who created me. A man who I barely know. 
 
    “Why me?” I ask keeping my tone neutral.  
 
    “Why not you!” he roars.  
 
    “It was only a question, Father. I figured all the training would go through Angelo.” I’m taking a risk talking to him the way I am, but I had to grow up before my time and have felt like an adult for most of my young life.  
 
    “Typically, yes, but you are old enough now and have enough knowledge to train him. If it isn’t a task you think you can handle, do tell me now,” he says with a challenge in his tone.  
 
    A normal child would cringe away but not me. I have no real emotions left inside of me that aren’t  anger and rage, aside from the long buried hatred of my father. To understand my hatred is to know my father, and not many have seen him in the way that I have. Vengeance is something that was instilled in me years ago.  
 
    “I can handle it.” Knowing what I’ll have to do to my own cousin doesn’t really faze me. Of course, no one wants to abuse a family member, but what other choice is there?  
 
    “When will Stefano be arriving?” I ask before picking up my fork and cutting into my steak. Putting the meat into my mouth, I chew as I wait for his response. 
 
    “In a few days. I expect you to start his training right away.” 
 
    “And what is his role to be?”  
 
    My father clears his throat before I let my gaze move back to his. “I haven’t chosen a position for him just yet. I want to see what he can handle first.”  
 
    Nodding my head, my eyes find Asia’s across the table. My father’s gaze has settled on the side of her head and I can see the anxiousness in her. Mario, her father, clears his throat, pulling everyone’s attention to him.  
 
    “I have new security being added to the compound in the next few days. I would appreciate it if you could train underground when they are here. It will be less hassle on everyone,” he states.  
 
    “That is no problem, is it?” my father responds, looking from me to Angelo. We both shake our heads.  
 
    Dinner goes by in a blur of conversation that I try not to pay attention to. Mostly logistics of the guns and drugs we have coming in. I sit quietly like the well trained killer I’ve become over the years. Keeping to myself is easy. There is only one person I’ve ever relied on and that’s myself. When dinner is over and we’re excused, I head out into the backyard, sitting in the patio chair and looking up at the stars. I can smell her before I ever see her coming.  
 
    “Why did you kiss me?” Asia asks in a hushed tone, no doubt trying to keep from anyone hearing.  
 
    “Why do I do anything I do, Asia?” I ask when she walks around to stand in front of me. Her long white dress blows in the subtle breeze, catching my attention. 
 
    “I mean it, Gio. Why would you do that?” Shoving out of the comfort of my chair I move quickly to stand in front of her. Her eyes sparkle in the moonlight, only making her even more gorgeous.  
 
    “I can do whatever I want, Asia.” 
 
    “Not with me you can’t. We’re friends, Gio,” she nearly pleads with me.  
 
    Stepping closer to her, she looks up at me with those chocolate brown eyes. Reaching for her cheek, I cup it in my hand before leaning in and kissing her again. My tongue sweeps into her mouth, kissing [image: ][image: ]her virgin lips. I know she hasn’t kissed anyone because I know Asia. Deep down, not just in the literal term. I grind myself against her before she pulls away from me, slapping me across the face. I can’t do anything but grin at her.


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 3 
 
      
 
    Asia has avoided me like the fucking plague. I can’t say that I blame her. I would avoid me too.  
 
    “I can’t take anymore!”  Stefano cries as I slam my fist into his ribs. Hit after hit, he crumbles to his knees in front of me. I reach for his dark head of hair and pull him up until he’s standing in front of me again. Strands twist between my fingers as I slam my fist into his face. Blood explodes from his nose, gushing down his face.  
 
    “You have to take it!” I roar before shoving him back a step. His back collides with the brick wall, his eyes swelling before my own eyes. Being violent is in my blood. The more I train Stefano, the more I love it. I now know what Angelo loved about doing it to me for years. The calmness that floats through your body, the silence of all the noise in my head - it’s pure fucking heaven.  
 
    “Why me?” Stefano looks up at me. He’s a year younger than I am but it shows in his features. You could look at me and think I was a grown fucking man the way I’ve had to grow up. I move to the side and grab two bottles of water, tossing him one.  
 
    “This is our life, Stefano. I have no idea why we’re here or what the hell we’re doing. I follow the orders I was given.” 
 
    “And to nearly kill me is your orders?” he asks, taking a long drink of his water before spitting it out.  
 
    “You aren’t dead.” 
 
    “Might as well be,” he grumbles under his breath. I swallow my water quickly before recapping the bottle and tossing it to the side.  
 
    “Square up, cugino. We’re not done yet,” I say with a smirk.  
 
    “Gio, I can’t do this!” he screams louder when I hear the door open. I internally cringe knowing that someone else heard him. Angelo walks in with his arms held behind his back, studying Stefano’s face.  
 
    “Did you even try to fight back?” Angelo asks looking Stefano in the eye.  
 
    “I can’t do this,” he pleads with the man who made me into a monster. There is no use. 
 
    “You can’t do this or you don’t want to do this?” Angelo studies him as he walks around him. I stand in my corner, my arms crossed over my chest as I watch.  
 
    “I’m not a fighter. I can’t.”  
 
    Wrong answer, Stefano. Angelo reaches forward, shoving Stefano roughly into the middle of the room. His eyes come to mine but I just raise an eyebrow and shrug. Why shouldn’t he have to endure the same amount of pain that I have since I was a small child? What makes him any better than me? 
 
    “You will,” Angelo sneers before grabbing Stefano around the neck. Holding him in a headlock, his face reddens and his eyes bulge. I can’t step in or I’d be on the receiving end of the attack and it would prove me weak. That isn’t something I can afford if I ever want to make it out of this house alive.  
 
    Stefano fights, kicking and beating at Angelo’s grip around his throat as he stares right at me. Into me. Through me. I give him a slight nod of my head letting him know that he has to do something or this will ultimately be his death. Stefano seems to understand and raises his arms, sliding them in between Angelo’s and the hold on his neck. He quickly spins around, kicking him in the shins until Angelo stumbles back, a sick smirk on his face. He moves in quickly, landing a right hook to Stefano’s jaw. His head snaps back, his eyes rolling into the back of his head. I watch it as if it’s all in slow motion. Stefano falling to the ground, the thud of his body hitting the concrete under him. The sickening sound of his head as it slams into the floor. Blood slowly seeps out around his lifeless body.  
 
    “Useless little fucker,” Angelo growls. I pull my gaze away from Stefano and lock them with Angelo’s. 
 
    “What am I supposed to teach him now? How to be reborn?” I snap at him. Angelo moves quickly, his hand wrapping around my throat as I’m slammed into the wall behind me.  
 
    “Look at you thinking you are a grown man. Are you so grown that you can take me? Huh?” He slams my back against the wall a little harder as I smirk at him. He doesn’t know what kind of monster he’s stirring inside of me right now. He should be weary of me. He did create me after all.  
 
    “Do you know what it looks like to me when you kill a child just for the thrill of it?” I ask him, trying to suck as much air into my lungs as his grip allows. By the look on his face, I’ve sparked his interest.  
 
    “How about we make a day of it, Giovanni? We will take bets, give you a little taste of the underground fighting scene.” I smirk once more, knowing what he’s trying to prove and to whom. What he doesn’t understand is that I’m ready to take over his role. I’m ready to step into his place and become what he is.  
 
    “Death match,” I say surely, keeping my head held high. Angelo laughs a throaty laugh before taking a step back.  
 
    “You get the approval from your father and I will see to it that I kill you in that ring, boy.” His hiss and threats mean nothing to me.  
 
    “That won’t be the case, but I’m sure Father would love to watch the man who turned his son into an animal fall to his knees at my feet,” I tell him, keeping my gaze steady on his.  
 
    Angelo smiles, running his hand along his jaw as if he’s thinking it over.  
 
    “Are you finished?” he asks, tilting his head to the side.  
 
    “I am.” 
 
    “Good. Clean this mess up and I’ll inform your father that Stefano is no longer with us.” Angelo leaves the room as I look down at my little cousin’s lifeless body. Blood pools around his head, his eyes still linger half opened. I squat down and run my hand through his hair.  
 
    “I wish this life was different, but as you know, you are now in a better place than the rest of us.” I run my fingers over his eyes, officially closing them forever. I lean down and lift Stefano in my arms, carrying him out of the basement into the hot sunlight. Walking toward the house, a few of my father’s men glance in my direction but don’t say a word. I stop at the back deck, lying my dead cousin down when the doors fly open.  
 
    “Angelo told me he wasn’t strong enough,” my father says looking down with a cigar hanging from his lips. Not one ounce of remorse or regret flashes in his eyes. Nothing. Just the dead darkness that I feel every day of my life.  
 
    “Not against a grown man when he had very little training.” I grit my teeth. My father looks over to me, his eyes burning into every fiber of my being. Just when he’s about to speak, my uncle, his brother, Roberto comes running out the door. He drops to his knees, tears streaming down his face as he mourns the loss of his son. Shaking my head, I turn on my heel and head off the deck and out toward the tree line needing some space to think and collect my thoughts. I don’t sit here very long lost in my own head when I hear her sobbing. When I glance over, Asia comes rushing through the trees, falling to her knees as she cries. The thought of going to her is strong, but I have no idea what to do to console her.  
 
    “Did you do it?” she asks through the sobs that shake her small frame. 
 
    “Do you think I did it?” Her head turns toward me, our eyes locking.  
 
    “Do you know how much I want to hate you just to stop what I feel for you?” Her admission knocks the air from my lungs.  
 
    “Then do it. Hate me, Asia.”  
 
    “Did you kill him?” she asks again but I just smirk. 
 
    “Would it make a difference now?” I ask standing from the stump I was sitting on. I turn and start to head back when I feel her. Her small fists slamming into my back. I turn quickly, taking her into my arms and pulling her to my chest as she cries harder. 
 
    [image: ]“He was a child! One that couldn’t defend himself, Gio!” she wails. If I had a heart it’d surely be breaking right now.  
 
    “I know, bambina. I know.”  
 
    Her cries only intensify as I run my hand absently through her hair. Stefano’s blood is on my hands regardless of if I was the one who killed him or not. I don’t know how long we stand here, but the calmness that surrounds me when she’s near me envelopes us in our own little world. One where I don’t have to be anything but Asia’s friend. I don’t let her go, I don’t know if I can. I hold her tightly, keeping her close until her body becomes too weak to hold her up. Then and only then do I lift her and carry her back to the house. 


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 4 
 
      
 
    I drag my hand down my face as I listen to the priest speak his word of God and the goodness of my cousin. None of it fazes me as it should. My uncle Roberto stands with tears streaming down his cheeks along with his hysterical wife, Angela. I wonder what it feels like to lose something so important to you? I don’t think I’d ever know because there is nothing that I care for that much. Asia’s arm wraps around my waist before I throw my arm over her shoulder and pull her into my side. Her body shakes as she cries but she finds comfort in me. I let her have that. I let her have that piece of me because there is nothing more I can give her.  
 
    “He loved you,” she whispers.  
 
    “He hated me.” 
 
    “He didn’t.” 
 
    “Do you know why he was in that basement?” I look down into her big brown eyes.  
 
    “You had no choice,” she says, shaking her head and leaning back into me. No one knows that I didn’t kill Stefano. No one batted an eye either. I’d like to think that there would be retribution for what has happened, but I know in my family, that will never happen. The service drags on but Asia never leaves my side. Her father gives me looks letting me know that he doesn’t appreciate our friendship. Even though he has to know I wouldn’t hurt her in that way, I understand him.  
 
    “Are you ready?” Asia asks me long after the service is over. Roberto wouldn’t even glance my way when they all left. I stayed, staring at the coffin that held a child. A victim of our world, too young to die.  
 
    “Who is the decider of our fates?” I ask no one really. Asia picks up a flower, smells it and then places it on top of Stefano’s coffin gently.  
 
    “There were times I thought that we did. We made our own fates.” 
 
    “At times? And now?” 
 
    “We are nothing in this world. We are who we were made to be. Our fates are damned.” 
 
    “My fate is damned.” Asia grabs my hand at these words, squeezing it tightly in hers.  
 
    “It doesn’t have to be,” she says softly. When I glance down at her I can see the hope in her eyes.  
 
    “How would you change it?” 
 
    “I don’t know, Gio. There has to be something better out there than this, doesn’t there?”  
 
    I’m shocked by what she said. I thought Asia loved being who she was. She has never wanted for anything. Her father is my father’s right hand man, and I know first-hand that she has the world handed to her on a silver platter.  
 
    “No. There is nothing but this. Nothing more than death. It’s all around us, Asia. Stop being so fucking naive!” I roar.  
 
    Asia jumps up, but she leans back in quickly, wrapping her arms around my waist, her head resting on my chest like it has so many times since we were kids. Even when we were younger, I was seven and stole her candy just because I could, she hugged me just like this. When her head tips up and her eyes lock with mine, I lean down, pressing my lips to hers. She doesn’t pull away and maybe that’s because she thinks deep down that I need this moment from her. I wouldn’t admit it to her or anyone for that matter but I do. I need to know that she’s real and she’s here in front of me. She’s my calm.  
 
    “Your father is looking for you.” Angelo’s voice breaks our moment. Bastard. I look up at him and shake my head knowing that I want nothing more than to skin him and watch him suffer for what he did to my cousin. Asia’s fingers linger on the crucifix around my neck refusing to pull away from me. 
 
    “I’m on my way.” 
 
    “It looks that way,” he snickers. I brush Asia off to my side as I step up in front of Angelo. My fists ball up, and my nostrils flare.  
 
    “Don’t you have children to murder?” I ask, standing with my back straight and rigid. His whole demeanor changes in seconds. The laid back bastard that stood in front of me has hardened into the monster I know.  
 
    “You don’t want to save this for the ring?” he hisses, stepping closer to me. I keep my head held high, knowing exactly who I am and what I’m capable of.  
 
    “I could always end you here and now,” I retort.  
 
    “Giovanni!” I hear my father call my name. Angelo chuckles and steps away from me, turning to head back toward the cars. I let out a breath before grabbing Asia’s hand and tugging her along with me. The faster we leave, the faster I can lay that bastard out. We walk in silence until I reach my father and push Asia toward the car.  
 
    “Angelo tells me that you feel you can take over his role in the family.” He doesn’t ask that as a question, it’s a statement that sends a chill straight to my core.  
 
    “I’m confident that I can,” I add. My father pulls a cigar from his pocket and lights it up, blowing smoke through the air.  
 
    “There are many men in line for a position that I put in place for you. As I’ve had him groom you, the overall idea was to have you take his place once he retires. Why do you think I should let you have it sooner?” His evil tone pisses me off. He knows damn good and well why. 
 
    “Why train me now if you don’t want me to have it?” 
 
    “I never said that I didn’t want you in that position, Giovanni. In fact, it’s the opposite. I would trust you to do a job over any of my men,” he admits, taking me by surprise.  
 
    [image: ]“And why is that?”  
 
    His eyes darken as he looks me in the eyes.  
 
    “You are my child. Your best interest is at heart.”  
 
    What a goddamn joke.  
 
    “What is my best interest?” I ask knowing that the answer is surely something I already know. 
 
    “This family. Me as your father. I could tear you apart in the blink of an eye and not even give a damn, and do you know why?” he growls moving closer to me.  
 
    “Please, do tell.”  
 
    He shifts his stance, standing taller and looking every bit the part of the mafia boss. From the look in his eyes to his immaculately fitting suit.  
 
    “You are nothing more than a bastard that I allowed to live and breathe in this world. If I was in a different state of mind that day, you would be dead. You owe me.” Those last three words are filled with venom and hate. The same feelings I harbor toward him. 


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 5 
 
      
 
    I sit on my bed with my head in my hands contemplating tonight’s fight. I know that Angelo is strong, and far wiser than I am. It doesn’t change the fact that I want him dead.  
 
    “I heard what’s happening tonight.” Asia’s voice cuts through my thoughts like a damn knife. I raise my head and peer up at her in that long pink flowing dress. She’s so perfect, too perfect to be in this world.  
 
    “And what is happening tonight?” I ask, tipping my head to the side to study her.  
 
    “You are fighting Angelo. Are you crazy, Giovanni?” I love it when she says my whole name and not just Gio. To her, I’ve always been Gio unless she’s angry or upset.  
 
    Shaking my head, I reply, “Not at all. Things need to change and I’m going to be the one who changes them.” 
 
    “You will be killed, Gio,” she says, her tone calming. I let my arms fall as I narrow my eyes at her. How could she say that? To me of all people! 
 
    “You have so much faith in me, I see!” I growl before shoving off the bed and storming toward the bathroom. Ripping my shirt over my head, I start the shower, needing to loosen up my muscles before the fight. I can’t believe that I thought better of her. She’s no different than my father.  
 
    “That’s not it and you know it.” I turn my head and look at her over my shoulder. I don’t hear her gasp until I turn to fully face her. She’s seen the scars on my back but never the ones on my chest. Her eyes widen and she steps closer, her hand coming to touch the raised pink lines on my skin. “What happened?” 
 
    “Do you not live in this world, Asia?” She has to be able to tell I’m pissed and annoyed. Her soft delicate fingers move from scar to scar and I can’t control the shudder that races through my body from her touch. Closing my eyes tightly, I let her touch me in a way that no other will ever be able to. There’s always been something about Asia that draws me in no matter how hard I try to push her away. The lower her hand goes, the less I can take. I move quickly, grabbing her wrist and halting her movements before slowly opening my eyes and looking into hers.  
 
    “I…I can’t lose you, Gio.”  
 
    The tears in her eyes threaten to rip my chest apart. I’d never want to be without Asia in my life, yet somehow I know it’s for the best. I step closer, keeping her wrist held tightly between us. Leaning in, I brush my lips over hers. A mere breath apart I whisper, “I will always be here. It doesn’t matter if I’m alive or dead; you keep a piece of me inside of you, Asia. Since we were young, you’ve held that part of me.” Kissing her again, this time she kisses back. Her body presses against me and I walk her backward until her body hits the wall. My cock is painfully hard as it drives into her stomach. Asia moans but doesn’t ease the kiss at all. If anything, she kisses me harder. My restraint is slowly dwindling and I’m afraid for her if I can’t stop myself completely. Pulling away from her, I let her wrist go as her arm drops in front of her.  
 
    “You should go.” Asia shakes her head, defeat written across her face. I hate to be the one rejecting her but I have no other choice here. Asia steps into my space, her hands coming to my shoulders, dragging my body back into hers. Her lips crash into mine, her whole body demanding me. I knot my hands in the back of her dress, needing to keep her close but dying to push her away. Her tongue demands entrance into my mouth and I let her. Her tongue dances so sweetly with mine, the two of us in a trance that can’t be broken. Until it is. Someone knocks on my door and Asia leaps. I chuckle as I look at her swollen, bruised lips.  
 
    “Stay in here,” I tell her before stepping out of the bathroom and closing the door behind me. I move across the floor quickly, pulling the door open to find my other cousin, Matteo, Stefano’s older brother. His eyes are bloodshot and it looks as if he hasn’t slept in days. He probably hasn’t.  
 
    “Can we talk?” Nodding once, he walks in and I close the door behind him knowing that Asia is still in the bathroom. I wait with my arms crossed over my chest, leaning against the wall as he looks me over. His eyes nearly bulge out of his head when he too sees the scars that mar my body.  
 
    “You wanted to talk,” I remind him, pulling his gaze to mine.  
 
    “I don’t blame you for what happened to Stefano, cugino.”  
 
    I swallow hard, not knowing how to respond to that. No one knows the truth of what happened in that basement. No one but me, Angelo, and Stefano. 
 
    “I don’t really know what to say, Matteo.” And I don’t. This isn’t my specialty. Feelings aren’t something I dabble in if I don’t have to.  
 
    “I know, cugino. I just wanted to say that and clear the air. You know, there are days I wish I was the one who was in that basement, the one chosen to be trained.” 
 
    “But you weren’t. You weren’t as strong as he was. I mean no disrespect, Matteo, but your place in the family was never on the battlefield.” He doesn’t say a word as he takes in what I’ve said. Matteo is older, being twenty-two. He was always the brains but never the fighter. My father realized this at an early age, and where I was homeschooled the best that anyone could do, he was sent to multiple high-quality schools to obtain an education that would prove useful in the future.  
 
    “Doesn’t make it any easier. Do you ever wonder what it would have been like to be born into a different family?” he asks, his tortured gaze holding with mine. I lick my lips, run my hand through my hair, and shake my head.  
 
    “There is no point. We only get one life, and this was the one we were dealt whether we like it or not. There is no reason to dwell on what could have been when reality is sitting right in front of us.” Matteo nods his head and stands from the bed before walking toward the door.  
 
    “You know, I envy you, Gio. The hell that you have lived through, yet you survive.”  
 
    “Don’t envy me. The things I’ve done are nothing short of sadistic,” I respond quickly. Matteo lowers his head before nodding.  
 
    “I suppose you’re right. I’m not attending the fight tonight.” Not a surprise there. 
 
    “I wouldn’t want you to.” I watch Matteo leave the room and the door close behind him before I blow out a breath and head back into the bathroom. Steam rises and covers every surface but it’s Asia sitting on the floor with her head in her hands that makes me flinch.  
 
    “He’s gone. I need you to go too.” 
 
    “They’re making me go.” 
 
    “Go where?”  
 
    “To the fight. Your father…he’s making me go,” she says looking up with tears in her eyes. I had a bad feeling that he would, seeing how she and I have always been close, but then again, what’s his reasoning for this? 
 
    “I’ll talk to him,” I say pulling my jeans down my legs, not caring that she’s sitting there watching. Her eyes widen when I’m only in my boxers.  
 
    “You can’t!” she snaps, catching me off guard.  
 
    “And why can’t I?”  
 
    Asia stands quickly clearing the space between us in a few short strides. “Please, Gio. Don’t breathe a word to him.”  
 
    The fear in her eyes makes my stomach clench. What the hell is happening that I don’t know about? Why does she fear him so much? 
 
    “Why are you so afraid of me speaking to him?” I ask needing an answer. She shakes her head and looks away but I grab her face in my hand jerking her face back to mine. I lean in closely and ask once more. “What are you scared of?” Her eyes dance between mine but she doesn’t say a word. When I’ve had enough, I pull away and give her a shove toward the door.  
 
    “If you don’t want to speak, and you aren’t here to fuck, get out.” My harsh tone causes her to gasp. I [image: ]heard it even with the shower running. Stripping out of my boxers, I climb in the shower and slide the glass door shut. I close my eyes and rest my forehead against the cool tiles, letting the steam release some of the tension in my body. I don’t fully let out a breath until I hear the bathroom door click shut. 


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 6 
 
      
 
    The club is packed with men from all walks of life. From the other made families, to the low life scum that make a living off betting on these fights. They all line the floor waiting for the show of the night; hell, some might consider it the show of a lifetime. No one as young as me has fought in the underground world before, but there’s a first time for everything. I roll my shoulders and crack my neck from side to side readying myself for what’s about to come. I don’t look at the crowd, only her. Asia watches me as she sits in the front row between her father and mine, her bright brown eyes taking in all that she can of the scene. I’m still not sure why my father wanted her to be here unless he has it in his head that I’m going lose. That would be the obvious reason. Keeping her in line by showing her what happens when you step out of it. Either way, it pisses me off that she’s here. 
 
    Angelo steps into the ring and the crowd goes wild. They don’t know me considering I’m too young for these types of fights, but Angelo has plenty of ring time. He’s known by these people.  A large bald man steps into the ring, coming to stand between the two of us.  
 
    “There’s a life on the line with this fight. As I’m sure you know, this is set up to be a death match. One of you won’t be leaving here tonight.” Even as he speaks, I tune him out and focus on my breathing. One thing Angelo doesn’t know is the amount of time I’ve put into learning new things without his knowledge. I have that advantage and plan to use it tonight. The crowd around me means nothing. I’ve tuned them out and tuned into myself.   
 
    “May the best man win,” the man says, stepping  out of the ring. Angelo eyes me before he steps closer.  
 
    “You can back out, Giovanni. People will understand,” he says with a grin.  
 
    “Why would I do that?” 
 
    “I don’t know, so you can keep that little piece of ass you have over there,” he says, turning his head to look at Asia. I follow his gaze and find her wide eyes staring back us. I swallow back any emotion that she stirs in me because God knows if I thought about it I might just back out, for her. That isn’t an option. I can’t be viewed as weak.  
 
    “I plan to keep her around anyway, Angelo. You may think you will win this fight and you may have trained me, but did you really think you made me?” My gaze slowly moves back to his and holds there. His eyes glisten in the dim light and I can feel the hatred running through his veins. I can taste the desire for vengeance on the tip of his tongue. The evil dancing in his glare could never rival the devil that dances in me.  
 
    “We will see, won’t we?” he hisses. I know Angelo is only brute strength; he has nothing more to taunt me with.   
 
    I nod my head and roll my shoulders once more, standing tall in the middle of the ring. The overhead speakers come to life announcing that bets are closed and that this will indeed be a death match. The crowd grows wilder by the second, vocalizing their love over the ability to see someone else’s demise. The thought should make me sick yet it stirs something else inside of me, a fire fueled by hatred.  
 
    As soon as they say the word “fight”, we both move. My hands are in fists, shielding my face as I move around the ring getting into a groove. Angelo counters my steps as he finds his own rhythm. Being trained in many forms of combat from a young age is going to be helpful tonight. I can’t forget Angelo is older and far more skilled in some respects yet, he’s getting older and it’s beginning to show. As the crowd grows louder, I shake my head slightly, ridding the sounds. I keep them locked away as I focus on my breathing and the internal need to dominate this fight.  
 
    His smirk does nothing to me when I move in and jab him in the face. He squares off and comes back at me, but I effectively stop him. Lunging out of the way, he stumbles as I chuckle at him. Angelo regains his composure, keeping his fist up as he moves toward me. Slowly, we gauge each other. Neither of us willing to back down. I throw a punch that he blocks and counters with one of his own. I can taste the metallic flavor of blood as it fills my mouth before turning my head and spitting it to the floor. Angelo laughs but I couldn’t care less. I feel nothing right now but power. Pure, white-hot, fucking power.  
 
    The fight goes on for a long time with both of us landing some hard punches. We’re both fatigued and running low on energy when Angelo steps in and punches me in the middle of my face. Lights spark behind my eyes as I stumble and fall to the floor. The crowd cheers, “Kill him! Kill him!” I’m shaking my head trying to clear my vision, which is proving to be difficult. I can feel Angelo behind me, jerking me up onto my knees by the back of my hair. The cheers and chanting get louder and louder. My ribs are screaming in pain as I try to suck in as much air as I possibly can. With me on my knees, Angelo’s hands around my neck, I can nearly taste my own death. Will it be as sweet as I think it will be? Will it hurt or end quickly?  
 
    Stefano’s voice whispers in my ear as my head spins. “Don’t let him do this to you. Don’t let him win.” I blink rapidly trying to clear the blood from my vision when I see her. Asia stands in front of her seat, her eyes wide with fear. Swallowing the pain that sits heavy in my chest, I wink at her. She shakes her head so slightly that I might have missed it. Then I move. Rising quickly, I bring my elbow back and jab it into Angelo’s chest. He grunts but releases me as I spin around and kick his leg out. I climb over him, straddling his chest as I land blow after blow to his face. Blood splatters on me, the mat, anything in sight. When his near lifeless body goes still beneath mine, his eyes crack open. We’re locked in a stare down, a battle of demons as they both work their way to the surface. My heart beats erratically in my chest as our eyes convey what our mouths can’t. An unspoken truce flows between us when I reach down and grab his head in my hands. A quick flick of my wrists and I snap his neck, falling to the mat next to him, exhausted. Heaving for air, the room goes wild. My father’s men move into the ring rapidly, checking me over. The family doctor takes over, pressing on my ribs and other parts of my body before I brush them all away. The doctor stands, offering his hand which I don’t take. I brush it away holding my ribs with one hand and balancing myself with the other as I stand and walk out of the ring. My father slaps a hand on my shoulder, a smile plastered to his face.  
 
    “You look like hell!” Rocco, one of my father’s other soldiers, says as I walk toward the back of the room. His grin is nearly infectious considering the win I just had. When we make it into the dressing room, I drop onto the bench to catch my breath.  
 
    “Here’s some medicine for the ribs. Take it before bed. You need to rest, but I don’t think anything is broken,” the doctor says passing me a bottle of pills. The door opens and my father steps in with Mario and Asia closely behind.  
 
    “You did well. Proved me wrong,” he says, his words taking me by surprise. I knew my father doubted my ability to handle his main fighter, but he shouldn’t have.  
 
    “Is the spot mine?” I ask looking up at him. He chuckles and shakes his head.  
 
    “Not right away but I do have work for you to do,” he says with that same smirk on his face. It pisses me off that I just killed a man, a man who trained me, groomed me but at the same time hated me with a passion for no reason. I shove off the bench and stand in his face, daring him to say one more word to me. 
 
    “I killed him, Father. To prove your goddamn point and you are still taking that spot from me?” He stands taller, his head held high. I could be making the biggest mistake of my life challenging him right now but he must know how I feel.  
 
    “Did you not hear what I said? I have another job for you right now! Clean up and we will discuss this later.”  
 
    With that he turns and walks away, waving Asia toward me. She hurries and grabs the first aid kit, coming to sit it on the bench next to me. I inhale deeply trying to reign in the anger as Asia reaches for me. Jerking my arm away from her, the others see the rage in my eyes and leave the room. Not her though. She stays and reaches for me again, pulling me back until my ass hits the bench once more.  
 
    “Give me your hand,” she says softly.  
 
    “I don’t need this shit!” I roar, clenching my hands in front of me. Asia reaches over and gently pries my left fist open and starts cleaning. “It isn’t your job to take care of me,” I snap at her. She doesn’t say a word, just continues cleaning me.  
 
    “Why would you want his spot, Gio?” Her question catches me off guard.  
 
    “Why wouldn’t I?” I ask looking over at her. Her eyes catch mine and my chest tightens.  
 
    “You are better than this, Gio. You know that.” Shaking my head, I huff out a breath.  
 
    “Did you not just watch what I did out there?” Asia cleans my hand making sure to press a little harder. I can’t do anything but chuckle under my breath.  
 
    “You could have died,” she says softly, her hands falling away from mine.  
 
    “But I didn’t.” She leaps off the bench, her hands running through her long dark hair.  
 
    “But you could have, Gio! Then what? Where would that have left me?” Emotions show on her face and it tugs at my heart but there is nothing I can do for her. Nothing I can do to ease the fear of losing me.  I stand from the bench and move toward her, cupping her face in my swollen hands.  
 
    “One day I won’t be around, Asia. You have to learn to accept that. You know as well as I do that this life doesn’t last forever,” I try to reassure her.  When she tries to pull out of my grasp, I tighten it. “You can’t run from the facts, Asia.” Leaning down I kiss her through the pain that ignites in my body. Her lips tremble but she doesn’t stop me. I walk backward and sit on the bench pulling Asia into my lap. She moves her legs, straddling me as my cock hardens in my shorts. Sweat trickles down my temples, her hands wrapping around my neck. I raise my hips pressing my cock into her core. She may be young but she is far more mature than her years. Asia rocks her hips, pressing against me. I groan into her mouth, never breaking our kiss as she gets herself off. Each stroke of her body over mine sends me spiraling into a dark space that I’m afraid I won’t come back from. Her breathing picks up, her body starts to tremble when she tries to stop.  
 
    “Don’t stop, Asia. Fuck, don’t stop,” I nearly beg her. I know she’s a virgin and I doubt she’s ever been touched by anyone let alone touched herself. I move my hands down to her waist helping her, guiding her.  
 
    “Gio!” she cries as her body vibrates.  
 
    I want to feel her, see her come apart for me. The more she rocks the more I can smell her arousal. “It’s okay, Asia. Just feel,” I beg.  
 
    Asia doesn’t stop moving, her wet panties sliding over the thin material that in no way conceals my hard cock. I hiss at the feeling, needing to come myself, but this moment is only for her. She needs this connection and who the hell am I to deny her.  
 
    “Gio!” she cries again, burying her face in my neck. I hold her hips tightly as she rides me when I feel her body tremble uncontrollably. Her orgasm blasts through her, soaking my gym shorts and straight to my cock. I nearly come myself, I’m so lost in feeling her let herself go on me. Asia pants into my neck, her warm breath tickling my skin.  
 
    “I’ve never… that was…”  
 
    She doesn’t need to tell me, I already know. I turn my head and press a kiss to her forehead before lifting her body off my lap. 
 
    [image: ]“We need to get you home, it’s late.”


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 7 
 
      
 
    I spent my sixteenth birthday learning to shoot every possible gun there is. It was a fun time for me, learning to use something aside from my fists, although I prefer the up close and personal approach. I lie on the rooftop, following my father’s orders and using my new found skills to handle his problems. When he first took Angelo’s spot away from me, I was pissed. I wanted that spot in the family for as long as I’ve been alive, but I have to say that this one is just as good. I might not be fighting with my hands anymore, but I still get to kill assholes so that’s a plus in my book.  
 
    The air is still in New York tonight as I watch for my target through the scope. I often wonder what life would be like outside of New York. I’ve lived here all my life, and this is home. But my dream was to live in California away from all the DeLuca madness and just be me. That was a dream of a boy long ago and plans change. We change. I know I have since then. And that boy is long gone. 
 
    “There you are,” I whisper to myself when Anthony Morelli steps foot out of the restaurant with his men flanking him. I watch him adjust his suit jacket and smile like today was any other day. Little did he know today was going to be his demise. My finger caresses the trigger much like it does a woman’s body - careful and with my full attention. I count his footsteps as he walks toward the side of the building where his car is parked waiting on him, and when the time is right, I pull the trigger. Morelli falls to the ground, his men moving quickly. They all glance around trying to pinpoint where the shot came from, but I move rapidly out of view. Stuffing the riffle back in the bag, I stand and sling it over my shoulder before jogging back down the stairs. When my car comes into sight, I press the button to open the trunk and toss the rifle in before closing it. I watch the area before climbing in and taking off. I get as far as I can as fast as I can when the little box on the seat next to me catches my eye. It’s Asia’s birthday today. My father is having a party for her, one which I wasn’t invited to. My job comes first and I’m sure my father will be angry to know that I took him out a little earlier than we planned, but I want to be there for Asia.  
 
    Pulling into the long driveway, I enter my code and wait as the gates open to me. I choose the back entrance so that I don’t have to sit in the line of guests awaiting admittance. Parking my car, I grab her gift and head in to get changed. I never make it that far though. 
 
    “I thought you were out of town!” Asia’s happy screams pierce the silence in the room.  
 
    I didn’t expect her to be in the back of the house, but I suppose this is where she was getting ready. Her eyes come to meet mine, that perfect smile decorating her face makes my heart leap. She’s fucking perfection.  
 
    “I finished early. Did you really think I’d miss your birthday?” Out of town? What a fucking joke. My birthday may mean nothing to my father but hers means something to me. Asia moves quickly throwing her arms around my neck.  
 
    “I’m so glad you’re here,” she whispers.  
 
    “Me too,” I whisper back.  
 
    “Why are you here?” My father’s voice booms through the room. Asia pulls away from me quickly almost as if she’d been burned. Her head stays bowed down as he speaks. What the hell is going on here? I’ve only been gone a few months.  
 
    “I live here in case you forgot. This is my home too.”  
 
    “You were on an assignment,” he hisses through clenched teeth.  
 
    “And now it’s done and here I am.” I love to challenge him the older I get. There’s something about the way he looks at me that I can’t place but I love it.  
 
    “What do you mean it’s done?” 
 
    “Do you really want to discuss this in front of her?” I ask nodding toward Asia. His eyes follow my movements before he shakes his head.  
 
    “I’ll find you later. Asia, dear, it’s almost time.” The way he said her name makes me internally cringe. Asia never raises her head, just moves toward the door when I block her by stepping in front of her. My father huffs and I hear him leave the room when I reach for her chin lifting it slowly.  
 
    “What’s going on, Asia?” She wants to tell me, I can see it in her eyes. We’ve never hidden things from each other, and something has happened while I was away. It can be felt in the air.  
 
    “Nothing. I’m really glad you’re here,” she says softly before hugging me once more. The feeling is off. The way she holds me tighter is off.  
 
    “You really aren’t going to tell me, are you.” The thought alone pisses me off but Asia is strong and she knows her place in this family. She may not be a DeLuca but she knows how to play the part.  
 
    “I’m just tired, Gio. So much planning for the party has worn me out,” she says, sounding a little defeated. I have a gut feeling that’s a lie but I won’t push her right now.   
 
    When she pulls out of my arms, I hold the small box out to her. Her eyes fill with tears as her unsteady hand takes it from me. She opens the box and a gasp falls from her lips. 
 
    “It’s exactly the same!” She beams up at me.  
 
    I nod my head once. Asia has always been taken with my crucifix. She’s always loved the uniqueness of it so I had one made for her, exactly like it.  
 
    “Put it on me,” she says, handing the box back to me. I take the necklace out and slip it around her neck, my fingers grazing her skin as I do. Asia shivers and I smirk. I’ve always had that effect on her. Once I clasp it, she turns to face me, her hands reaching for my face and pulling me in for a kiss I wasn’t expecting. Her tongue slides over my lips, parting them so that she can taste me and I let her. Gripping the back of her neck, I keep her in place as I kiss her until her lips are bruised and swollen. When I pull back, I let my forehead rest on hers, our eyes locked.  
 
    “I’ve missed you,” I admit.  
 
    “I’ve missed you more than you know.” 
 
    “Asia!” her father snaps from behind us. Pecking one more kiss to her forehead, I send her to her party.  
 
    “You are coming, aren’t you?” she asks looking at me over her shoulder. I glance from her to her father and back before I smile.  
 
    “Wouldn’t miss your birthday, bambina.” 


 
   
  
 

 [image: ]Chapter 8 
 
      
 
    The shower did nothing for the hard on I had. Jerking myself off in the shower wasn’t what I truly wanted but picking up one of father’s whores wasn’t on the menu for tonight. Asia’s birthdays always meant something more to me than most. Without Asia, I would be nothing in this world; she makes it all worth it even if I barely see her anymore. Father has made sure that I have been away from the house more and more lately and I find it agitating. I check myself in the mirror to make sure I look presentable before heading down to the party. I’m nearly half way there when Matteo stops me.  
 
    “Good to see you back,” he says giving me a half smile that I don’t return.  
 
    “What are you doing here?” His face instantly pales at my question. I narrow my eyes and wait for him to say something, anything. I knew things were off around here but to what extent? What are they all hiding from me? 
 
    “Have you not talked to your father?” 
 
     Father. Everything always comes back to that man.  
 
    “No.” 
 
    “I don’t think it’s my place to tell you, Giovanni. You should go speak to him.” His eyes are sad and confused but there’s a spark of fear in them too which makes me wonder what he’s afraid of. 
 
    “I’m going to Asia’s party. I’ll find him later,” I say brushing past him.  
 
    “You should talk to him soon, cugino. You aren’t going to enjoy the party later.”  
 
    I stop walking and turn to look at him. That same look of fear shining brighter now. I take the few steps back toward him, my hands casually resting in my pockets.  
 
    “What do you mean? What’s happening later?” 
 
    “Talk to your father, Gio.” 
 
    “You are my cousin, my blood, Matteo. If there is something I should know, tell me now,” I growl letting him see what this is doing to me. Matteo blows out a breath, runs his hand through his hair and glances around.  
 
    “Your father and Mario have been talking a lot since you’ve been gone.” 
 
    “And?” 
 
    “And they think it’s in everyone’s best interest if Asia was married when she turns eighteen.” The words burn like a fiery acid through my skin.  
 
    “And who might she be marrying?” I ask with my teeth gritted. This isn’t happening. I won’t allow it! They can’t just marry her off to some asshole that will hurt and abuse her. No, I won’t let that happen. Matteo doesn’t answer me right away and that familiar burn of anger runs wild through my veins.  
 
    “Who, Matteo?” 
 
    “Me,” he says with regret.  
 
    The world slowly starts to spin, knocking the air from my lungs. I step back, needing space so that I don’t do something that I might regret later. Matteo steps toward me, raising his hand to rest on my shoulder.  “I didn’t want this either, Gio. They set it up. Asia doesn’t even know about it yet.” I swallow hard trying to rein it all in, take it all for what it means.  
 
    “She’s only fifteen,” I remind him. Matteo nods.  
 
    “That’s why they wanted to wait until she was eighteen. They planned to announce it tonight.”  
 
    Acid races up my throat burning me to the core. They are doing this on purpose, they have to be, but maybe it’s for the best. Asia deserves to have everything she could ever want in the palm of her hands. She needs someone who will take care of her, love her the way she deserves to be loved. That someone isn’t me.  
 
    “I know how you feel about her, Giovanni. I just don’t know how to stop this,” Matteo says sounding defeated.  
 
    “You’re one of the good ones, Matteo. Smart, stable. You can provide for her and keep her safe the way she needs.” 
 
    “I don’t know what to say, Gio. I’m sorry.” His words are sincere, but I don’t need them.  
 
    “If you ever hurt her, I will kill you. No second thoughts, no second chances.” With that I turn and head down the stairs to the party. Asia is like a drug to me. No matter how hard I push her away or try to distance myself from her, her spirit calls out to me. I spot her as soon as I step into the room. Her aura drawing me in. The music plays softly in the background as her eyes lock on mine. It’s like a goddamn magnet that pulls us together each and every time. She moves toward me, her long gown hugging her petite frame showing off curves that no fifteen year old should have. She stops in front of me and smiles, holding her hand out. 
 
    “Dance with me, Gio.”  
 
    I couldn’t tell her no even if I wanted to. Asia tore through my chest the moment she was brought into this house, and as much as I hate to admit it, she has burrowed in and made herself a home there. I never want to break the bond that we have, but knowing that she is to marry Matteo shreds me.  
 
    “You look gorgeous,” I tell her as we move around the room. Her eyes never leave mine, and that smile stays planted on her face. That’s the way I always want to see her. The night moves on with Asia staying mainly in my arms. After being in her presence, I realize I would be lying if I said I didn’t miss the hell out of her while I was out of the house. Staying in an upscale hotel while I handled business was father’s idea, and now I see why. He wanted me to be in the dark and not know what the plans were for Asia. He expected a fight but he was wrong. I won’t give him one because I know I’m a better man than he is. I will bow out gracefully and allow Matteo to take my place because I know it’s the right thing to do. All I’ve ever wanted was for Asia to be happy.  
 
    “We have an announcement to make!” my father roars, pulling all the attention to him. Asia stays clutching my arm and I let her for the moment. Maybe I need that connection as much as she does.  
 
    “Matteo, please join me up here. Asia, dear, would you mind joining us?” he says directing his gaze to me. He thinks I don’t know that this is going to throw me off my game, but he couldn’t be more wrong. This is only strengthening me. Asia looks up at me and I give her a soft nod before she untangles from my arm and heads to the front of the room. She glides through the crowd like a fucking princess pulling all the attention.  
 
    “Tonight we have wonderful news. As many of you know, Asia has been a part of this family since she was a small child. Her father and I work closely to one another, and I already consider them family. After much thought and consideration, we have decided that a marriage is in order for the benefit of this family.” As he speaks her hopeful eyes find mine. Unfortunately that small smile that curled her lips slowly fades when she doesn’t see me returning it. The server walks past with a tray of champagne. I grab two, taking one down quickly before setting the glass back on the tray.  
 
    “We are proud to announce that my nephew, Matteo, will be marrying Asia on her eighteenth birthday.” The crowd explodes in cheers, but Asia’s eyes never leave mine. I keep my face impassive, not letting her see what I’m really feeling. I can’t. Everyone raises their glasses in salute as I do the same. Asia slowly shakes her head from side to side as she stares at me. Her lifeless expression rips me apart inside. I give her a small nod letting her know she must go along with it or face the consequences. Matteo steps closer to her, leaning in and whispering something in her ear. Asia looks up at him and nods slightly as he puts his arm around her shoulders. Taking down what’s left of my drink, I move to find something stronger.  
 
    The party goes on and on and my father keeps Asia busy for the most part. I stay in the corner away from everyone drinking myself into darkness. When I can’t handle anymore, I leave, heading out the backdoor and into the tree line. The one place that Asia loves the most. Where there’s a gap in the trees and you can see the stars in the sky. I drop down in the center, lie back while looking up, [image: ]and wonder what my purpose will be after this night. 


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 9 
 
      
 
    I don’t know how long I’ve laid here drinking myself into hell. The bourbon is gone and the whiskey isn’t far behind. I can feel the vomit in the back of my throat, but it isn’t from the fucking liquor. It’s from losing her.  
 
    “How long have you known!” Her screams are the only thing that pull me from my thoughts. I sit up and see her tear stained face heading straight toward me.  
 
    “Tonight.” 
 
    “When?” 
 
    “Before I came downstairs.”  
 
    “And you said nothing? Did you not think you should have told me at some point? I was with you all night long, Giovanni!”  
 
    I close my eyes and try to focus on something besides the turmoil in my head. What the hell does she want from me? 
 
    “What should I have said?” I ask her, opening my eyes to see her standing in front of me. She drops to her knees so that we’re eye level. Inside I’m slowly falling apart. Piece by piece I’m breaking, but I can’t let her see that. She can’t know that. 
 
    “I don’t want to marry him, Gio. You know that,” she says sadly.  
 
    “There is nothing you can do about it now, Asia. This is what they have decided.” 
 
    “I won’t do it. I won’t marry him. I don’t love him!” she screams as more tears pour down her cheeks. I hate seeing her like this. I hate that she’s in pain, but there is nothing I can do to change it. Not a damn thing, and that leaves me feeling helpless. Which I hate even more. 
 
    “You don’t have a choice, bambina. Don’t you see that?” 
 
    “We always have choices. We could run away,” she says, and I chuckle.  
 
    “Who is we?” 
 
    “You and me, Gio. We could do it. I know we can,” she tries to speak her piece.  
 
    I understand her desperation, but what kind of life would that be for her? Always running, always looking over her shoulder. I shake my head and tip the bottle to my lips, taking another long pull.  
 
    “When will you realize that what my father says goes? Huh? Do you think that if we ran he wouldn’t chase us?” 
 
    “We have to try, don’t we?” she nearly pleads with me. My chest tightens and all the air is ripped from my lungs. The look in her eyes is killing me slowly.  
 
    “No, bambina. We don’t. The last thing I want is for you to end up dead. I wouldn’t risk your life, Asia, don’t you see that?” I roar, my outburst startling her.  
 
    “You don’t want me,” she says softly, sitting back on her ass in front of me.  
 
    “I didn’t say that.”  
 
    “You don’t have to. I can see the look in your eyes. You would willingly let your cousin have me, Giovanni?”  
 
    I grit my teeth because that’s not what I want. I don’t want him anywhere near her, but I know what’s right and wrong. I know that I can’t be what she needs and that hurts far worse than anything else.  
 
    “It’s not like that and you know it,” I hiss.  
 
    “Do you love me, Gio?”  
 
    Fuck! Why is she doing this to me? What the hell is she thinking? Does she want me dead, is that what this is? Because I’d gladly put the fucking gun to my head and end it all for her.  
 
    “Stop, Asia.” 
 
    “No! I want you to look me in the eyes and tell me you don’t love me, Giovanni!” She’s on her knees in seconds gripping my face in her hands. Her warmth washes over me, but I know what must be done in order to protect her.  
 
    “Don’t do this to me, Asia, I’m begging you,” I plead.  
 
    Her eyes fill with tears as she leans closer. Her lips brush over mine and heat explodes inside of me. I drop the bottle next to me, grabbing her around the neck. Our kiss is full of passion and so much emotion that if physically hurts. My chest is tight, so goddamn tight that I can barely breathe. Asia moves to straddle me, her body pressing against mine. I want nothing more than to take her but I can’t. I won’t.  
 
    “We have to stop this,” I tell her when I feel her lips dance down my neck. The soft silk of her kiss ignites a new fire in me.  
 
    “I don’t want to stop, Gio. I just want you,” she breathes against my flesh. Bumps erupt over my skin and the thought of being inside of her nearly overrides my common sense. She grinds against me, trying to get the reaction she so desperately wants when I hear him.  
 
    “Asia? Are you out here?” Fucking Matteo.  
 
    I shove Asia off my lap knowing damn good and well I am responsible for one of my cousin’s deaths, I won’t be responsible for the second. Asia sits up on her knees, tears streaming down her cheeks as I grab the bottle once more. Matteo steps into the opening looking between us.  
 
    “I didn’t know you were out here,” he says looking at me. I raise the bottle at him before taking another drink.  
 
    “I am.” I smirk at him. He looks at Asia but she doesn’t pull her gaze from mine.  
 
    “Father is looking for Asia,” Matteo says softly.  
 
    “And you’ve found her, cugino.”  
 
    “I didn’t plan this, Gio. I swear to you I didn’t.”  
 
    I shove myself off the ground and turn to face him.  
 
    “I know you didn’t. Take your fiancée inside, Matteo.” I start to walk away when Asia roars. I want to look back, but I don’t. Not that I needed to, she moved so quickly that she now blocks my path.  
 
    “Say it, Giovanni,” she demands. I stare into the eyes of a girl who’s held a part of me for as long as I can remember. Everything about her is perfect. She was mine. Not anymore.  
 
    “Go inside, bambina.” Asia shakes her head, her hands on her hips.  
 
    “Say it! Tell me you don’t love me, Giovanni!” she screams louder. I’m sure this uncomfortable for Matteo to watch, but he doesn’t say a word, he lets us have this moment.  
 
    “Go. Inside.” I grit my teeth needing space, needing her to move, needing something I don’t even know. Anything. I start to walk past her when her palm collides with my face. Hit after hit she takes her anger out on me and I let her. I let her hit, punch and hurt me because I want to feel her pain rather than mine. I want to own it in my fucking soul so that I will always remember her.  
 
    “Just tell me you don’t love me, Gio. Please, just tell me.” I know why she wants me to say it but I can’t. Truth is, I do fucking love her. More than I should and that’s what’s killing me piece by fucking piece. She doesn’t even realize it but I’m falling apart on the inside. “Say it! God, please just say it!”  I grab her arms when I can’t handle any more, pinning them between our bodies as I slam her against me. Her tears wet my shirt, drenching through to my fucking soul. Every drop is absorbed and kept in a safe place.  
 
    “Go inside, Asia. Please.” I’ve never said please in my goddamn life and here I am begging her to walk away from me. I press a kiss to the top of her head before nodding to Matteo. He steps up next to me and I pass her shuddering body to him. She fights him for a second before shoving out of his arms. Her eyes lock on mine as she sniffles and wipes the tears from her face.  
 
    “Fine. If this is what you want, Giovanni, then so be it. I will not fight for a love that isn’t returned. You want me to go off and be with Matteo, fine.” Each word that leaves her lips is another stake to my heart. Each syllable, each space - it rips me apart.  
 
    “Asia,” I say her name softly, trying to keep myself under control.  
 
    “Remember this, Giovanni. You pushed me to this. Just remember that!” With that, she turns on her heel and walks away, leaving my crumbling heart in the wind.  
 
    “I’m really sorry, Gio. I know you love her. I never wanted this,” Matteo says as I nod.  
 
    “I know that. Go now before Father gets angry.” His mouth opens and closes but there isn’t anything else that needs to be said. Matteo reluctantly nods his head and turns to head back inside leaving me to wallow in my own thoughts. 
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    I watch her take long strides through the water in the indoor pool. She doesn’t see me, she never does. The last few months have been hell not to be able to touch her, kiss her, and just feel her near me. I’ve taken to drinking more than I should just to regain some kind of resemblance of normalcy. My world has shifted and my outlook on life has lost its center. Before I knew that becoming the killer, the hitman, the leader like Angelo was would be my calling, but I don’t see that anymore. My future is darker than ever and not having that tiny glimmer of light that was Asia is sending me plunging into the dark pits of hell. I take another pull of the beer in my hand when Matteo walks up next to me. He knows me, he knows I can’t just walk away from her that easily.  
 
    “You okay?”  
 
    “Fine.” 
 
    “My father said you would be leaving soon,” he says softly, almost sounding sad about it.  
 
    “Two more days. Don’t worry, I’ll be out of your way so you can enjoy her,” I smart off. Matteo huffs causing me to drag my gaze to his.  
 
    “You know that’s not why I asked, Giovanni. She isn’t the same without you.” I know that. I don’t know why he feels the need to remind me of it.  
 
    “It won’t matter in a few days. I’ll become a memory for her over time and that will be the end of it,” I remind him.  
 
    “Do you really think she can get past you that easily?”  
 
    Chuckling under my breath, I shake my head. “No, but she has you now.” 
 
    “I don’t love her, Gio.” 
 
    “Don’t you think I know that?” I roar, catching the attention of the gardener as he tends to the indoor plants. He quickly looks away, but I still feel a set of eyes on me. It’s her, I can feel her goddamn eyes burning through me.  “No one, and I mean no one, will love her the way I do. Not you, not anyone else. Just me.” My jaw is clenched as Matteo looks over my shoulder. I don’t even have to turn around to know she’s there, coming this way. Her presence is like the wind, hitting me when I least expect it, dancing over my skin.  
 
    “What’s going on?” she asks, stepping in between us as she wraps the towel around her body. I swallow hard trying to keep from reaching out and touching her, holding her.  
 
    “We were just discussing Gio’s upcoming trip,” Matteo informs her. Her eyes widen and move from his to mine.  
 
    “You’re leaving?”  
 
    The sadness in her tone kills me a little more. I agreed to take on more jobs that night. The night I lost her, I lost myself. My father offered, and I couldn’t refuse, nor did I want to. What would be the point of me sticking around and watching my life fade away into another man’s arms? That wasn’t who I was and deep down, I knew I could never be that person. I couldn’t watch her with another man.  
 
    “I have jobs to do. Not all of us were chosen to sit on a throne,” I snap, insinuating Matteo and his work. Taking another pull, Asia grabs the bottle from my hand and tosses it to the ground. I swallow what’s in my mouth before smirking at her.  
 
    “You are turning into a drunk.”  
 
    “What difference does it make?” I challenge her.  
 
    “I’ll give you two some privacy,” Matteo mutters, but I stop him from leaving.  
 
    “Why would you leave your fiancée with an animal, cugino?” Her eyes flash with fury, one I’m all too familiar with. I hate to see it there but I’m the one that instilled it in her.  
 
    “You think this is a game? I know what you do, Gio. You could be killed,” she says softly, her eyes misting up.  
 
    “That is always a possibility and so what? I’m replaceable, bambina.”  
 
    Asia gasps when Matteo steps in between our showdown. “That’s not fair!” she yells. 
 
    “She’s right, Gio. Don’t say that,” Matteo adds.  
 
    “Welcome to my truth, my reality, my life! Where you were born a princess,” I look at Asia before moving my gaze to Matteo, “and you a prince, I was born a bastard. We all have a path, don’t we?” Matteo doesn’t pause at my words; he just reacts. His fist collides with my jaw causing me to laugh hysterically. “Is that all you got? How do you expect to protect something as precious as her if you can’t fight?” I want to push his buttons. I want to piss him off, but most of all I want him to take her away from me before I can no longer keep the animal inside of me locked in its cage.  
 
    “Don’t push me away, Giovanni. You know I didn’t plan this!” he roars. Regardless of what he says, it’s been decided. I didn’t hear him try to get out of it, but then again, he knows what the outcome would have been had he done so. 
 
    “I know and that’s the worst fucking part of it all!” 
 
    “I’m still here!” Asia screams, pulling our attention to her.  
 
    “How could I forget?” I ask solemnly. Asia stares deeply in my eyes and I have to fight the urge to grab her.  
 
    “This is ridiculous! Why don’t we just go to your father? What’s so wrong with her being with you? I think if we just talk to him, make him understand-”  
 
    I raise my hand to cut him off when I see the hopeful look in Asia’s eyes.  
 
    “Don’t. Just don’t do this, Matteo.” I turn to walk away, needing space to breathe but they follow me. Inside the house, I head towards the stairs thinking I might as well get my shit together and leave early. There is nothing here for me anymore. Nothing at all.  
 
    “Why do you want to leave me so badly, Gio? What did I do?” Asia’s words have me stopping. Her shoulders are slumped, she’s defeated. My head drops forward, pain ripping through my head, my heart. How could she think that?  
 
    “You did nothing, bambina. Nothing but love the wrong person,” I tell her softly, but truthfully, not wanting to say the words to her face.  
 
    “We can’t choose who we love. You remember telling me that when we were little?”  
 
    Why is she doing this to me? Why? I turn to face her and Matteo, pain lancing my heart.  
 
    “We were nine, Asia,” I remind her.  
 
    “It doesn’t matter. It was the truth. Please, Gio.” She steps toward me, gripping my face in her hands the way she’s done so many times before. She leans in, pressing her lips against mine. I close my eyes, clenching them tightly. Her lips move over mine but I don’t kiss her back. I can’t bring myself to do it.  
 
    “What the hell is going on here?” My father’s voice sounds through the room. Asia jerks and pulls away from me, Matteo moving in quickly to wrap his arms around her trembling body. I’d be lying if I said murder didn’t flash in front of my eyes.  
 
    “I was saying goodbye,” I tell him keeping my head held high. 
 
    “You aren’t leaving for a few more days,” he reminds me.  
 
    “I changed my mind. I want to get out there early and get things set up.” My father grunts, his gaze floating between the three of us, gauging us. He won’t get a read on me, I won’t allow it.  
 
    “I’ll make a few calls and inform everyone you will be there earlier than planned,” my father says before walking away from us.  
 
    As soon as he’s out of sight, Asia sobs. Running my hand over my face, I turn and quickly jog up the stairs and down the hall. Once in my room, I grab my bag from the closet and start stuffing clothes in it. I need to get the hell out of here. The faster I can go, the better. As I’m packing, I hear the door click behind me but I figure it’s Matteo trying to talk me down off the ledge I’m about to jump from.  
 
    “Were you even going to say goodbye?”  
 
    I huff out a breath and head into the bathroom. Grabbing what I need and walking back into the room. I dump the stuff onto the bed, when Asia grabs my arm before I can move any further.  
 
    “Where you going to say goodbye, Gio?”  
 
    Looking down into her broken-hearted eyes, I shake my head. “I never want to say goodbye to you, Asia. So no, I wasn’t going to tell you anything.” My heart breaks a little more seeing the look in her eyes.  
 
    “Why can’t you take me with you?” Shaking her hand off my arm, I move to zip my bag, tossing it over my shoulder and heading toward the door. “Don’t walk away from me!” Her screams pierce the silence in the room.  
 
    I turn slowly, a sad smile on my face.  
 
    “I have to, bambina.” 
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    California is as far from New York as I could possibly get at the moment. If I could move across the world I probably would. The house I was staying in is nice but it isn’t home. The thought alone pisses me off. Not as if my old place was home either. Nowhere is. That’s why I got my own place. I didn’t need to be around that many people when I drink myself into silence.  
 
    “You heading to the club with us, Gio?” Daniel, one of the guys who lives here, asks me.  
 
    “What do you think I’m doing here?” I ask cocking my head to the side. Daniel laughs.  
 
    “Who the hell knows? You moved out months ago. You get shit faced every goddamn day. You fuck random girls and disappear. I don’t know what you do anymore, Gio.” I chuckle at his response, or lack thereof. He isn’t wrong on any level with what he said. It’s all true. I reach into my pocket and pull out the small vile filled with white powder. Unscrewing the cap, I lift the small spoon to my nose and inhale. Shaking my head, I stuff the vile back in my pocket and follow the guys out to the car. My days have been a blur of drunken, high sex, and my nights filled with death and murder. I take my job seriously, and with every kill, I feel the Devil tugging me down a little more. It’s hard for me to focus on anything but blood.  
 
    We all climb in the back of the SUV and ride to the local club. We’ve been here more than once since I arrived in California. No one questions my age and for that I’m grateful. They know I’m Giovanni DeLuca and that name alone means something to them. A thrill runs through me when I see the look in their eyes, knowing I am the one who instills that fear.  
 
    “You going to think about work all night?” Gabe, one of the other guys, asks.  
 
    “What do you care?”  
 
    “Why do you even come out, man? You are always so damn pissy and shit,” he mumbles.  
 
    “Why do you always ask questions you don’t want the answers to?” Tipping my head, I stare him down, daring him to say something more. Gabe, Daniel, and Andre are all Morettis. When my father sent me out on these jobs, I was contracted by the Morettis as a hitman. They all know what I am and what I do, yet Gabe is the one who wants to test me at every turn. I wouldn’t call them friends as I don’t have any of those anymore. These guys are useless and mean nothing to me.  
 
    “You need to lighten up. Things here aren’t like in New York, Gio. You can breathe here and have a life.” I snort out a laugh and lay my head back when Daniel speaks.  
 
    “You don’t know shit, Gabe. Shut the fuck up. You run around protected by dad and his men just like I do. Gio isn’t one of us; he wasn’t raised like us,” Andre says. Thank fuck someone finally understands me and my situation.  
 
    “Yeah, yeah. I know. He lost his fucking girl to his cousin. That’s some shit. Must be some magical pussy,” Gabe laughs. I move so quickly no one saw me coming. Lunging my body over the seat, I wrap my hands around his neck, squeezing.  
 
    “Yo, stop! Gio!”  Andre yells trying to get me out of my own head.  
 
    “You ever speak about her again, your father will be finding pieces of you from here to Florida,” I hiss in his face.  
 
    “You left her from what I heard,” he says through his teeth. 
 
    “Gabe! Shut up, man!” Daniel hollers.  
 
    “You should listen to your brothers, Gabe. You are testing the patience of a madman, and I don’t think you really want to know how far I’ll go,” I remind him. The car jerks to a stop and then and only then do I remove my hands from his throat. As soon as I do, his hand comes up rubbing the area I was holding.  
 
    “You know how quickly I could get you fired?” Gabe spits in a disgruntled tone. 
 
    I chuckle under my breath. “Do you know how quickly I could kill your father and disappear?”  
 
    Climbing out of the car, I adjust my shirt and wait on the others to get out. Daniel laughs, slapping a hand on my shoulder and leading me toward the door. Club Onyx is a premier upscale strip club that not everyone can get into to. It’s all by membership only and it’s owned by none other than my boss, the Moretti Family.  We step inside a room filled with smoke and stale liquor. Men of all ages line the floor watching the girl on the stage dance for them. This isn’t my typical scene, but I do have some business on my father’s behalf and why not use this place as the backdrop? 
 
    “He doesn’t mean shit, he’s just stupid,” Andre says nodding toward his brother.  
 
    “It would be wise of him to learn a few things before I have to teach him.” Ignoring whatever else comes out of his mouth, I head toward the back where the private rooms are. I know I have to meet with Dominic Gambino in less than twenty minutes but I like to be early. As I head down the hallway, a woman steps in front of me.  
 
    “You can’t go down there,” she says sweetly, her big brown eyes beam up at me.  
 
    “And why is that?” I ask, reaching up to brush a strand of hair behind her ear. Her cheeks blush, turning a pretty shade of pink.  
 
    “Business dealings. I was told to let all men know that they aren’t allowed. Only one is.”  
 
    “And who might that be?” She smiles and it’s so goddamn sexy I can barely keep my cock in check.  
 
    “Giovanni DeLuca. I am only to let him pass.” 
 
    “Then you’re in luck. I am Gio,” I tell her a little flirtatiously. She smiles and licks her lips, and fuck, my cock wants to slide between them. They’re plump and fuckable and just what I need tonight.  
 
    “No offense but you don’t look Italian.”  
 
    I chuckle and run my knuckles down her cheek before I respond.  
 
    “Have you never heard of the man with killer eyes?”  
 
    She looks deep into my eyes, realization hitting her hard. Her mouth parts but no words form. She shakes her head on the verge of an apology, but I don’t want nor need it.  “Don’t look like that. It’s fine. You’ve never met me. I assume you are fairly new here?” She nods her head slowly when Walt, the bouncer, walks over. 
 
    “Good to see you, Giovanni.” 
 
    “You too. Gambino ready?” He nods once and looks at the shock on the girl’s face. 
 
    “She do something wrong?” 
 
    “I didn’t realize who he was,” she says quickly. The fire in Walt’s eyes pisses me off. I know how this club works and how they treat their girls. He moves toward her, but I move to block her.  
 
    “She made a mistake. She didn’t realize I wasn’t as pretty as some of the Italian men,” I tease, watching her cheeks brighten once more.  
 
    “She will be handled. I do apologize, Giovanni.” Walt’s words annoy me.  
 
    “I’ll handle her myself. What’s your name?” I turn back to the dark haired beauty.  
 
    “Rosa.” 
 
    “Join me in this meeting, won’t you?” Rosa looks to Walt as if he has a fucking say in what I do. He doesn’t. He nods anyway and Rosa pulls her gaze back to mine.  
 
    “Okay.” I offer her my arm and she quickly slides hers through as I walk us down the hallway.  
 
    “Don’t be so stiff. You can relax with me. Whatever they do here, I don’t.” Walking to the end of the hallway, I turn into the last room, bringing her with me. It isn’t typical that I bring a woman in on meetings, but there’s something about Rosa that I like, or my cock does anyway.  
 
    “Mr. DeLuca.” Dominic Gambino stands from his seat with his cigar in his hand.  
 
    “Giovanni is fine. I don’t like to be associated with my father in that fashion.” Gambino smirks, but nods his head.  
 
    “Please, sit.” I do so and take Rosa with me, placing her on my lap. Gambino eyes her but doesn’t dare say a word.  
 
    “What is this meeting about?”  
 
    “Can I offer you a drink?” 
 
    “No, you can tell me what I’m doing here when I could be at home, getting my cock sucked by these pretty little lips,” I tell him as I run my fingers over Rosa’s mouth. Her body tenses but I don’t care.  
 
    “Straight to the point, I like it. Your father has ports in New York that I would like to utilize,” he begins when I cut him off.  
 
    “That wouldn’t be my specialty, Gambino.” 
 
    “As I very well know. May I continue?” I nod my head amused to say the least. “Your father has taken on some questionable side gigs. They aren’t in the best interest of me asking for a deal on ports at the moment.” I shift in my seat wondering what the hell he’s talking about. My father has never let anyone use those ports.  
 
    “I can see the wheels spinning, Giovanni. Let me explain. I made an offer to the Luchessi family only to be refused. It wasn’t that refusal that sparked my interests, it was the reasoning behind it. Your father has already made a deal with the Luchessi family.”  
 
    “Bullshit,” I growl. Why would he do that? What the hell is he thinking? 
 
    “I assure you, It’s not. I have the proof if you’d like to see for yourself. I don’t know the logistics of what is going on between them, but I’d like to find out.” 
 
    “You want me to go against my own family?” I chuckle. “Why would I do that?” My fingers roam up and down Rosa’s naked thigh, her body trembling under my touch. My cock responds, pressing into her ass.  
 
    “Because your father never wanted you. He’s used you for years, Giovanni. I’m sure you know that,” he says, not telling me anything I don’t already know. Nevertheless, it hits a nerve. I shove Rosa off my lap before lunging over the desk. I pin Gambino down in a matter of seconds.  
 
    “Don’t you ever disrespect me the way you just did.” I grind my teeth as I stare into his eyes.  
 
    “I meant nothing of it, Giovanni,” he tries to backtrack, a slight tremor in his voice.  
 
    Shaking my head, I release the grip I have on him, knowing I’m losing my shit tonight. Control is important to me, but the more things run through my head, the more control I’m losing. I pick myself up and move away from Gambino as he rights himself.  
 
    “Why me? I’m not the only hitman in the world. Why do you want me?” 
 
    “You are right. There are many of them, but I want the best. You are just that. If anyone can make the Luchessi clan disappear, it’s you.  I don’t want just one, I want the whole Luchessi family. 
 
    I huff out a laugh and sit back in my seat, dragging an unsure Rosa back onto my lap before picking up where I left off. Her skin is soft under my touch and the feel has me worked up more than it should.  
 
    “The Luchessi family isn’t solely in New York,” I remind him. I watch him sit back in his chair, his elbows resting on the desk in front of him.  
 
    “As I very well know. You would start here. When I said all of them, I did mean it.” 
 
    “And you expect me to do all this alone?”  
 
    He nods his head, a smile on his old, worn face. “I do.”  
 
    I lean in and smell the scent of Rosa, running my lips over her soft skin, kissing and sucking on her as her body trembles. I slide my hand up her thigh as Gambino watches me, finding her wetness. Dragging my finger through it, I stop on her clit. I work her body up as I kiss her neck and when I feel her come, I smirk.  
 
    “You have a deal.”


 
   
  
 

 [image: ]Chapter 12 
 
      
 
    Rosa is bent over the bed, her glistening wet pussy on full display for me. Over the last few months she’s become my new addiction. Not that I give two shits about her, but her body serves all the purpose I need. I run my hands over her ass listening to her moan, as I sit behind her taking in the view. No one will ever compare to Asia, but that life is one I’ve left behind. She’s engaged to my cousin, and in time, they will be married and having children. She will go on with her life as though I never existed.   
 
    “Do you know what I want to do to you?” I rasp as I grab my cock and tease her entrance. Rosa moans but doesn’t answer me. Instead, she rocks her body back into me, willing me to shove my cock inside of her. “You want me, Rosa?” I purr, loving how she shivers.  
 
    “Please, Gio. Fuck me,” she begs.  
 
    I chuckle, spread her cheeks, and plunge into the wetness that awaits me. Each thrust takes me higher, but it never feels right. In fact, it always feels wrong. I grip her hips and pound into her, wanting to relieve every ounce of frustration in me. But it never truly does go away. Rosa’s hands clench the sheets next to her head as I fuck her roughly. I made her quit her job at the strip club to have her at my beck and call. She didn’t argue with me and that made me semi-happy.  
 
    “Gio,” she moans when I lean over her and wrap my arm around her waist. Finding her pulsing clit, I rub it in small circles as she grinds her ass back against me. The way her pussy clenches sends my pulse racing, but it’s still not enough. I reach for the vile of coke on the edge of the bed and sit up pouring a line on Rosa’s back. Leaning down, I sniff it and shake my head before going back to pounding her. With her hips firmly in my grasp, I begin fucking her roughly before pulling out and dropping onto the bed.  
 
    “Get up here and ride me,” I tell her. Rosa moves quickly to straddle me. With her feet planted on either side of me, she begins raising her body up and sliding down my length. “Fuck!” I groan as I watch my cock disappear inside of her.  
 
    Rosa leans in, kissing me while her hips keep moving. Her tongue dances in my mouth when I start to kiss her back. The high takes hold a little harder than usual and every stroke of her tongue against mine sends me plummeting back in time. Back to when it was Asia kissing me. The night she rode my cock after the fight.  
 
    Shaking the thoughts away, I drag myself back to the present. I grip her hips and thrust into her roughly. I need to fucking come and get on with my night, my plans. Rosa clenches and holds on tightly when I growl. “Fucking make me come!” Slapping her ass roughly, I rise up and keep pushing until I feel my body tense. When my balls tighten, I come roughly inside of her. Rosa arches her back, letting her juices flow around me too.  
 
     When we both calm down, I move her off me and climb out of the bed. Walking into the bathroom, I start the shower and climb in. I wash away all the memories, all the pain that still eats away at me at night. When I’m alone, I find myself remembering her more and more when all I want to do is forget and move on. I climb out of the shower when I feel like I’m losing my sanity. Quickly dressing, I head into the closet and pull out my rifle bags. Rosa lays in my bed watching me as I get what I need for the night. 
 
    “Do you ever get tired of killing?” she asks, causing me to laugh.  
 
    “No.” 
 
    “Why do you like it so much?”  
 
    I check my ammo and rezip my bags before looking up at her. “Have you ever done something that just sent you over the edge?”  
 
    She smirks and nods her head. “Yeah, you.” 
 
    “I mean it. Killing gives me control, power. I’m good at it, and I was raised to do it.” 
 
    “Why aren’t you taking over the family when your father is gone?” Those questions are the ones that make me regret bringing her here. I hate that she feels the need to know so much that isn’t any of her business. 
 
    “That’s none of your fucking concern,” I snap at her. Rosa rolls her eyes, which pisses me off further. In a few short strides, I’m standing in front of her, her chin held roughly in my hand. “I’m sick of your questions and the little looks you give when you don’t get an answer you want. You’re childish,” I sneer.  
 
    “You’re an asshole.” 
 
    “You already knew that,” I hiss before leaning in and kissing her roughly. I shove her back and turn on my heel, picking my bags up and heading out the front door. I toss my bags into the back of my SUV before climbing in the driver seat. My phone rings in my pocket, and before I check who it is, I answer.  
 
    “Yeah?”  
 
    “Giovanni. How are you?” I sigh and lean back in my seat.  
 
    “What can I do for you father?” 
 
    “I need to know where you are at with the job with the Morettis. Plans are changing.”  
 
    I close my eyes not wanting to know what that means but I ask anyway. “What is it?” 
 
    “Do you remember years ago when the Russians were moving into New York?” he asks. My eyes snap open knowing exactly what he’s talking about. I readjust myself in my seat to listen to him. 
 
    “I remember.” 
 
    “Then you recall the daughter of Petrov, the one to marry into the Columbian cartel. The plans are in place and we both know that if that marriage happens they will be moving in on our territory in no time.” I see where this is going. I haven’t thought about going home in a long time though. I don’t want to be there. I don’t want to see her or feel anything that I know I’ll feel when I go back, but it’s inevitable.  
 
    “I need a few days to handle business here,” I tell him without hesitation.  
 
    “That’s fine.” 
 
    “I’ll need a hotel when I get back.”  
 
    “You will do no such thing. You are to be here, Giovanni!” I sigh knowing that there is no use in arguing with him.  
 
    “I’ll see you in two days.” Hanging up the phone, I toss it onto the seat next to me before pressing my hands on the steering wheel. I close my eyes and take a few deep breaths trying to calm all the anger inside of me. The unknown is what’s really getting to me. I don’t think I can handle seeing her with Matteo after all this time. It’s been years. Fucking years of my life that I haven’t been able to see her, touch her. It’s messing with my head.  
 
    The drive out to the old shipping docks doesn’t take me long. I know that Luchessi is having a meeting out here tonight. I’ve done my research. Parking at the back of the warehouse, I grab my bags and head toward the docks. The warm ocean air collects on my skin causing sweat to bead at my temples. It slowly trickles down my back as I find the perfect spot. I’ve scouted the area more times than needed, but it’s imperative I am inconspicuous and prepared. Climbing the ladder onto the roof I run over the plan in my head once more just to be safe. When I reach the edge, I glance over and take in the view. With a smirk, I sit back, set up my guns, and wait.  
 
    It doesn’t take long for them to show their faces, my focus on them the whole time. Each beat of my heart is another second ticking by. Another second leads to another minute and each one brings me closer to the girl that I can’t seem to forget. I watch Luchessi shaking hands with the man he was meeting, and as soon as that man is out of sight, I fire. I take his guards down first, killing them all by process of elimination. Moving ever so slightly, the crosshairs are lined up with Luchessi sitting squarely in the middle as he reaches for his own gun, but I fire off a shot before he can see who took down his men. It’s too late for him. With a smirk on my face, I clean up my mess and get the hell out of here. 
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    I feel like I haven’t slept in weeks when in reality it’s only been days. I handled business in California, leaving Rosa to deal with the house. She didn’t really have anywhere else to go, so letting her take care of things while I’m gone made sense. Making my way back to New York was a huge change. I have adapted to my life in California. Once I stepped foot inside my father’s home, it felt right. I felt like I was home. Back in my room, I close my eyes and try to get some sleep before my father returns from whatever trip he’s off on, but that proves harder than I thought. Even after all these years I can still smell her in my room. It’s a sick hell that I live in. A knock on the door causes me to sigh. 
 
    “It’s open,” I call out not rightly giving a shit who it is. I’m dead tired and I just need to rest. When the door opens, the last man I thought I’d see walks in.  
 
    “Giovanni. It’s good to see you. You look well,” my uncle Roberto says with a smile. I shove myself up my bed and nod. 
 
    “As do you. How is Angela?” 
 
    “She’s doing well. Thank you.” 
 
    “What can I do for you?” I know he’s here for a reason and now it’s peaked my interests to know. My uncle and I never really had problems, at least not until Stefano died. I straighten my spine as his eyes wander over my chest. The scars. Not many get to see them, but when they do, they are utterly shocked at how sick Angelo truly was. He clears his throat dragging his eyes back to mine, a sincere look on his features.  
 
    “I wanted to speak to you before your father returns. I know why he has you here and I don’t agree.” I shift in my bed and watch as he walks through the room sitting in the chair against the far wall.  
 
    “Why is that?” 
 
    “He’s being rash in his decisions. He’s become greedy,” he adds. 
 
    “He has always been a greedy man. What has changed?”  
 
    “He wants to take over this city. We already own eighty percent, Giovanni. Going against the Russians is going to cause a huge war that I’m not sure he’s prepared for.”  
 
    If my uncle is worried there is a reason. I run my hand through my hair and contemplate my next move.  
 
    “What are you doing here, uncle? Why are you even concerned with it?” He’s never been involved in this world. Of course, he’s always been around because he’s family, but he has never been involved in this aspect of our world.  
 
    “Things have changed since you’ve been gone, Giovanni. Loyalties are being tested. I find your father is making plans that aren’t what this family needs,” he says waving his hand through the air.  
 
    I reach for the pack of cigarettes on the nightstand and light one up. I hold the pack out to him but he shakes his head no. I inhale deeply, letting the nicotine settle in my lungs before blowing out a ring of smoke.  
 
    “What kinds of things? I know nothing about this family anymore if I’m being honest. When he sent me to California, I made my own plans, my own life. Being here is hindering them and I’m not sure what you want from me.” I’m honest with him. It feels right to give him that much.  
 
    “Matteo is now in charge of all finances concerning the family,” he says.  
 
    “What? Since when?” I snarl. Matteo doesn’t need to be involved with that shit. Money goes missing and it’s Matteo’s head on the chopping block. How the hell did this happen? This is all my fault for leaving.  
 
    “I see the look in your eyes, Giovanni. It isn’t your fault. As I said, your father is making moves that shouldn’t be made. His greed is overcoming him, and the need for money is overriding what’s right for this family.”  
 
    I take another drag from my cigarette and toss the blankets off myself, throwing my legs over the edge. “Matteo should have never been put in that position, Roberto! You and I both know what happens,” I tell him. His eyes meet mine as he slowly nods his head.  
 
    “Do you think I want to lose another son, Giovanni?” Bile races up my throat hearing the tone of his voice. That ache in my chest comes back full force. I set my cigarette in the ashtray before grabbing the little vile that has become my best friend over the years. Snorting a line, Roberto huffs. “Do you see this? He’s ruining everyone! You were never into this before, Giovanni!” I wipe my hand across my nose shaking my head to relieve the fog.  
 
    “What is all the yelling?” Another voice comes into the room. Matteo. His eyes widen when he sees me.  
 
    “You’re here. You’re back then?” he asks with the hint of a smile on his face.  
 
    “No. I’m here because Father needed me,” I tell him shortly.  
 
    “I don’t understand.” 
 
    “Why did you accept the position, Matteo?” I ask, becoming extremely agitated. He looks between me and his father before answering.  
 
    “Did I have a choice?”  
 
    “Yes, you did!” 
 
    “Did you, Gio? Did you have a choice when he sent you to the wolves? When he allowed Angelo to beat you within an inch of your life? Did you get a choice?” His voice thunders through the room.  
 
    In seconds, I’m on my feet and in his face. My hands are wrapped up in the front of shirt, jerking him into me. “You don’t know shit about what I went through. You and the rest of this family sat in their little happy place with no idea what was going on. Do you know why it happened to me? Because I am nothing! I was never anything to anyone! I was the fucking bastard’s child that no one wanted! Don’t you see that? No one wanted me. That’s why I am the way I am.” 
 
    “That’s not true.” I close my eyes and slowly let my hands fall away from Matteo before stepping away from him.  
 
    “You shouldn’t be here,” Matteo tells her. He’s right, she shouldn’t. When I open my eyes she’s there in front of me like a goddamn gorgeous memory. Asia steps in front of me, her eyes meeting mine. Everything that I’ve tried so hard to suppress now rushes to the surface. My chest heaves as she stares up at me. She’s the same. More filled out in all the right places, but she’s still my Asia.  
 
    “He’s right. You shouldn’t be here,” I repeat his words. Asia’s eyes move over my face slowly like she’s trying to memorize every part of me. I can’t say that I’m not doing the same to her as well.  
 
    “Matteo, let’s give them a moment,” Roberto says next to me.  
 
    “No. We need to talk about what’s happening. I’m not here for long and I need to handle whatever it is before I go.” Sadness creeps across her face when I say that. I can’t help it, I am leaving again. I turn to look at Roberto.  
 
    “You have to figure out how to get Matteo out of that position. You know as well as I do that if anything goes missing, his fault or not, he’s as good as dead,” I tell him. Roberto nods his head when Matteo speaks.  
 
    “What should I do? End up like my brother?” Pain lances my heart knowing that none of them know I didn’t kill him. It’s my secret to bear.  
 
    “That’s not fair!” Asia snaps stepping in between us. “Have you looked at him, Matteo? I mean really looked at him? He’s fucked up because of what his father did to him.”  
 
    I ignore them all walking to the closet to grab my clothes. Standing in my gym shorts in the middle of an argument isn’t ideal. I pull my clothes on before my boots, grabbing the pack of cigarettes and heading for the door. 
 
    “Where are going?” Roberto yells behind me.  
 
    I ignore him and stomp down the hallway, then the stairs, and out the back door. Heading toward the one place I can seek solace on this property, I clear the tree line in the matter of minutes. 
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    The air is colder now. In a way, I’ve missed it here. Not everything here was terrible. Something about this place just pulls me back in. I can’t explain it no matter how hard I try, and to be honest, I like mystery of it all. My eyes drift closed as the first drops of rain from the impending storm drop onto my face.  
 
    “Scars only run so deep,” I hear her say. I don’t open my eyes, I can’t.  
 
    “Some run deeper than others,” I add.  
 
    “They don’t have to rule us, Gio.”  
 
    “Do they rule you?” I can hear her moving around me, but it isn’t until her hand lands on mine that I move. Sitting up quickly, I pull away from her and lean against the tree behind me. Our eyes finally lock and that heat that’s always been there ignites between us.  
 
    “I’ve missed you,” she says softly. Shaking my head, I run my hand over my face. “You look exhausted, Gio.” 
 
    “I am exhausted! I can’t even get any sleep here! I have been going non-stop for days and it’s really wearing on me.” I didn’t want to admit that to her, but if I can’t say it to her, who can I say it to? Asia stands and holds her hand out to me. I shake my head and look away. 
 
    “Gio,” she snaps at me. Dragging my gaze back to hers, she stands in the same place with her hand out. I reluctantly take it as she tries to pull me from the ground. When I’m standing next to her, I look down and notice just how small she is compared to me. Asia starts to walk and I follow. 
 
    “Where are we going?” I ask as when the rain starts falling harder. She doesn’t answer, just smiles at me over her shoulder. We walk along not speaking, just being in each other’s presence. It’s like old times and that makes it harder for me. We come out of the trees on the other side when I see a small shack. I narrow my eyes and look at Asia. 
 
    “What is that? That was never here before.” 
 
    “Matteo built it for me. He knew how much I needed my space and how much I love to be out here. It’s my own little safe place,” she says with a huge smile. Matteo built it for her. Doesn’t that figure? Rain pelts us both when Asia pulls the door open and ushers me inside. It’s a small cabin-type shack with a bed, couch, and fire place. Off to the side I can see a small bathroom but that’s it. It’s nothing huge or fancy. It suits her.  
 
    “You can sleep here. No one will bother you. I’ll start a fire, it gets cold out here at night.” She sets about moving around the room, placing logs into the fireplace like she’s done it a million times, and maybe she has. I walk over and sit on the small couch as I watch her move. Her long wet hair clings to her cheeks as she bends over flicking the lighter. 
 
    “You’ve become very self-sufficient,” I tell her. Asia giggles and steps back once the fire is burning.  
 
    “You live and learn, right? This is my space and I like to keep it that way. Matteo respects my boundaries.” 
 
    “How is that going?” She moves to sit next to me on the couch and the proximity of her sends a chill down my spine. I clasp my hands in my lap and lean my head back on the couch. 
 
    “It’s…going. The wedding is still on for next year, but that means nothing to me.” 
 
    “It should. This is the rest of your life we’re talking about, Asia,” I remind her.  
 
    “How was California? You’ve always wanted to go there.” I love how she changed the subject. I chuckle a little before grabbing a cigarette and lighting it up.  
 
    “It’s hot all the time. Humid, but the ocean is different. The sky is always blue. It’s the opposite of here,” I tell her. Keeping conversation with Asia was always easy. Even now that we’re miles apart inside, I can still feel her.  
 
    My eyes slowly flutter closed and I vaguely hear her giggle once more, causing a smile to tug across my face. I don’t know how long I’m asleep when I feel her. Not just her, all of her. Her warm hands are on mine, holding them against her soft skin. Her lips traveling a heated path down my neck. I pry my tired eyes open and find hers staring back at me.  
 
    “What are you doing?” I whisper, my voice husky from sleep. 
 
    “You are the only person I’ve ever loved, Gio. You are the only person I want to love,” she says as tears fall down her cheeks. My chest becomes tighter knowing what this is. I don’t want to stop her but I need to.  
 
    “We can’t do this, bambina.”  
 
    “We can. I love you, Gio. Please just love me,” she begs. Tears drip from her cheeks, landing on the thin material of my shirt, as I look into her eyes. When I move my gaze lower, I find that she’s completely naked straddling me.  
 
    “So beautiful,” I whisper as she works to remove my shirt. I let her pull it over my head, discarding it to the floor. “You are so beautiful, Asia.” Her eyes flicker with fire ready to burn me to the ground, and I’m ready for it. Asia leans back, sliding off my lap until she’s on her knees in front of me, working my jeans down my hips. I raise them up to help her, and when she pulls my jeans and shorts off, my cock springs free. She licks her lips as she reaches forward and clasps it in her hand. I hiss out a breath feeling her skin against mine. So many nights I’d dream of this, of her, and now here she is, doing what we shouldn’t be. Long strokes keep me on edge, but when she lowers her head, her tongue running over the tip of my cock, I almost lose all control. I reach for her, grabbing her under her arms and jerking her off the floor back onto my lap. Our mouths collide, kissing so hard that I know both our lips will be bruised, but I don’t care; I can feel this girl running through my veins.  
 
    “Not like this, Asia,” I warn her when she grinds against my cock. Her wet pussy slips and slides against me making me groan. I’m impossibly hard when I lift her off me and set her on her feet. Climbing off the couch, I reach for her, lifting her in my arms. Asia wraps her legs around my waist, pulling me closer as we kiss again. Teeth collide as my world spins out of control. Our breathing is rapid, mimicking each other as I move toward the bed. The front of my legs hit the mattress and I climb on laying her beneath me. The fire crackles in the background but it’s Asia’s soft cries that send me over the edge. I pull back and gaze down at the girl who has always held my heart in her hands. I have no remorse for what I’m about to do because frankly, this has been a long time coming. Reaching between us, I grab my cock and tease her. Asia arches her back pressing against me.  
 
    “This is wrong, and you know it,” I remind her. I’m giving her the chance to back out because once I get inside of her, I will not stop. I press the tip of my cock inside of her and she gasps shaking her head.  
 
    “It’s never been wrong, Gio. Never,” she rasps seductively.  
 
    I push into her a little more listening to her soft moans of pleasure. Inch by inch I slide inside of her warmth. This is perfection. This is what I’ve always wanted. This is home. Asia tenses, her eyes full of tears. I’m taking something so special and I have no remorse for it. Her virginity was always mine to take and now here we are. 
 
    “I love you, Gio,” she whispers as I thrust slowly into her. I want to take her roughly, God do I want to. But this moment, this is our moment, and I want to make it last forever. I keep my eyes on hers while my hips keep moving. I’m afraid to blink, to miss what’s happening. When she moans, I want to see the look in her eyes, when she comes I want to memorize her face. There’s nothing more important to me right now than this moment in time with her.  
 
    “Look at me,” I demand softly. Asia opens her eyes, the burn intensifying. I can see the tears and I can’t help but lean in and kiss them away. This is a moment that neither of us will forget no matter how hard we try. It just resurrects all the old feelings we’ve had. Our bodies move as one, hers clenching around me, mine swelling for her. I’ve never felt anything quite as perfect as this. In a perfect world, Asia would be mine. In a perfect life, we would be married and having children. But our lives are far from perfect. They never will be, so for now we take what time we were given without remorse.  
 
    I pull out of her quickly listening to her moan when I do. I kiss her neck, moving down her body. Feather light kisses that cause her body to spark a little more. When I reach her breasts, I suck a nipple into my mouth, running my thumb around the other.  
 
    “Why can’t it always be like this?” she purrs as I continue my journey down her body. If this is the only time I have with her, I want all of her body. I need it. To taste it, to touch it. Remember it. Remember her. 
 
    I kiss her stomach, the inside of her thighs, before spreading her wide. My breath gets stuck in my throat when I lean in and lick her. Asia trembles, her body writhing on the bed as I taste her. I’ve never felt this before, this excitement, this intensity. With each stroke of my tongue, she cries. I’ve never been more in love with the sounds she’s making as I am right now. I pull away from her and stand at the end of the bed before glancing around.  
 
    “What are you doing?” she asks breathlessly as I smirk at her. Walking toward the window, I grab the tieback from the curtain and move back toward the bed.  
 
    “Arms up,” I demand. Her eyes flicker with lust and I watch in a haze as she raises her arms over her head. I climb up and wrap the tie around her arms securing them to the headboard.  
 
    “Gio,” she moans as my body slides back down hers.  
 
    “Do you know how fucking gorgeous you are?” Running my tongue over her lips, she nips at it. I move over her body once more, tasting every inch of her before grabbing her and flipping her onto her stomach. Lifting her up, I position her on her knees and then run my hands over her ass. “Asia…fuck.” She’s perfect. She’s everything. Spreading her ass open for me, I lean in and run my tongue over that puckered hole that has never been touched. I can tell just but her reaction to me. Asia gasps in pleasure but I know our time here is limited. Sitting up behind her, I slide my cock back inside of her. Holding her hips in my hands I rock in and out of her, watching the way our bodies meld together in perfection.  
 
    “Gio, I want to touch you!” Asia whines.  
 
    I chuckle and thrust roughly a few times into her before reaching up and untying her arms. Asia wiggles until I pull out and flip her again. Her eyes are full of tears and I have no doubt that she’s thinking the same thing. Kissing her, I slip back inside and make love to her. I don’t fuck her, no, this is far beyond that. This is a lifetime of emotions and lust, tense with desire that we have. 
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    I track her movements as she moves through the room to take her seat next to Matteo. The memories of last night still fresh in my mind. She’s practically glowing and I know why. Our eyes meet and that sizzle sparks to life.  
 
    “Have you given any thought to this Russian issue?” my father asks when we’re all seated at the table for dinner. I watch the servers place the food in front of everyone, but my gaze seems to drift back to her.  
 
    “What is it you want done, Father?” 
 
    “I asked you a question, Giovanni! I expect an answer!” Taking a deep breath, I try to keep my anger at bay. Some things never change and my father is one of them. 
 
    “I think that you should just tell me what you need me to do so I can do it,” I smart off not really giving a shit right now. My night with Asia was amazing. There will never be anything in this world that could compare to it, and I’m not ready to let it go in order to talk about killing.  
 
    “Is this the way the families act in California? It would be wise to remember who you are speaking to.” As if I could forget. I swallow hard and turn my gaze to his. Waiting.  
 
    “The Columbians are moving into your area in California. I figured when you go back, you can handle that end of the problem.”  
 
    If I didn’t know any better I’d say he’s trying to get rid of me. Too bad I have other business to attend here. He doesn’t need to know that though. 
 
    “And this end? What do you want me to do here?” Discussing things in front of Asia pisses me off, but I also know why he does it. He likes for her to see what kind of animal I am. He wants that instilled in her so that she will look at Matteo differently.  
 
    “Damion Petrov. That is who they have chosen to marry off. He’s a sick person who has dishonorable tastes. I’m sure you won’t have any trouble with getting to him. He’s more of a loner than the others. Often frequents strip clubs while he’s in town. I hear you have quite the club over in California,” he says with a smirk on his face.  
 
    I can feel Asia’s eyes burning into the side of my head as I keep my eyes trained on my father. “How soon?” I growl lightly.  
 
    “Any time before you leave. When is that again?” Bastard. Fucking bastard. 
 
    “I think Giovanni should stick around. It’s been so long since we’ve seen him. It’s nice to catch up,” Matteo chimes in. Only then do I look over and catch the sparkle in Asia’s eyes.  
 
    “Giovanni is a very busy man these days. Aren’t you, son?” Calling me son causes me to cringe. I was never his son. I’m nothing more than his pawn. His favorite toy.  
 
    “Very. In fact, I need to go get ready to take care of a few things before I leave,” I tell him, shoving my chair back. Suddenly I don’t want to sit at this table or eat his damn food. I want space and peace of mind, but that isn’t going to happen. Not now, not ever.  
 
    “You haven’t even eaten, Gio,” Matteo announces.  
 
    My father chuckles, waving his hand through the air before he says, “Let him go. The boy has things to do.” 
 
    With a huff, I turn and walk away straight to my room. Once inside, I grab my cigarettes and light one up before pulling the vile out and snorting a spoonful. I’m sick of this, of all of it. Of course I’m a good killer, it’s what I was raised to be, but when does this shit end for me? When will I ever get out from under my father’s will and be my own man? Shaking the empty thoughts away, I walk into the closet and grab my bag. Thank fuck, I never unpacked it. Tossing it on the bed, I walk into the bathroom, take a piss, and wash my hands. When I come back Asia’s sitting on the edge of my bed.  
 
    “You smoke a lot more now,” she says eyeing the cigarette hanging from my lips.  
 
    “It’s calming.” 
 
    “No, it’s not. Where are you going?” she asks quietly. I walk toward the door and check the hallway before closing the door and turning toward her.  
 
    “I have some other things to handle before I go back to California.” 
 
    “Take me with you!” she blurts out. I close my eyes wishing it was that easy, but it’s not.  
 
    “I can’t.” 
 
    “Why? 
 
    “Don’t ask me questions you already know the answers to.” Taking a long pull from the cigarette, I snuff the rest in the ashtray, and grab my bag.  
 
    “So, that’s it? One night is all I get with you?”  
 
    I want to say yes and I want to say no, but the truth is I don’t know anymore. I lower my head and think for a second.  
 
    “I’m not leaving town for a few days. I just can’t come back here and they can’t know I’m still in town.” 
 
    “I can meet you somewhere, anywhere,” she says excitedly. The brightness in her eyes makes it hard to say no. Moving toward her, I reach around and hold the back of her neck as she stares up at me.  
 
    “I’ll text you where I am. If you can’t get away, don’t try. I don’t want to risk you getting caught.” Dragging her closer, I kiss her gently, softly. Savoring her in ways that I may not ever get the chance to again. Our mouths collide, our tongues tangle. When I pull back she smiles up at me.  
 
    “I’ll be there, Gio.” Nodding my head, I drop a kiss on her forehead and turn heading out of the room. I take the stairs two at a time when Matteo steps in front of me. 
 
    “I wish you would stay,” he says sounding truly sincere.  
 
    “Why would I do that?” 
 
    “This is your home, we are your family. That’s why.” I shake my head and scratch at my jaw.  
 
    “I’ve never been family, Matteo, I think we both know that.” I brush past him and head toward the door when he stops me once more.  
 
    “Come on, Giovanni. Is this really the life you want? Never at home? Constantly moving?” 
 
    “Is that what you think? You have no idea what I want Matteo. The things I want are things I can never have. This is my life.” We stand there in a silent standoff that neither of us will win. I can’t tell him why this isn’t home and he can’t tell me why it is. We both know that reality is hard for a family like ours.  
 
    “I do know, and I’m sorry I can’t help you further.” 
 
    “I don’t need help. I need to be left alone and let me live my life! I can’t keep living in the past, losing myself in what I used to want! I don’t want that anymore!”  
 
    Her gasp could be heard throughout the entire house, or so it seemed. Matteo and I both look over at the hurt in her eyes. Inside, I’m breaking down. Thoughts of taking her and running are almost overwhelming. I can’t stand to walk away from her, but I know what’s right.  
 
    “Fuck!” I roar running my hand through my hair and shoving past Matteo. As soon as I’m outside, I toss my bag in the backseat of my SUV and climb in the driver’s seat. I start it up and that’s when I see her. Standing on the porch, watching me with so much sadness it kills me. We stare at each other for a long second until Matteo comes out, putting his arm around her. I shake my head rapidly before revving the engine and hauling ass out of there.  
 
    The drive isn’t a long one, but I wanted to keep it that way. The more I think about it, the more I know I can’t leave without seeing her once more. Even if it’s wrong and will damn me.
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    I’m ready and in place but I can’t stop thinking about her. The taste of her on the tip of my tongue, the way she felt against me, the way her warmth seeped into every pore of my being. I wanted to keep her forever, but I know I can’t. Right now, in this moment, I need to be be focused on my task, and not distracted by the single most amazing moment of life. From my hiding spot, I watch as one of the Luchessis makes his way out of the store. He isn’t paying attention, too busy playing on his phone. Welcome to our world these days. I creep around the side of the building, aiming and firing. Luchessi falls to the ground but one of his guys spot me.  
 
    “Shit,” I hiss under my breath. I stuff the gun in the back of my jeans, turn on my heel, and run. Shots fire off behind me, making me run faster. A sting rips through my arm, and when I glance down, I see the blood. This isn’t what I needed right now. I keep my head down and run until the car comes into sight. Then I leap in the front seat, start it up, and haul ass out of there. A few more rounds are fired, hitting my car as I floor it. Watching my mirrors, I merge onto the main road. I head toward my hotel when I’m happy that no one is following me. My mind is a mess wondering if they saw who I was. Will they retaliate against my father? Not that I give a shit but I do care about Matteo and Asia. My drive to the hotel is full of thoughts of her. When I get there, I pull around back, park, jump out, and head to my room. My arm aches as I head inside. I go straight to the bathroom and look in the mirror at the damage. If I’m going to fix this up, I’m going to need supplies. The last thing I want to do is ask but what am I supposed to do? Grabbing my phone out of my pocket, I send her a text. It doesn’t take long before I get one back saying she’s on her way. I sit on the toilet seat and clean it up as best I can before going back to into the main room. I grab a beer out of the fridge that I stocked earlier, and sit in the chair with a towel knotted around the wound. Time seems to stand still as I wait for her. I don’t know what I’m going to do once she’s here. I won’t want to let her go but if my father finds out, she’s as good as dead.  
 
    I lay my head back and close my eyes when I hear someone knocking. I must have dozed off. Shoving out of the chair, I quietly approach the door. Checking the peephole, I see her with a bag in hand. I click the lock and open the door for her to come in.  
 
    “What the hell, Gio?” she snaps as soon as she’s inside. I chuckle and watch as she begins setting her stuff up on the table in the corner.  
 
    “Anyone see you leave?”  
 
    “No. Come sit. Did it go straight through?” she asks as she gets her supplies together. She hands me a bottle of Jack when I drop into the chair.  
 
    “Yeah. Just needs stitched.” 
 
    “I brought antibiotics too. You’ll need to take them.” Nodding my head, I take a long pull from the Jack bottle and lay my head back as Asia sets about cleaning the wound. The more she touches me, the harder I know it’s going to be to let her go. I want nothing more than to keep her next to me.  
 
    “You remember when you used to do this after Angelo would beat me?” I ask her. Asia stops what she’s doing and glances at me.  
 
    “That was a long time ago,” she says softly. 
 
    “You would always be so gentle. You never wanted to hurt me.” 
 
    “I still don’t.” 
 
    “But I’m hurting you, aren’t I?” I watch her swallow hard before she goes back to work. The needle pierces my skin and I suck in a breath due to the sting.  
 
    “I’m sorry,” she mumbles but keeps her hand steady. She stitches both sides of the wound and bandages them before sitting on the edge of the bed.  
 
    “When are you leaving?” 
 
    “That was all I needed you to do,” I tell her honestly.  
 
    “You were just going to leave without saying goodbye again?”  
 
    Turning my head to look at her, I sigh. “I told you before, I never want to say goodbye to you, Asia. I can’t.” She leans in pressing her lips to mine. Everything else fades away. 
 
    “You need to take the pain medicine,” Asia says, breaking our kiss. I nod my head as she grabs the pills and tosses them in my mouth for me. Grabbing the beer, I swallow them down before looking back at her.  
 
    “You’re coming to the wedding, aren’t you?”  
 
    My heart nearly snaps in half in my chest. How the hell can I go and watch the one person I love the most marry someone else? I’m pretty sure that Asia can see the look in my eyes. She leans in, running her fingers through my hair soothing me. 
 
    “I’ll never love him, Gio.” 
 
    “Don’t say that. He cares about you and you never know what the future holds.” 
 
    “It holds nothing without you.”  
 
    As if I needed to hear that to break my heart a little more. I close my eyes as the pain medicine starts to kick my ass. Asia grabs my good arm to help me out of the chair and onto the bed. Asia climbs on with me, lying on my good arm, running her fingers through my hair.  
 
    “I want you to know that I’ll always want you, Gio. I think I’ve loved you since the first time I saw you.” I smirk and tighten my arm around her, holding her as close as I can get her. My eyes flutter with sleep, the pills doing their job.  
 
    “You were so young,” I grumble.  
 
    “And yet you still stole my heart.” 
 
    “If I could change things, you know I would, Asia. I’ve never wanted anything more than you, you have to know that,” I mumble, my voice full of sleep. 
 
    “I know. Sleep, Giovanni.” 
 
    “I am, bambina.”
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    I vaguely remember her saying she loved me. That has stuck in my head and heart since then. Months have gone by in the same fashion. Kill a Luchessi here and there, fuck Rosa to forget the pain in my chest from leaving Asia. A few more months and I’ll be right back home watching her marry my cousin. I thought about not going at all but my father called and demanded I show up. He was happy with the job I did with the Columbians for him. The Russian’s have officially pulled back from trying to move into New York any further than they had been.  
 
    “Do you want to watch a movie?” Rosa asks sweetly. I shake my head and smoke the joint that hangs between my fingers.  
 
    “You’ve been using a lot lately.”  
 
    Hearing her say that pisses me off. Does she think I don’t know what I’m doing? “What is your point?” 
 
    “I thought you wanted something more with me, Giovanni?” I chuckle.  
 
    “More with you? What did you think, that I would marry the stripper and introduce her to dear old dad?” My high state is making me mouthier than usual.  
 
    “That’s not fair!” 
 
    “Life isn’t fair! Do you think this is how I truly want to live the rest of my life, Rosa?”  
 
    “What is that supposed to mean? With me?”  
 
    Jesus, this woman makes me wonder if she ever finished high school.  
 
    “All of it, Rosa. All of it. The first time I killed, I was thirteen. I’ve killed nearly every single day of my life since then. I was beaten nearly to death. Do you think this is what I wanted?” I glance over at her and see the tears in her eyes. I don’t want her pity nor do I need it.  
 
    “That had to be horrible,” she says softly.  
 
    “It was. That’s why I wanted to become something more. I had dreams once but they are nothing but empty ideas now,” I admit.  
 
    “Why can’t you move on? Isn’t there something else you can do?” 
 
    “Yes, there is.”  
 
    “What?”  
 
    “Kill my father,” I inform her. The thought has crossed my mind more than a few times. It would be easy to kill the man who did this to me. That made me into a killer. What would it cost to those I love and care about? What would happen if I went after him and failed?  
 
    “You should do it.” 
 
    “Shut up! You know nothing about this life. You are so fucking naive if you think it’s that easy. What? Just walk in there and shoot him? He has people who are loyal to him, that would do anything for him. I can’t risk what’s left of my family for my own selfishness,” I sneer at her. She wouldn’t understand the family dynamics. She’s never had to live through it before, but I have. Since the day I was born I’ve been what they wanted me to be. A knock on the door interrupts us. I motion to Rosa to go answer it. She rolls her eyes, stands from the couch, and heads toward the door. I huff out a breath and grab my bottle of beer of the table and take a long pull.  
 
    “I see you’re drinking still.” Turning quickly to look over my shoulder, I see Roberto.  
 
    “How the hell did you find me?” No one knows where I live and that’s how I want it.  
 
    “I have my ways.” 
 
    “Since when?” I can see the shock in his eyes. He never thought I wouldn’t be happy to see him but this is my place, my sanctuary. Roberto walks around and sits on the edge of the couch, his head in his hands.  
 
    “I can’t keep living like this, Giovanni.” 
 
    “So end it,” I slur. Roberto turns his head to glare at me. What does he want from me?  
 
    “Is that what you’re doing?” Roberto nods toward the bottle, and I just smirk.  
 
    “Not a chance. I’ve lived in hell; I know what the fire feels like. I’m going to take my chances on earth until it ends me,” I inform him.  
 
    “Your father is wrong, Giovanni. I don’t know how to stop him from tearing this family to the ground.”  
 
    I understand, I can see it unfolding before my eyes. He’s slowly making his way through our family, killing them in some way, shape or form. One by one.  
 
    “And you think I can help you?” 
 
    “I know you can, Giovanni. You are strong. You are the only one who can stand up to him.”  
 
    I chuckle at that and take another pull from my bottle. Leaning forward, I rest my elbows on my knees, my bottle dangling from my fingertips in between my knees.  
 
    “Suicide mission, huh?”  
 
    “What? What does that mean?” 
 
    “Do you truly think that if I went after my father that I wouldn’t be killed in the act? Have you forgotten the following he has?”  I smirk as I look at him. Roberto shakes his head.  
 
    “You owe me,” he snaps, his hands clenching in his lap. 
 
    “I owe you nothing!” I stand up, setting my bottle on the table when he moves. I almost miss the fist that flies toward me but I dodge it in the nick of time. Roberto grabs the front of my shirt, shaking me roughly as I laugh.  
 
    “You do owe me! You killed my son! You took his life when he was only a child!” Tears leak down his face as I shake my head. I shove him off me and point my finger at him.  
 
    “You killed him! You should have stood up to your brother while he was alive. I was following orders!” 
 
    “Were your orders to kill him, Giovanni? Were they?” The more he accuses me, the more I feel sick to my stomach. My mind is running too quickly to deal with all of this.  
 
    “I was ordered to train him! Do you know how that feels? To abuse your own cousin?” 
 
    “Oh, I’m sure it was devastating, wasn’t it? Being a caged animal ready to rip anything apart that enters its lair?” he snarls, his tears still running down his face. My heart crumbles, my chest heavy. This, this is what they’ve always looked at me as.  
 
    “You know nothing!” I roar yanking my hand through my hair. I’m losing it. I’m slowly coming undone and there is nothing I can do to stop it.  
 
    “I know you are a fucking monster! I know that you couldn’t care less what happens to anyone but you!”  
 
    My laughter is nearly manic. I take a step back and scrub my hand down my face. “Is that so?” 
 
    “You know it’s true! You killed your own cousin!” 
 
    “I didn’t kill him!” I thunder, shocking him slightly. He looks at me with wide eyes.  
 
    “You did, you brought him to the house and everyone saw you.”  
 
    I lower my head, defeat tugging at my heart. I’ve kept this secret long enough. They are both dead so what does it matter now? 
 
    “I did what I was ordered to do,” I say lowering my voice.  
 
    “By killing him?” I shake my head.  
 
    “No. By taking him home. By keeping my mouth closed. By keeping the fucking secret. By trading my goddamn soul to the devil.” Roberto wipes his eyes but he keeps looking at me. Confusion flickers over his face.  
 
    “Who then?” 
 
    “Who do you think?” 
 
    “Angelo?” Nodding my head, his arms fall to his sides. He’s at a loss for words and I don’t blame him. I’m sitting on the edge of a cliff, afraid I’ll fall if I say anything further. This is betrayal. If my father finds out that I spoke a word of the past, I am as good as dead.  
 
    “Is that why you killed him?” I huff out a laugh and look back up at him.  
 
    “Don’t overthink it, Roberto. I’m a monster, an animal. I wanted his spot and that’s why I killed him. Stefano…fuck, Stefano was just one more reason to take his life. I’ve lived my whole life being beaten and broken until I became this,” I snap, pounding my fist on my chest as he watches me.  
 
    “I had no idea. All these years, I didn’t know. Giovanni, I’m so sorry.” 
 
    “Don’t be. I didn’t kill Stefano but that doesn’t mean I didn’t kill others. I have. So many more than just him.”  
 
    “What are we going to do, Giovanni?” 
 
    “I don’t know. I really don’t know,” I say with true despair and exhaustion.
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    The rest of the year went by much the same. Roberto and I have remained in contact trying to think of what we can do to stop my father, but at the end of every conversation it’s always the same: Kill him and then we’re back to the same worry over his followers. He has too many loyal followers. We have to figure out a way to turn them against him without him realizing it and that is not an easy task.  
 
    “It’s nice to see you, Giovanni,” my father says as I stand in front of the church.  
 
    “You as well. How are things?” 
 
    “You would know if you would come home. You do your jobs and then you run back to California. Why is that?”  
 
    None of your goddamn business, that’s why. Of course, I can’t tell him that, but I can’t wait for the day that I can. 
 
    “Just odd jobs. It truly is surprising to see how much the Morettis do over there. I’d always thought the majority of this life was here.”  
 
    My father laughs and smiles at me. “You should visit Italy. You would appreciate what we do so much more. The DeLuca legacy still lives on there, you know? One day I would like for you to go and see where it all began. Meet your elders.” He talks as if he really wants that to happen, but I know it’s for show. All of his colleagues are hanging around for the wedding, most eavesdropping.  
 
    “That would be wonderful.” I fake smile back at him.  
 
    “Antonio, we must begin,” Mario, Asia’s father, says pulling our attention.  
 
    “We’re coming,” he says before looking over at me.  “You will not sit with family at this wedding. You can sit in the back. We don’t want any interruptions.”  
 
    He has to be kidding? I stare him down daring him to mess with me today. He made me come to this only to antagonize me. “Don’t you worry, I won’t speak a word.”  
 
    Brushing past him, I head inside and find a seat at the back. The interior of the church is decorated in flowers and bows. It makes me smile that it’s exactly the way I would have pictured Asia getting married. She deserves this and so much more. I sit and wait until the music begins. We all rise from our seats, watching the doors as they slowly open. My heart trips up as I watch her step into the room. Gasps erupt from all around as my eyes zero in on her. She’s looks like an angel in all white. Her hair is pulled up showing off her neck through the veil. She takes slow steps, her father holding tightly to her arm. His smile is bright, but there isn’t anything happy about Asia right now. She gives small smiles to everyone as she moves until she sees me. Her face drops. Sadness, loss, and regret showing brightly on her face. I give her a small nod and watch as they continue down the aisle. I can’t handle it much more. Seeing Matteo take her hand, the priest talking, all of it. I find myself wondering what it would be like to be standing in his place, to be marrying the girl who holds my heart. Would she smile at me? Would she cry? A chill runs down my spine as reality takes over. I can’t do this; I can’t sit here and witness this. Shoving out of my seat, I haul ass out of the church.  
 
    I’m pissed. I’m angry. I’m upset. Dare I say that I am devastated. There are so many emotions running wild inside of me and I can’t sort them out. There is no way. I’ve never felt like this in my life. I’ve prided myself on keeping my feelings in check so that I didn’t have to deal with what I’m feeling right now. Stalking toward the car, I climb in and take off. I notice one of my father’s guys watching me out of my rearview mirror. Fuck him. I need space. I can’t breathe. Pulling off at the first bar I can find, I head inside and order as many shots as they will sell me. When they stop, I’ll find another bar. Drowning my demons in liquor is about all I can do right now. She’s married. My Asia is married to my cousin. I knock back another shot and then another until my body begins to go numb. I don’t know how long I’ve been here when I look over and spot one of my father’s men, Dan. Dan spots me, and heads towards me quickly. His hand lands on my shoulder as I take down one more shot.  
 
    “What do you want?”  
 
    “Your father wants you at the reception. He wasn’t happy that you ran from the wedding.” 
 
    “Is father ever happy?” I ask him cocking my head to the side to study him. 
 
    “Not usually. I understand, Giovanni, for what it’s worth,” he says.  
 
    “Do you?” He nods.  
 
    “You love her. We’ve all always known that. We can see the way you look at each other. Your father having her marry Matteo is only to throw you off,” he adds. What the hell?  
 
    “How do you know that? Why are you telling me this?” I’m suspicious. More than that. I watch as Dan swallows hard and glances around.  
 
    “I’ve been speaking to Roberto about what your father has been doing.” 
 
    “Which is?” 
 
    “Ruining the truce between families. He’s backstabbing and doing things. Family members are being killed, Giovanni.” 
 
    “What family members?” Dan swallows hard, his eyes glossing over. I turn in my seat to face him better. “What family, Dan?” He takes a deep breath and holds his head high.  
 
    “Soldiers families. My wife and son…he had them killed.”  
 
    Fuck! What the hell is he doing? I grab my shot and knock it back before shoving off my stool. I head toward the back motioning for Dan to follow. When we’re in the back room where the pool tables are, I check to make sure no one is listening. 
 
    “How many are against him? His following was loyal as far as I knew,” I tell him.  
 
    “You’ve been gone a long time, Giovanni. Things have changed and not for the better. Before your father did things to benefit the family and those that were loyal. Lately, he has been doing things to benefit himself and himself only.” 
 
    “I need numbers, Dan.” 
 
    “I’d say eighty five percent are against him now. He’s ruining all that he’s built and burning those who have helped him,” he tells me.  
 
    I nod my head and scratch at my jaw as I think about it. “What do you want me to do?”  
 
    His eyes lock on mine and I can see it. I know what he wants.  
 
    “I want him out. I’d much prefer to work for Roberto.” 
 
    “And he is willing to take over?”  
 
    “He is. We’ve discussed this amongst ourselves.” 
 
    “Let’s go to the reception. We don’t want him to question things. Have a meet with your men within the week and contact me.”
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    I rub my chest for what feels like the millionth time since I’ve been here. I’ve drank. I’ve drank a lot, yet still that ache sits in the middle of my chest. I can’t fucking breathe. I roam the hallway of the hotel where the reception is being held, trying to stop the thoughts running through my head, when I feel hands on my back. I jerk around and find those chocolate brown eyes staring up at me.  
 
    “I want to kill him, Asia. My own fucking family, and I want him dead.” I grit my teeth. Asia doesn’t say anything, just glances around, grabs my hand, and leads me down the hallway. Tension coils my insides when she opens a door and ushers me in. As soon as the door closes, she’s on me. Her arms wrap around my neck, her lips crashing into mine. My hands move to her waist, lifting her in my arms. I kiss her back with so much passion that I might as well explode on the spot. Her kiss is rough and full of longing. Pressing her back against the full length mirror, I grind my cock against her. Heat boils inside of me.  
 
    “You’re married,” I whisper licking along her neck to her shoulder.  
 
    “I don’t love him, Gio. I love you.”  
 
    Her moans shoot through me like an electrical shock. I never in my life wanted anything more than Asia. Sliding my hand in between us, I unbuckle my slacks, letting them fall around my ankles, taking my boxers with them, before moving her panties to the side. One long thrust and I’m inside of her.  
 
    I’m home. 
 
    I’m safe.  
 
    I’m content.  
 
    Asia kisses my neck as I thrust into her, holding onto me as if I’m the air she breathes. And to me, she’s just that. Our breathing mingles as I take her harder. My eyes drift closed as I just feel her. She’s my heaven and my hell. She’s my life and my death. I’m slowly killing us both, trying to do what’s right and safe for her. When I open my eyes, I see the animal that is me in that mirror. Fucking my cousin’s wife on their wedding day. That’s the kind of man that I’ve become, yet the sight doesn’t disgust me the way it should. Each breath that I take is solely for Asia. Her nails dig into my shoulders as I plunge into her, her body tensing around me.  
 
    “Gio, I love you so much,” she cries into my shoulder as we both come. Her juices flow over me, further killing another piece of me. Resting my head on her shoulder, I breathe her in. Soon she will be with Matteo and there is nothing I can do to stop it from happening, aside from my original thought.  
 
    “I’ve dreamt of killing him. Taking him out of the picture,” I admit to her as I tease her skin with my lips.  
 
    “Your father would retaliate,” she replies sadly.  
 
    This much I already know. This is why I have so many jobs that take me away from home.  
 
    “I don’t understand any of it, Asia. Why you?” 
 
    “I don’t know either. I don’t come from money, I’m a nobody in this world,” she says softly, her fingers moving along my scalp causing me to shiver.  
 
    “You aren’t a nobody. You’re mine.” Asia’s tears can be felt on my cheek and they rip me apart inside. I pull out of her and let her feet slowly fall to the floor before I step back and adjust my clothes.  
 
    “You should get back out there before they come looking.” 
 
    “Please stay, Gio. Don’t leave me again.” 
 
    “I don’t have a choice, Asia. I can’t do this. Watching you with him, it fucking kills me.” 
 
    “Take me with you,” she nearly begs. I run my hand over my face before cupping hers in my palms.  
 
    “Don’t you think if that was possible I would? I’m trying here, Asia, I’m trying to control the anger inside of me. No one knows what it’s like to be me. The killer behind the blue eyes. No one understands what it means to be hated as much as I do, and that is not something I want for you. Go out there and be you, Asia. Be the girl I’m always proud of.” Her sobs kill me inside but I have to hold myself together. “Go on, Asia before they notice you’re missing.” 
 
    “Asia?” I hear Matteo’s voice and head toward the door. Pulling it open, he watches me before moving his gaze to Asia’s teary face. “This is ridiculous, Giovanni. I don’t want to keep doing this!”  I don’t know what he means by that but Asia rushes past us out of the room.  
 
    “I won’t say sorry for loving her,” I admit for the first time in my life, just not to the right person.  
 
    “I’m not asking you to. That’s not what I meant. She’s falling apart inside, Gio. This is just pushing her further and further into herself. I fucking hate it.”  
 
    I can tell by the look in his eyes that he’s telling me the truth.  I just don’t have an answer to the current situation. I walk over and place my hand on his shoulder when he looks up at me. “Take care of her, cugino. That’s all I want.” 
 
    “No. You want her.” 
 
    “Yet I can’t have her. You know the rules in this family. No divorce,” I remind him. 
 
    “Does she know that?”  
 
    Shaking my head, I give him a sad smile. She doesn’t know that part. It wasn’t something that needed to be discussed, and still isn’t. “I would suggest not telling her either, Matteo. If she is really falling apart, that will make it worse. Let’s go.”  
 
    Turning away from him I head out of the room and back down the hall to the party. When I step in, I see her with her father, his arm around her shoulders. She smiles but it’s not a real smile. It’s the one that everyone wants to see on her face today. One that is fake.  
 
    “You keep running away. Why is that?” My father’s harsh voice sets my nerves on edge, but even more, it strikes a match in my heart.  
 
    “This is all you’re doing and I want no part of it.” 
 
    “You don’t know what my end game is, Giovanni. You are clueless like your whore mother was. If you were smart, you would keep it that way,” he snaps in a low tone.  
 
    My eyes come to lock with his and the truth is settled within me. He’s right, there is something more and I will find out. With the nod of my head, I turn away and walk toward the tables grabbing a drink on the way.  
 
    “Your father looks angry.” 
 
    “Abram Popov. To what do I owe the honor?” I ask when the last man I planned to see takes a seat next to me.  
 
    “You owe nothing. I’m here as requested by your father.” 
 
    “And why is that? As far as I knew, the Russians weren’t too happy with the DeLuca family,” I add.  
 
    Abram tosses his drink back setting the glass on the table in front of him. “I have heard many rumors of what happened with the Petrov situation. I can only assume it was you,” he says, but funnily enough, he doesn’t sound angry about it. Nevertheless, I don’t want to piss him off.  
 
    “I should be going,” I say, starting to shove up out of my chair when his hand comes down on my arm. I look from where he’s touching me to his eyes.  
 
    “You should stay. We have business to discuss.” 
 
    “Is business not typically held with my father?” I ask clearly amused by all of this.  
 
    “It is, but this is a different type of conversation. I have heard you and your father are not on the best of terms these days.” He nods toward the crowd and I follow his gaze to Asia. Grabbing my glass I swallow the liquid in one gulp before I answer.  
 
    “So it would seem. That is pretty common knowledge though.” 
 
    “Giovanni, I know what you did with the marriage between Petrov and the Columbians. I applaud you for a job well done, but I’ve also been in contact with Roberto.” He now has my attention. I lean back in my chair trying to appear casual but this is anything but.  
 
    “Let’s cut the shit. What do you want, Abram?” 
 
    “Your father dead.”  
 
    I chuckle under my breath and shake my head. “I’m afraid you would have to get in line for that as it seems you aren’t the only one.” 
 
    “I understand your reservations at taking out your father, but I also know you have the heart of a warrior. I’m offering you a truce, help in bringing in the key players to make us all happy once again.”  
 
    I like the sound of that but unfortunately my happiness is long gone. 
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    “You’re joking?” I ask as I sit with my arms resting on the table in front of me. I look at all the men assembled, but I am the one out of place. Bosses, heads of the mafia, the bratva. This isn’t a seat that I belong in, yet here I am.  
 
    “Not at all, Giovanni. In fact, it is quite correct as the file says. Mario Romano is actually in line to inherit billions of dollars in the future once his father passes,” Aidan says. Aidan Walsh. The head of the Irish mafia sits in front of me with a goddamn file on Asia’s father.  
 
    “This makes no sense. Why the hell is he working with my father then?” I don’t understand any of this.  
 
    “Mario never wanted to become the Boss. It was never his dream. He loved the idea of being involved, just not as a leader. As far as we can see, your father offered him a place next to him, but at the time didn’t realize who he was.”  
 
    Shaking my head, I run my hand through my hair. This is insanity at its finest.  
 
    “What does all of this have to do with me? Clearly I am the odd man out here,” I say gesturing around the table. The men chuckle but it’s Aidan who speaks again.  
 
    “We know who you are. We know what you can do. We feel you would be a proven asset as an ally as opposed to the alternative.” 
 
    “What do you want?” 
 
    “Your father out. We all respect Roberto as he has been putting things in order for himself over the years. You are now what? Twenty-two?”  
 
    “Twenty-three.”  
 
    “You are still young but you are the only one who can get close enough to him to do the job.”  
 
    Ah, there it is.  
 
    “You’re asking me to turn against my family. Do you know how many laws that breaks?”  
 
    Aidan nods his head as do the others. “We are offering you protection. All of us.”  
 
    What the hell? I look from face to face as they all confirm what Aidan just said. They are all offering me protection, which means I could leave this life if I wanted to. I could go free. I swallow hard wondering what that means for me? Could this really be the end of what I have to do for him? 
 
    “When do you plan on doing all this?” 
 
    “We need some time, Giovanni. Although we are all banning together to eliminate the problem, not all agree with us. There are outsiders that must be considered first and handled properly before moving forward,” Aidan says.  
 
    Nodding my head, I blow out a breath and rest my head in my hands. “How long?” 
 
    “What? 
 
    “Until I need to give you an answer. How long do I have?” 
 
    “The sooner we all agree, the sooner we can all set plans in motion. I understand your issues with this, Giovanni. You are a loyal son to your father, but at what cost to you?”  
 
    I pull my head up and focus on the man in front of me. The man that I was always taught was an enemy now offering me a deal I can’t refuse. My cell phone rings in my pocket, and when I pull it out, I see it’s Matteo. I ignore it and set it on the table in front of me.  
 
    “How are you guaranteeing me that I won’t become a causality of this war?” Aidan smiles and leans forward, mimicking the way I’m sitting. 
 
    “We’re here, aren’t we? If we wanted you dead, Giovanni, you would be.” The phone rings again but I silence it once more.  
 
    “You believe that?” The guys chuckle around the table when the phone rings yet again. Once more I silence it.  
 
    “You are good at what you do, I’ll give you that. Our deal is to remove your father from this life. That is a guarantee in itself for you. No more being his runner, his killer. You are free to return to your family as a member, take the throne one day.” Shaking my head no, that isn’t an option.  
 
    “No. That isn’t me. I want a guarantee that I will be allowed to move about the world with freedom when and where I choose.” Looking around the table, the men all look to each other before they all look to Aidan. 
 
    “I can offer you that. You have our word. You will be free to move about the country without worry. Now, you may want to take that.” He nods toward the phone that is once again ringing. The meeting is basically over anyway. I grab the phone and answer. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Where are you? Are you close to New York?”  
 
    “What difference does it make, Matteo?” I hear him blow out a frustrated breath into the phone. 
 
    “It’s Asia. I don’t know what happened. I was out on business and when I came back she was a mess. She hasn’t eaten in almost a week and she won’t speak to anyone. Can you come?” My heart hammers in my chest. What happened to her? 
 
    “That seems like a problem her husband should handle.” 
 
    “Damn it, Giovanni! Don’t you think I tried? Please, just come help her!” The line goes dead as I sit the phone back on the table.  
 
    “Everything alright?” I nod once, knowing that’s a fucking lie. “Do we have a deal?” Aidan asks. 
 
    “How long?” 
 
    “Three years, tops. You have to understand that DeLuca ties run deep and all over the world. We will need to set things in motion to make it as though your father is failing as leader.”   
 
    I grunt a response. “That shouldn’t be hard to do.” The men chuckle.  
 
    “Then we have a deal?”  
 
    I stand and offer my hand. “We have a deal.” 
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    “Where is she?” I ask as soon as I step foot into my father’s house once again. That eerie feeling washes over me knowing I don’t belong here anymore. When you think about it, I probably never have.  
 
    “In your old room,” Matteo says holding his head high. I look at him as if he’s grown two heads. What the hell is she doing in there? Trying to anger my father no doubt. “Don’t ask, Giovanni. You know that’s her safe place.”  
 
    Nodding my head, I climb the stairs two at a time until I hit the hallway. I take a deep breath and open the door to see a pale Asia lying on the bed. Stepping into the room, I close the door behind me but she never looks my way.  
 
    “You aren’t eating,” I say trying to get her attention.  
 
    “I want it to be over, Gio. I can’t do this anymore.” I move to the bed quickly, sitting on the edge with my head in my hands.  
 
    “You can’t give up, Asia,” I add.  
 
    “I can and I will.” 
 
    “No, you won’t.” I turn to the side and grab her small fragile hand in mine. The shock that’s always there doesn’t fail this time either. I blow out a breath and shove her over so that I can get in bed next to her. If it’s wrong it’s wrong, but I think we are beyond that stage in our relationship. I lift her head and pull it to my chest, feeling the tears fall as I sigh.  
 
    “Talk to me,” I urge her.  
 
    “Why are you here?”  
 
    I never thought that I’d hear the anger in her tone directed at me but it’s as clear as day.  
 
    “Matteo was worried about you. He said you haven’t eaten in a week. What is happening, Asia?”  
 
    She shoves off my chest and stands from the bed rapidly, her thin frame showing her lack of nutrition so badly that I cringe.  
 
    “You want to know what happened? That son of a bitch put his bastard inside of me! I never wanted that! I never wanted any of this, Giovanni! All I wanted was you!” Her admission both kills me and guts me at the same time. I knew it would it happen, and even as the bile burns the back of my throat, I know I have to swallow it down.  
 
    “That’s what a marriage is. You make decisions for a future,” I remind her as calmly as I can. 
 
    “There is no future! Don’t you get that? I didn’t want it Giovanni, so I got rid of it.” My eyes jerk to hers and that sadness almost overwhelms me.  
 
    “You did what?” 
 
    “I got rid of it. Easy as that. I’m so tired, Gio. Tired of being told what to do, tired of being used and tossed to the side. I just want it all over,” she cries, tears streaming down her cheeks.  
 
    My chest aches and my stomach cramps. This was never what I wanted for her but how do I change it? There is no way, at least for right now. But after I handle my father? Who’s to say things couldn’t change then? I stand and stalk toward her, pulling her small body into my arms. Her head rests on my chest as she sobs.  
 
    “You know as well as I do that you are the sole reason I wake up each day. Without the knowledge that you are somewhere safe and alive, Asia, I have no reason to breathe.” My admission was hard to deliver but it needed to be done. She can’t know the details of what is going on outside of this house because it’s far too dangerous, but I need her to understand what fuels my anger every day. The reason I can do what I do is because I know that she’s alive and in this world. If I didn’t have that, I would lose myself completely.  
 
    “Will it ever change, Gio?”  
 
    Running my hand down her back, I pull her in closer, tighter. “I think one day it will,” I admit without giving her too much to go on. Asia is highly intelligent and I have no doubt that if she wanted more answers, she could find them.  
 
    “I don’t know what to do anymore, Gio. Tell me what to do,” she whispers brokenly. 
 
    If only I could. Instead of answering, I just hold her to me. The reality of everything that is happening is consuming me and I don’t know how to handle much more. Pressing a kiss to her head, I slowly pull away. I know that I need to get some distance between us before I do something I’ll regret. When I try to untangle myself from Asia, she only holds me tighter. Swallowing hard, I pry her hands off my waist and hold her at arm’s length.  
 
    “Look at me, Asia. What I need you to do is be strong. Be strong for me. Can you do that?” She shakes her head slowly, pain in her beautiful brown eyes. So much pain that I no doubt inflicted.  
 
    “Gio, it’s so hard,” she cries and pleads. 
 
    “I know it is. I know I’m asking a lot of you but look at me Asia. Look at me. I need you to be strong. I need you to keep your head held high and I need you to focus on the future. Things never stay the same.” 
 
    “Is that a promise?” she asks looking hopeful. I can’t give her that. Never could.  
 
    “That’s what we have to find out. I can’t promise you that and you know it. I wish that I could.” 
 
    “Get out, Gio!” she hisses and rips my heart out of my chest. I’m breaking her. I’m tearing her apart.  
 
    “Don’t do this, Asia,” I warn her as she takes a step back. I know the venom that she spits and it burns like the worst acid.  
 
    “You are doing this, Giovanni. Again! You can’t keep showing up here and making me love you even more, just to have you go away again! Why do you hate me so much? What the hell did I do to you, Giovanni?” she screams and pulls at her hair, strands coming out between her fingers. I can see the animal in her too, the one that she has to keep caged so that no one can see it. That’s the Asia I love. The one that is free and open. My Asia.  
 
    “You know I don’t hate you.” 
 
    “You do! If you didn’t, you wouldn’t keep doing this to me! You fuck me, you hold me, you show up when I need you and then just leave again for years, Giovanni! I can’t do this anymore, I don’t want to.” She can’t mean that. She can’t be tossing me away like trash, I can’t live without her. Shaking my head, she smirks up at me. The look of a warrior in those silky brown eyes.  
 
    “I never want to see you again, Giovanni. I never want you to come here and I never want you to touch me again.” She’s serious. I can see the resolve in her eyes. I’ve broken her to the point that she hates. Just like me.  
 
    “You don’t mean that,” I growl.  
 
    “Oh, but I do mean it. You have played with my heart for far too long. You don’t deserve me, not anymore. You lost that right the first time you ran and left me behind. I was stupid to play into your little games. That’s all over now, but I do thank you.” 
 
    “Thank me?” 
 
    “Yes, I thank you, Gio. You opened my eyes to a reality that I didn’t think was possible. You coming here today has flipped a switch in me, and do you know what I plan to do with that?” she asks, her tone near deadly. My cock hardens in my jeans as I watch the look in her eyes. It mimics my own and I can’t tear my gaze away.  
 
    “What is that?” I ask, cocking my head to the side and studying her.  
 
    “I’m going to bring all of you bastards to your knees for ruining me.” 
 
    “Is that a threat, bambina?” Her eyes tear up when I use her pet name. I can see the emotion in them.  
 
    “You can take it how you want it,” she says stepping toward me. Her hands come to my cheeks and she kisses me roughly. I close my eyes and savor the one thing that has kept me going only to feel it slipping away.  
 
    “Goodbye, Giovanni.”
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    “The Columbians have been cut off by all the bosses we’re in contact with. Not one drop of their powder will come through the states,” Aidan assures me.  
 
    “That sounds heavy. How did that go over?” I ask, taking a drink from my glass before setting it back on the table in front of me.  
 
    “Not bad, actually. Popov handled a majority of it and we discussed moving product to Ireland. It seems our truce is falling into order as we speak.” 
 
    “That’s good to know. I have secured many alliances while I was away that I think will prove to be useful in your future.” 
 
    “What about your future, Giovanni? How is that coming along?”  
 
    “It’s only been a year, Walsh. It’s a little too soon to tell,” I inform him.  One year. One year of pain and anguish. One year that Asia has shut me out and that pain runs deeper than anything I’ve ever felt in my life. I’d bear the pain of the beatings once more if it meant I could have her back in my world.  
 
    “We all think it is in your best interest to stay on the inside when this all over,” Popov chimes in. I glance around the table and the men and shake my head with a smirk on my face.  
 
    “We made a deal,” I growl.  
 
    “We did and we shall honor it, but this is just our thinking, Giovanni. You are what you were made after all.”  
 
    I close my eyes, shove out of my chair and pull my shirt over my head. Slamming my hands onto the table in front of me, I slowly drag my gaze to each of the men as I speak. “There are many reasons that I want out. Maybe they are selfish reasons but look at me!” I stand tall and let the room see every scar, every painful memory of my past since the day I was born that linger on my body. Their eyes move over my body, intrigue in some eyes, hurt in others.  
 
    “Giovanni,” Aidan begins but I shake my head, effectively cutting him off.  
 
    “I want no sympathy. I want no ‘I’m sorry’ bullshit. What I want is out. I want to end my father and move on to a life where I don’t have to worry about who is after me or where my next kill lies. I’m an evil animal, and I know it. I can never be changed but maybe somewhere deep down, I can be healed. The future for me has never looked bright, and to this day all I see is darkness, but I would like the chance to at least live in my darkness for once in my life. I made the deal with you and I will honor it so long as you honor your end. I’m closer to my father than ever before now and this isn’t a place I want to be.”  
 
    “I, for one, feel sorry for you, Giovanni. You have lived in a world that is full of evil, much like all the men at this table, but what your father forced you to endure is borderline animalistic. I understand none of us are the good guys, but when it comes to family, we hold them in a higher regard than yours has done with you. For this, I am sorry for you,” Popov says, drawing my attention to him.  
 
    “I regret many things in this life but being who I am isn’t one of them. Without being me, I wouldn’t be where I am today. My fate was damned from the day I was born and that hasn’t wavered over the years, although I do appreciate the sentiment. Family has never mattered more to me than it does in this moment. My loyalty to my father was severed when I was a child and he deemed me more animal than human. Everything I did up until this point was merely to stay alive. I do hope that one day this will all be just a memory and we can all move forward.” The men nod as I grab my shirt and pull it back over my head. Aidan ends the meeting but Popov asks me to stick around. I watch the others leave with their body guards when he once again has my attention. Scrubbing my hand over my tired face, I pull out the small vile that has become my sanity and snort it.  
 
    “I hope that isn’t Columbian,” he chuckles nodding toward the vile.  
 
    “Not a chance in hell.” I smirk in return.  
 
    “We have a situation that I didn’t want to bring to the table in front of everyone since it solely pertains to me at the moment. I did however want to get your thoughts on the situation.”  
 
    Now I’m intrigued. What could this be about? 
 
    “Do tell.” 
 
    “Someone in your father’s camp has been prying into my personal information. I take pride in my security so as you know when a threat comes through, I address it in a timely manner.” 
 
    “I don’t know anything about that. My father hasn’t shared any interest in you with me,” I inform him as I try to piece things together.  
 
    “I didn’t figure so. That is why I didn’t want to discuss it as a group. Do you think you can do some digging and see what you can find? I have my men on it but you are a DeLuca on the inside. I would pay you handsomely.” 
 
    “Would that change the outcome?” I ask, needing to know the answer.  
 
    “No, of course not. As long as I’m not brought down before we have our plan in motion, we will be on track. I just need to know what it is he is after with me so I can eliminate the problem.”  
 
    I understand his concern. When you find a rat sniffing around your personal life, you want to take care of it. End the problem, but we have to look at the bigger picture here. The overall scheme of our plan is already falling into place.  
 
    “I assure you I will look into it,” I tell him when my phone rings.  
 
    “Don’t let me keep you. I appreciate what you do for us, Giovanni,” he adds before standing and walking away.  
 
    “Hello?” I answer when Popov is out of range.  
 
    “Giovanni. We have a situation that needs attended to.” My father’s voice comes through the line.  
 
    “Which is?” 
 
    “I don’t want to discuss this over the phone, I’m much rather it be in person. Come to dinner tonight and after we will discuss it.” 
 
    “What time?” I ask, knowing there is no point in fighting the inevitable.  
 
    “Six. We have many things to discuss and I’m not sure how you are going to take them.”  
 
    That’s never a good sign. Many possibilities run wild in my head. Did he find out about what we’re planning? Does he realize that the Columbians will no longer be working for him? Does he know that I’m in the middle of all of this? 
 
    “What is it pertaining to? Do I need reinforcements?” I ask trying to discern the extent of what he knows. My mind is on a reel of information, none of which end in my favor. My father chuckles into the line.  
 
    “Not at all. This is personal on some levels and I want it dealt with as such. I will see you at six.” The line goes dead and I quickly dial Roberto needing to know what he may know. 
 
    “Giovanni, good to hear from you. How are things?” 
 
    “What do you know of this meeting my father is calling tonight?”  
 
    “I don’t know anything. I was asked to dinner as well, but that was the extent of it,” he says not so calmly. He knows that if I don’t have any idea what the meeting is about, no one does, and that is never a good sign for us.  
 
    “Make sure to be armed. I don’t want any surprises tonight, Roberto.” 
 
    “Noted. I will see you at dinner.”
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    We sit in our usual seats, much the same as we have our whole lives. Mario in his place next to my father, Asia across from me. She refuses to look my way and hasn’t spoken a word to me since I’ve returned. It’s for the best.  
 
    “You look lovely, Asia,” my father says getting a soft smile in return. It doesn’t meet her eyes and that bothers me. She turns her head and looks up at Matteo with a look I’ve never seen before. The awkward exchange between them unnerves me, but when she leans in and presses her lips to his, I have to maintain control. The cage around the beast inside of me is being rattled and that is never a good sign. I wonder if this is a test of sorts, as I can feel my father’s gaze on the side of my head like a wild fire burning everything in its path.  
 
    “Dominic Varetti spoke highly of you yesterday,” my father says as I turn to look at him.  
 
    “Is that so?” 
 
    “Yes. He wanted to congratulate me on a job well done raising such a strong man. You pulled off his jobs in less time than he thought he would need you. You are making a name for yourself in this world, Giovanni.” 
 
    “Am I? I seem to be at the bottom of totem pole when it comes to this family,” I sneer, watching his reaction.  
 
    “Are you still going on about that little issue with Angelo? That was many years ago, Giovanni. One would think you should be over that.” He waves his hand through the air as my eyes slowly move to Matteo. He looks away quickly and that pisses me off.  
 
    “I’m here for a meeting. Is that happening soon? I do have things to take care of back in California,” I snap trying to get my point across. I want out of this house, out of her presence. It’s lingering and consuming me.  
 
    “Back to Rosa?”  
 
    I exhale through my nose trying to control myself. The thought of pulling my knife and slicing through his throat has occurred to me multiple times over the course of this dinner.  
 
    “Back to work,” I grunt.  
 
    “Is Rosa part of that work?” I know what he’s doing. He’s driving that wedge between me and Asia even deeper. Little does he know it’s been deep enough for a long time now.  
 
    “I’m here for a meeting, Father. Are we going to get to that or not?” My voice thunders through the room causing Asia to jolt from the force.  
 
    “You are growing impatient in your old age,” he smarts off.  
 
    “No, Father. I’m growing tired of games when there are jobs to be done.” Grabbing my glass of bourbon, I swallow it down quickly. I need to numb this feeling inside of me.  
 
    “Very well. Come with me.”  
 
    I watch him stand and head toward the door when my eyes fall on Matteo’s. He shrugs not knowing what’s going on. I stand and push my chair in, ignoring any and all looks I may be getting from Asia and head down the hallway to his office. Once inside, he motions to the chair in front of him. When I’m seated he passes me another glass of bourbon.  
 
    “I have noticed things lately that make me uneasy. People lurking in rooms that they have no business lurking in. People pulling personal information on associates as well as rivals,” he states, clasping his hands in front of him. Shit, is this what Popov was talking about? Does my father know something? 
 
    “Who and what are we talking about here?” I ask as if I’m interested.  
 
    “Your history with Asia is honorable, Giovanni, but lately she has been doing questionable things.”  
 
    “Like what?” 
 
    “Getting closer to Matteo, for one.”  
 
    “Isn’t that what a husband and wife should do?” I ask raising an eyebrow.  
 
    “In normal circumstances, yes. None of this is normal as you very well know. She has been using his credentials to look into things that are none of her concern.”  
 
    “As in what?”  
 
    He waves his hand through the air not wanting to give me any more information than he already has but why would Asia give a damn? 
 
    “The problem lies here. Using his credentials looks very bad on him.” 
 
    “How do you know it’s her and not him?” That seems like the obvious question to me. Maybe Matteo has finally had enough.  
 
    “I’ve been watching her. Now I need you to do the same. I have far too much going on to hire more security to follow her around when she leaves the house, but I can feel it, something is off,” he says surely.  
 
    “She’s leaving the house?” He nods his head. “News to me.” 
 
    “She has been different lately. Keeping to herself as much as possible but also trying to worm her way into Matteo’s heart.”  
 
    I internally cringe when he says that. I don’t want nor need to hear about that part of her life.  
 
    “Isn’t that the point of having them get married?” Although I know the real reason, I want to hear it from him. I’m anxiously awaiting the moment that he reveals his real intentions to me.  
 
    “One might think so but there is more at stake, Giovanni.” There it is. The subtle hint of what he will never reveal to me. “I want you to watch her. There is an underlying feeling that she has been speaking to the FBI.”  
 
    What the hell? No way, no fucking way would my Asia be doing that. If she did, that means she would implicate me as well. Is that her plan? To take her revenge by turning us all in? 
 
    “I see the thoughts in your eyes, Giovanni, and I can honestly say that it is encouraging. I have no doubts that you will do the job thoroughly.” My father stands from his chair signaling the meeting is over but the ache in my chest is ever present. I stand and turn on my heel before he adds, “I can see the look in your eyes.” 
 
    “Which is what look?” 
 
    “That animal that I created is lurking, thirsting for blood.” He’s right, it is, but it isn’t for who I thought I would want to watch bleed.  
 
    It’s for Asia’s blood.  
 
    I storm from the office and straight down to her room, my anger unhinged. Of course I will watch her closely now, but that betrayal runs deeper than I thought it would inside of me. I don’t knock, I shove her door open, rush past Matteo, and grab Asia around the throat, pinning her to the wall.  
 
    “What are you doing, little girl?” I hiss between my teeth.  
 
    “Giovanni! What the hell?” Matteo steps up next to us, reaching for me when he sees the look in my eyes. Slowly I drag my eyes back to Asia’s and smirk.  
 
    “Playing with caged animals is wrong, there are warning signs everywhere for your protection, Asia. Why do you want to poke the fucking bear?” Her eyes are wide, slight fear dancing in them. I’ve never been this rough with her, never had the urge until now.  
 
    “What’s happening?” Matteo asks but doesn’t make a move to intervene again.  
 
    “Tell me, Asia. Is this what you pictured for you future?” I lean in brushing my nose over hers softly. Her lips part but when I squeeze her throat harder, she sobs. “Answer me.” 
 
    “You told me to live, Giovanni, and I’m trying to do just that.” Her little gasps as she fights for air make my cock hard. I want to climb inside of her and live there, never having to know what she is doing and how she is betraying me. Yet I can’t.  
 
    “Matteo, you need to leave before you see things you don’t want to,” I warn him. Asia’s eyes flicker to his, begging him to stay but he doesn’t. I hear the door click shut behind me when I drag her off the wall and toss her onto the bed. I pull my jeans down my legs with my boxers as I watch her do the same. Tugging the shirt over my head, I discard it to the floor with the rest of my clothing before stalking toward her. Murder and malice running through my veins, spurring me on like I’ve never felt before.  
 
    “Turn around,” I huff when I’m standing in front of her. Asia stands and turns to face away from me when I shove her down roughly. Grabbing my cock, I sink into her with one thrust as she cries out for me. With her hips in my hands, I pump into her wetness, taking out every single bit of hatred I feel weighing heavily in my chest right now.  
 
    “Gio,” she moans, but it pisses me off.  
 
    “You think you can fuck me over, Asia? You think you can tear me apart piece by fucking piece?” I roar before slapping her ass hard. My hand print forms in the perfect shade of red on her ass as she screams louder. Harder and harder, I tear her body apart the same way she’s ripping my heart apart. They say a good hate fuck should cure it all, but the more I fuck her, the more I hate her.  
 
    “You’re hurting me, Gio,” she whines but she likes it. Such a fucking contradiction.  
 
    “I hate you,” I growl as her pussy clenches around me. “I hate you!” Asia pants and moans the harder I take her. I want her to hurt; I want her to cry for me, for what she’s doing to me.  
 
    “Gio!” she screams as her orgasm rips through her. I come behind her, filling her with a memory of me that she can keep forever. When I’m empty and even more pissed than before, I pull out of her and grab my clothes, putting them back on quickly. Asia pulls her blanket over her naked body, hiding it from me and my prying eyes. When I have my clothes back in place, I run my hand through my hair.  
 
    “Whatever you’re doing I will ask you once and only once to reconsider it.” My voice has calmed slightly, thinking that maybe she will listen to me for once in her life.  
 
    “You told me to look at the future, Gio. I am doing that just not in the way you’d expect me to. I’m doing what’s right for me. You don’t know what I’ve gone through,” she admits, hammering another nail in my fucking coffin. She’s right; I don’t.  
 
    “You better know what you’re doing because this time, I can’t save you. Not even if I wanted to, and at this point, I don’t.” I turn on my heel and head out of the room not missing the gasp that escaped her. Welcome to my hell. 
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    They say from the deepest desires comes the strongest of hate. I can feel it every time I look at her. Love and hate are two of the strongest words and both of them can cause so much pain. Hate is a strong emotion to waste on someone that you love. I don’t know where my head is, or what my heart wants anymore. What I do know is that everything has changed. Over the past year I’ve watched Asia. I’ve done my job like I was told to do but something inside of me wants to deny what she’s doing. Her long hair blows in the breeze as I sit back in my truck and watch her sit on the bench with that man. It isn’t obvious to others but it is to me. She’s a liar. My phone rings on the seat next to me and I grab it quickly.  
 
    “Do you have a visual?” My father’s voice rings through the line. 
 
    “Yes but I need to get back to California.” 
 
    “Are the plans in order?”  
 
    As much as it makes me sick to think about or even answer, I do. 
 
    “Yes. She will be dead within the next four months. I need to handle a few things and that man she’s been meeting with from the FBI needs taken out first. As soon as I have him handled, she is next,” I tell him. He laughs into the line and it kills me inside that I even had to speak the words.  
 
    “Very well. Handle your business and see to it this is taken care of in a timely manner.”  
 
    The line goes dead as I watch Asia stand and walk away. I follow her with my eyes to where she meets Matteo, plastering a fake smile on her gorgeous face. Shaking my head, I rid the evil thoughts as I set my plan into action. Dialing Matteo, I watch as he answers it. 
 
    “Giovanni. How are you?” 
 
    “I need to talk to you and Asia. Father knows things and we need to figure them out.” 
 
    “What? What things?” 
 
    “Meet me at the old warehouse on Tenner,” I say before ending the call and watching his reaction. He stares down at the phone before looking up at Asia. Their eyes lock as he tells her. With a nod, she climbs in the car and he walks around to the driver’s side. Once I’m satisfied that they are heading in the direction of the warehouse, I pull out and take backroads to get there first. It doesn’t take me long and the thought of what I’m about to do eats me alive. I’ve contemplated this over and over, reasoning it out in my mind. I don’t know that I want to do things this way, but I have no other choice. I pull up behind the warehouse and climb out, heading inside. My nerves are on fire and the thought of having Asia with me just intensifies the heat. I hear the door creak before they both walk in looking wearily around the warehouse, as they should be. I pull a cigarette out and light it up as they walk across the room to me.  
 
    “What is this?” Matteo asks coming to stand in front of me. I lower my head and blow out a ring of smoke before looking back up.  
 
    “She’s a snitch. She’s been talking to the FBI. In fact, she was just there before you picked her up.” His eyes widen before his head whips around to look at her. Her features never change. Her eyes stay on mine and that just affirms what I already knew.  
 
    “No. What the hell were you thinking Asia?” Matteo snaps, his eyes burning through her.  
 
    “I was doing what Gio told me to. I was looking at the future,” she says as if that means nothing to her. Matteo huffs out a breath before running his hand through his hair.  
 
    “What the hell does that mean?” he roars. 
 
    “It means that she was turning us in. She was ratting on the family. She was going to take us all down,” I say without feeling.  
 
    “You don’t know anything, Gio!” she yells, the sound echoing through the empty warehouse.  
 
    “I know you are a fucking traitor! I know you are turning on us. Tell me that isn’t true?” I growl. Matteo is unnerved, his hand running over his face. He doesn’t know what to think or do. Neither do I. His hand reaches into the back of his slacks, pulling his gun. He waves it around as if he doesn’t know what to do with it.  
 
    “How could you do this?” he asks as he moves around. He’s on edge and that look in his eyes isn’t normal.  
 
    “Put the gun down, Matteo,” I order him but he doesn’t listen. He chuckles and looks from me to Asia and back.  
 
    “Are you serious?” he asks, staring me in the eye.  
 
    “Yes, very. I have this handled,” I inform him.  
 
    “You couldn’t possibly! You’re good, Giovanni, but the FBI?” he roars. Asia seems on edge now that I said I have it handled.  
 
    “As we speak her little agent is being gutted like a fucking pig,” I inform him. Asia gasps before moving quickly. Her fists slam into my face, my chest, anywhere she can connect with and I let her do it. I find it oddly thrilling that this is her reaction. Matteo doesn’t say a word as he watches the scene unfold. With each hit, each touch of her skin against mine, I nearly explode. When I’ve had enough, I reach for her, wrapping my arms around her and spinning her to hold her against my body.  
 
    “You are a feisty little thing today,” I whisper in her ear.  
 
    “Don’t you have a girlfriend to get home to?” she snaps. I chuckle under my breath when a shot is fired. We both look up to see Matteo with wild eyes holding his gun up.  
 
    “Put it down, cugino. I have it handled,” I remind him. Matteo shakes his head, raising the gun in his hand, pressing it to his temple. “What are you doing, Matteo?” 
 
    “I can’t do it anymore. I can’t live like this. She’s yours, she will never be mine. The family is nothing. It’s all for nothing!” he roars. I let my hands fall free from the grip I have on Asia and step around her, pushing her protectively behind me.  
 
    “You aren’t making sense, Matteo. Come on, let’s talk about this.”  
 
    “You killed my brother! I just want to go be with my brother!”  A stake to the heart is the only way I can explain what I feel. It’s a real ache that still hasn’t healed.  
 
    “I didn’t kill him. Ask your father, he knows the truth.” Asia sobs, not knowing the truth either.  
 
    “Did you know that you could never be with him?” His question is directed at Asia.  
 
    “What do you mean?” she asks, stepping around me. This isn’t going to end well. 
 
    “In this family, divorce isn’t an option, Asia,” he tells her. Her head quickly spins around locking me in her gaze.  
 
    “You asked me to wait. You told me-” I cut her off.  
 
    “I didn’t tell you anything! You had that in your head!” The sound of the gun going off stops our banter. Asia and I both look as Matteo’s body falls to the floor.  
 
    “Fuck!” I roar, tugging at my hair while Asia drops to the floor next to him sobbing. 
 
    “Are you happy now? Are you? You’ve killed them both!” she screams through her tears.  
 
    “Did you love him?” I ask, my conscience not allowing me to give a shit. It should, but sadly after the life I’ve lived, it doesn’t.  
 
    “Go to hell, Giovanni! How could you do this to me?” 
 
    “Do what? Take away your husband or your agent?” I hiss.  
 
    “What difference does it make? You ruined it all now!” She leaps from the floor coming at me full force once again. Having enough of her shit, I pull the needle from my back pocket, uncap it, and plunge it into the side of her neck. 
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    My head is pounding but I force my eyes open anyway. I can hear the two of them in the living room. I didn’t think Asia would have woken up already but I can hear her and Rosa arguing. I throw my legs over the side of the bed, grab my gun, and stuff it into the back of my sweatpants before walking into the other room. I grab a glass and a bottle of whiskey, pouring myself a drink.  Drunk is something I’ve been since getting back. That ten-minute nap did nothing for me.  
 
    “What the hell are you two arguing about?” I snap catching their attention.  
 
    “Why am I here?” Asia snaps. 
 
    “Yeah, why is she here?” Rosa adds quickly. I down my drink and pour another before looking between the two.  
 
    “You are here so I can keep you safe until I figure out what to do with you.” 
 
    “Safe from whom?” Asia snaps again.   
 
    “Anyone that seeks to hurt you.” 
 
    “Do you love her?” Asia asks catching me off guard. I chuckle and take down another glass. This isn’t going as planned and I can’t seem to focus on anything but my drink. 
 
    “No,” I answer easily. 
 
    “Giovanni?” Rosa squeals from behind me.  
 
    “Yes, you do! She’s here. Admit it, you love her. Don’t you, Gio?”  
 
    How the hell did the conversation go to this? We were talking about why she’s here, not Rosa.  
 
    “I said I don’t love her,” I say once more. 
 
    “What the hell are you doing, Giovanni?” Rosa yells.  My eyes lock with Asia’s and my heart nearly falls to the floor.  
 
    “Prove it,” she says with her head held high.  
 
    “I just told you I didn’t love her, Asia.” Rosa screams and hollers behind me but it’s the look in Asia’s eyes that rips my soul out. She is practically begging me for the answer and I want to give it to her, God do I want to. 
 
    “Prove to me that you don’t love her,” she says. 
 
    “Would it make a difference?” Tears fill her eyes and it breaks me.  
 
    “Prove you don’t love her,” she demands of me once more through her sobs. My head is buzzing with the liquor running through my veins. I don’t think, I just react. Pulling the gun from the back of my pants, I turn and fire. Rosa’s body drops to the floor as Asia screams. I turn back to Asia and raise an eyebrow. 
 
    “Is that proof enough for you? What else do you want from me?” I roar as I pull my phone out and make a few calls. When my clean-up crew is on the way, I head into the bedroom and drop back onto the bed. It doesn’t take long before Asia comes to find me. I lie on the bed, my arm thrown over my eyes trying to summon the sleep I so desperately need. Trying to calm the rage and the hurt that has settled inside of me.  
 
    “I’m sorry I pushed you to that,” she says softly.  
 
    “I need sleep. I’m exhausted and the next few days are going to be hectic. Please don’t make me tie you to the bed. Just sleep, Asia.” 
 
    “She’s dead in the living room.” 
 
    “As I very well know. Now, please,” I practically beg her needing to remain calm, keep myself composed. I’m afraid that if I don’t, I will hurt her and that’s the last thing I want to do. Asia moves slowly, climbing onto the bed next to me. My heart races when she’s this close to me. I sigh and keep my eyes clenched closed when she speaks.  
 
    “Did you love her?” 
 
    “Are you fucking kidding me, Asia? I just shot the girl in the head. Was that not answer enough for you?” I turn my head and glare at her. Her soft eyes burn me to the core. I reach over and wipe the tear from her cheek when she sucks in a breath.  
 
    “She was with you a long time,” she whispers. 
 
    Why does she want to keep this going? What is the point in her dragging this out? Is she that insecure these days? 
 
    “She was nothing more than a pussy when I needed it. Don’t overthink everything, bambina.”  
 
    “I wanted to hate you,” she says.  
 
    “And you should. Never forget that.” Rolling onto my side, I close my eyes once more willing sleep to come. It doesn’t. After what seems like hours, I hear the guys cleaning up the mess I made in the living room as I think about what to do with Asia. Ideally, my father would like her dead. Under normal circumstances, I would have killed her without batting an eye, but this is Asia. She isn’t a nobody. She’s mine. Rolling back over to the other side, I watch her sleep. Her chest rising and falling captures my gaze. Her long hair is fanned out around her head on my pillow, looking like a goddess. That ache in my chest comes back full force.  
 
    “I don’t know what to do with you, bambina. Death doesn’t seem to be an option when it comes to you, but that betrayal runs deep,” I whisper as I comb my fingers through her hair. Slipping out of the bed, I head into the living room when the smell of bleach hits me. I check the floor and you would never know I killed that girl here. My guys are that good. Grabbing my phone, I dial and do something I never thought I’d be doing.  
 
    “Hello?” 
 
    “We need to speed things up,” I say.  
 
    “Giovanni? It’s four in the fucking morning.” 
 
    “I know what time it is. My cousin is dead and I have a situation. We need to move sooner rather than later.”  
 
    “Do you know what you’re asking? We aren’t ready.” 
 
    “What percent is ready then, Walsh?” I growl into the phone. I’m aggravated and on edge. I’m running on fumes and I have a very bad feeling about all of this.  
 
    “Seventy-five percent.” 
 
    “Good enough for me.” 
 
    “Do we need to meet?” he asks through a yawn.  
 
    “Yes. I need advice and maybe a safe house,” I inform him, thinking about Asia’s safety. She isn’t safe here at my place anymore, not when my father knows about Rosa and her existence or lack there of now.  
 
    “Tomorrow at nine. I will contact everyone.”  
 
    The line goes dead before I toss the phone onto the couch next to me. Tipping my head back, I close my eyes needing sleep when I hear her scream. Leaping from the couch, I run into the bedroom to find her writhing and fighting in her sleep. I climb on the bed and wrap my arms around her, pulling her thrashing body against mine.  
 
    “Asia? Wake up! Asia, it’s me, bambina.” 
 
    “Don’t touch me! Please don’t touch me!” She fights so hard it makes my chest constrict.  
 
    “Asia!” Roaring her name, she finally calms slightly and opens her eyes. “That’s it, bambina. Open your pretty eyes for me.” Asia finally blinks rapidly until she stares up at me. 
 
    “Who hurt you?” I know that cry. I’ve felt that many times before in my life and there was never anyone there to comfort me. 
 
    “No one.” She tries to pull out of my arms to move but I don’t let her.  
 
    “Talk to me.” 
 
    “You wouldn’t believe me.” 
 
    “Try me,” I urge her.  
 
    “Your father.” 
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    To hear her say it does something to me. It unhinges something that I’ve kept tightly sealed inside of me for so long. To hurt me was one thing, but to hurt Asia was another. I swallow hard when I finally drag my gaze back to hers.  
 
    “What did he do to you?” I ask, my voice raspy.  
 
    “Do you remember when you came to me, told me to look at my future?” I nod my head and watch, wait. I’m uneasy and it’s killing me to hear this.  
 
    “It was him,” she says softly.  
 
    “What do you mean it was him?” 
 
    “I told you that he put a bastard inside of me. I wasn’t talking about Matteo. He and I were never together. I mean we never…” she cuts herself off as my reality slowly fades away. I’m dying on the inside. How the hell did this happen? Why wasn’t I there to protect her from this? 
 
    “I fucking ruined you. I’m so goddamn sorry, bambina,” I say, apologizing to her. This isn’t me but at the same time she needs to hear it. She needs to know that I fucking failed her.  
 
    “He would wait until you left. He would never attempt it when you were there. He waited until Matteo was out on business and he would come for me. He threatened to kill me more than once. I was so afraid that if he found out that he got me pregnant, he would take the baby and ruin it like he did you. It went on for years, right after you left.” Tears stream down her face as reality hits me hard. It’s like a fucking freight train slamming into me at full speed. She was only fifteen when I left the first time.  
 
    “So, you killed it?” I ask knowing the answer to that.  
 
    “I couldn’t have it, Giovanni. You of all people should understand that.”  
 
    Asia pulls out of my arms as defeat slowly overtakes me. I never thought that I would want to kill anyone as bad as I do now. Inside I’m conflicted. It was like being doused in flames when she said that. Part of me wants to scream and rip my fucking hair out, but the other part wants to shove her away as quickly as possible. How do I look at her now knowing my father was inside of her? I know rationally it isn’t her fault but fuck! I run my hand through my hair tugging, trying to form a coherent thought, but nothing is coming. Asia stands there, staring at me, waiting, for what I’m not sure.  
 
    “You hate me,” she finally says after a long silence. It isn’t a lie. I do feel hate toward her, but it’s conflicting as to what I hate her for. “I can see it in your eyes. I’m sorry, Gio. I’m so sorry. If you just let me in.” I shake my head cutting her off.  
 
    “Stop trying to fix me, Asia! This isn’t fixable. For fuck’s sake, just stop!” Shoving off the couch, I pace the room trying to think. 
 
    “I didn’t know you were broken,” she says softly. She knows me. 
 
    “You knew, Asia. You’ve always known! I’ve never let anyone get close to me. No one! You made yourself at home inside of me and then you ripped my world apart.” That’s the God’s honest truth. Asia’s betrayal has torn me apart inside. There are many things I can get past, but what she’s done isn’t one of them.  
 
    “What do you want from me, Giovanni? You ruined my plans! You jumped in head first without bothering to ask questions! Typical fucking Giovanni behavior. Do you realize that had you let me handle things my way you wouldn’t have had to deal with me anymore?” she screams.  
 
    I cock my head to the side and study the strong girl in front of me. Under all that sadness and pain, she’s a lot like me. She never was before but my father makes it a point to ruin everything he touches, and he ruined Asia. Her scars may not show on her skin like a majority of mine but they run deeper.  
 
    “Oh, do enlighten me! I would have been in prison! Was that taking care of the problem?” She laughs and it only serves to piss me off more. Thoughts of hurting her, making her understand, run wild in my head. She isn’t like me in that sense and that is what I keep reminding myself.  
 
    “You were never part of the plan, Gio. For God’s sake, did you really think I’d do that to you?” Her tone has softened, so has her gaze.  
 
    “What the hell does that even mean? You were bringing down the DeLuca family, were you not?” I challenge her.  
 
    “In a sense, yes. But it wasn’t you that would have been impacted. It would have been your father and a majority of his men.” 
 
    “And that makes it so much better? Who the hell do you think his men are? Me! I’m his fucking man, Asia. Jesus Christ, bambina, I thought you were smarter than this!” 
 
    “Stop calling me that! I’m nothing to you anymore, or at least I wouldn’t have been.”  
 
    “Oh? And how is that?” God she is testing me right now. She’s pushing boundaries that I’ve always had in place.  
 
    “I was going to end it all.” 
 
    “You were what? What does that mean?” 
 
    “Just what I said!” 
 
    “You are making no sense, Asia!” 
 
    “I had it all planned out. I was going to turn all the evidence I had over and end it. I was going to kill myself. I was going to make it easy on everyone,” she admits as my heart rate picks up. My pulse races, thundering in my ears as I let that sink in. My Asia, the girl I live and breathe for, was going to kill herself. How has our world come to this? Why is that even an option? 
 
    “Do forgive me for ruining your plans,” I hiss, eyeing her. “You could always follow through on it.” I’m being an asshole and I know it.  
 
    Reaching for my gun, I set it on the table in front of me and lock eyes with her. The gasp that escapes her didn’t go unnoticed either. She never expected me to do that and frankly neither did I, but all of this information is coming down on me like a tsunami. It’s crushing me under the weight of it all, and my only option is to run and gasp for air.  
 
    Asia walks toward the table slowly, reaching her small hand out and running it over the gun. Her eyes glaze over, memories rushing her all at once. I know how that feels. I stand as still as can be, watching, waiting, wondering. When she lifts the gun, I nearly lose it but I keep myself restrained. She walks backward, the light in her eyes gone. She isn’t here with me, not anymore. This Asia in front of me is the one that I’ve been avoiding most of my adult life. The one who had to live with the demons I left her to because I thought I was doing what was right. I was sorely mistaken. Asia’s back hits the glass window behind her, her body slowly sliding to the floor. Not a sound leaves her as her glossy eyes take in the cold metal in her palm.  
 
    “Would you forgive me?” she asks softly as if that means anything.  
 
    “No,” I answer quickly. Too many things are racing through my head and I can’t sort them out. I don’t know that I want to.  
 
    Asia raises the gun, holding it to her temple as I stand with my hands in my pockets watching. Her eyes rise to meet mine, innocence, loss, fear, anger. All of those emotions linger in her gaze. All at once. A tear slides down her cheek when she pulls the trigger. My heart drops in my chest, heaviness weighing on me. How is this what she’s become? It was never supposed to be this way for her. I never wanted it to be like this! 
 
    I take slow purposeful strides toward her before kneeling in front of her worn out body. Reaching forward, I take the gun from her hand and set it on the floor next to me. Cupping her cheek, I wipe the tear.  
 
    “There were so many nights that I thought of coming for you. So many times that I thought I could make it all right in this world. You were the heaven in my hell, Asia. The reason I woke up every fucking day is because I knew you were okay but you weren’t. It was all a fucking mirage. A sick fucking lie that I fell for.  There are few things that I love in this world. Vengeance, fuck, vengeance is my first love. It’s all I know but I can’t deny that you were my last love, Asia. I fucking love you more than any man should love someone and I let you rot away in your own hell. I left you to become the last thing I ever wanted you to be.” I can feel the tears eating away at the back of my eyes but this isn’t the time. This is my redemption. This is my only saving grace. 
 
    “You became just like me.”


 
   
  
 

 [image: ]Chapter 27 
 
      
 
    “Let’s think this over, Giovanni. You can’t be serious about this,” Walsh says as he eyes me. I chuckle and smirk, exhaustion fucking with my mind.  
 
    “Do you know what it feels like to be hated by the people you call family? To be the bad guy in every scenario? No one knows what it’s like to be so hated that you wish you were dead the way I do. I knew from a very early age that my destiny was fated to this life. I accepted it because I had no other choice. That was a very long time ago though. I’m twenty-five years old Walsh, and sitting across from this table from you right now? I feel like I’m eighty. What you pay people to do so you can sit back and relax? That is all me! I’m the one doing those things!” His eyes widen as understanding washes over him. His features soften but that isn’t what I was looking for. No one, and I mean no one can understand the feelings I have except me.  
 
    “How soon?” he asks. A wave of understanding washes over his features. For the first time in my life, someone can see the need inside of me.  
 
    “Within the next few weeks. I have plans that I need to attend to first. I still need that safe house that’s outside of the DeLuca following. He can’t know where I am.” Aidan smirks, understanding crossing his face.  
 
    “You went AWOL?” Nodding my head, he laughs loudly. “I never thought I’d see the day!” 
 
    “Matteo is dead,” I inform him quickly, needing to clarify that.  
 
    “Your father?” his eyes narrow as he awaits an answer. I shake my head. 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “You?”  
 
    I huff out a laugh. “I can’t take all the credit this time. I didn’t pull the trigger but that doesn’t mean I wasn’t the one doing the killing.” He nods his head as if he understands what I mean. He couldn’t possibly.  
 
    “Fine. I’ll take care of things. I’ll have one of my men come by later today and get you taken to the safe house.” I stand from the chair and extend my hand to him. Aidan studies me for a long moment before standing and taking my hand in his.  
 
    “You are right about one thing, Giovanni. You look worn out. This world has truly taken its toll on you.” I huff out a breath, pull my hand back and turn to leave the meeting.  
 
    When I step outside into the sunlight, I squint my eyes. There are many things in this life that I wished were different. I often wonder why my mother really left me. Was she dead? Alive? So many secrets run in the DeLuca family that it’s hard to know who to trust. Most days, I don’t even trust myself. I walk down the road taking in the beauty around me. At one point, this was my dream. I always lived in New York and when I was younger, coming to California was something I’d always looked forward to. Over the time I’ve been here though, I’ve seen how tainted it is. I wasn’t naïve enough to think that the mafia was centered around New York, but I was accustomed to the way things worked there. I could handle that knowledge, but since I’ve been in California, that dream has changed. The only dream worth holding onto was Asia. Shaking my head to rid the fog, I stop at a small diner and grab some coffee. Whiskey or bourbon would have been my first choice but I need to keep my mind clear of all that memories that alcohol may induce. I pay for my drink when I hear him and internally cringe. 
 
    “I never pegged you as a coffee man.” 
 
    “Things change, don’t they, Father?” I turn to face him, loving that anger in his eyes. He had that look beat into me for my entire life and to say I’m accustomed to it would be an understatement.  
 
    “So it seems.” 
 
    “What are you doing here?” 
 
    “Checking up on a few things. Oddly, I haven’t heard from Matteo in quite some time. His ventures away from home seem to have left him speechless.” I can tell by the look in his eyes and the tone of his voice that he already knows. He knows Matteo is dead.  
 
    “I wouldn’t know, I haven’t spoken to him,” I say before taking a sip from my cup. My father gestures toward a table in the corner. I follow him back and take a seat, waiting and wondering what this is all about.  
 
    “Matteo’s body was found. He’s dead,” he says looking into my eyes. Is he looking for emotion? Feeling? I haven’t had that in a very long time.  
 
    “Do you know what happened?” he shakes his head, his arms coming to rest on the table in front of him.  
 
    “Asia is missing as well. Know anything about that?”  
 
    I huff out a laugh before mimicking his position. Resting my arms on the table around my coffee, I lean in closer. “Do I look like the keeper of your people? You send me on a job, I do it. That’s the extent of my services. Did I watch her like you asked? Yes, I did, and I relayed what I found out. When I came back here, she wasn’t my responsibility.” I want to see the look in his eyes, gauge him. See if he knows that I had her here. I need to see what he’s thinking and if there is a way around all of this or if he’s here for me. My father chuckles and it pisses me off a little more.  
 
    “You were always so stubborn. I’ve been looking into things and do you know what I’ve found? Asia’s little FBI informant was killed. Gutted like a pig. I know that was your doing, and for that I am grateful, but would you really like me to sit here and believe that you have no knowledge of where she is?”  
 
    There he is. The monster that created the animal. There were times when I thought about this moment. The moment that he and I would come to blows. It was inevitable and we both knew it, I just didn’t think now would be the time. Walsh and the others had a solid plan of attack, but now that he’s here, that plan is dead. I’m going to need to move quickly if I’m going to get out of this alive.  
 
    “As I said, I watched her until I came back. I would have assumed she would be with her husband,” I snap, keeping my tone low as to not draw attention.  
 
    “She’s useless to me now anyway. Her marriage to Matteo was what was important. She’d be better off dead,” he says making me cringe.  
 
    “What do you need from me, Father? I have work to do and sitting here isn’t getting that done.”  
 
    “I need you find her and make sure that she doesn’t speak another word to anyone. I need to see her dead corpse so that I know the threat has been eliminated,” he hisses. I smirk. 
 
    “Well, when you do find her, I assume you will get exactly what you want. I must be going,” I say, standing from the chair.  
 
    “You will find her! That is your job!” I close my eyes and nod my head before leaving the diner in a hurry. As soon as I step outside, I dial Walsh.  
 
    “You just left.” 
 
    “He’s here. My father is in California. I need to get to that safe house and we need a new plan,” I say before hanging up. I watch behind me as I head to my car making sure he, nor any of his guys are following me, before driving home like a lunatic. The plan is falling apart right in front of my eyes. 


 
   
  
 

 [image: ]Chapter 28 
 
      
 
    I jog up the stairs taking them two at a time. Aidan texted and said his guys were on the way.  
 
    “We need to move,” I snap, quickly grabbing the duffle bag out of the closet. 
 
    “What? Why?” I toss clothes into the bag not stopping until I’m satisfied. The next bag I grab is my rifle bag and my handgun cases. 
 
    “My father is here in California. He knows about Matteo.” Her gasp sends a jolt down my spine.  
 
    “He knows about me,” Asia whispers under her breath. The last few days have been hell on earth. I think back on the fact that I could have lost her. She had wanted to die. Luckily for her, I emptied that gun long before she got her hands on it.  
 
    “He doesn’t know where you are, which is why we need to move.” 
 
    “He’ll find me. Then what?” She looks up at me with those big brown eyes that reach and grab ahold of my heart.  
 
    “He won’t find you, I won’t let that happen.” 
 
    “I don’t care anymore, Giovanni. I’m not running. I don’t care if I die at this point.”  
 
    I know she doesn’t and that’s what makes it that much harder for me. I can’t lose her even if I am angry with her. That was never an option.  
 
    “You should care,” I grumble as I load the bags onto the bed, checking to be sure I have everything.  
 
    “I have nothing more to live for,” she whispers.  
 
    Anger surges through me. I close my eyes in an attempt to bite back on that anger, but it does no good. When I open my eyes, the heat in them should burn her but she holds her ground.  
 
    “I am nothing for you now?” I ask knowing damn good and well that I used to mean something to her. Maybe I don’t anymore. Maybe she hates me the way I hate her.  
 
    “Don’t do that. You are the one who hates me! I have never hated you even though I wanted to!” I chuckle under my breath as the memory of her pulling that trigger plays over and over in my head. 
 
    “You are willing to die and leave me to rot in this world. Does that mean you love me?” I hiss. Asia watches me intently as I move slowly toward her, that pull inside of her keeping me on a short leash. As much as I want to run and hide from her, I can’t and I’ve never been able to. 
 
    “I would die for you, Giovanni. That’s how much I love you,” she says, tears sliding down her cheeks. When I stand in front of her, I raise my hand, running my knuckles down her cheek.  
 
    “You would die for me but I need you to live for me, Asia. Can you do that? Can you love me enough to live for me?”  
 
    The sobs that were stuck in her chest explode out of her. Her body trembles when she throws her arms around my neck, holding me tightly. I wrap her in my embrace not wanting to let her go. Not now, not ever. How could I not love this woman? How could I have stolen so much from her and not love her back? Her tears wet my shirt as she cries harder.  
 
    “Do you love me, Gio? The way I love you?”  
 
    “How do you love me, Asia?”  
 
    She pulls back and wipes her cheeks, her eyes puffy from the tears. “All I’ve ever wanted was to take the pain I saw in you away. I loved you enough to want to take your place, and all that came with it. I tried so hard to push you out of my mind but it was useless. You have had my heart since you were seven and you stole my candy,” she giggles through the tears. I lean in and brush my lips over hers before kissing her the way she deserves to be kissed.  
 
    “I love you, Asia. I’ve never loved anyone but you.” Her body presses into mine and the world around us fades away. We’re too lost in each other when the shot is fired. Asia jolts but I smirk still looking in her eyes. I know who it is and I’m not surprised. 
 
    “That didn’t take as long as I expected, Father,” I say before turning to face him, shoving Asia behind me. 
 
    “Did I not have you beaten enough when you were younger? You lie to your father’s face with not one ounce of remorse. I gave you everything!” he roars. I know he’s not alone, but my finger has already pressed the call button alerting Aidan to what’s happening.  
 
    “You gave me nothing. Nothing but a life of pain. You made sure that every ounce of me was drained. How dare you! How fucking dare you speak to me that way!” I roar, my fists clenching at my sides. My father laughs but doesn’t move. 
 
    “You are a product of me! You are the animal that I made you to be. To do my bidding. Did you really think that you were to be anything more in this family? You are sadly mistaken, Giovanni. You were replaceable. You always have been, just like your little slut,” he roars.  
 
    That’s it. The final straw. I move quickly, my fist connecting with his jaw. His head snaps back as rage fills me from within. My father fights back but not as well as me. I’m trained for this. He made sure of it. Fists fly through the air, some connecting while others miss. It isn’t until another gunshot rings out that we both stop. Turning my head, I see Asia standing with one of my guns in her hands. She’s poised and steady. A spark of pride surges through my chest as I step away from my father. He chuckles and looks at her as if she’s crazy. I move to stand behind her, watching and waiting.  
 
    “What do you plan to do? Kill the hand that feeds you?” Her body begins to tremble but only slightly. I step into her space, her back pressing into my chest. I let her feel the warmth of me, the strength.  
 
    “You took so much from me. You ruined your only son. You are nothing but a monster.”   
 
    My father laughs but doesn’t move. He wouldn’t dare. 
 
    “I’m the monster yet you cater to a man who kills every day? Isn’t it a little ironic?” he taunts her. “I had you, Asia. You were mine and you still are. No matter what you have in that pretty little head of yours, you. Are. Mine.” She pulls the trigger but only skims his arm. He howls nonetheless when I reach around her. I wrap my hands around hers, helping her to steady the gun and aim it better.  
 
    “You were wrong about that. Asia has only and will only ever be mine. You fucked up the day you laid a hand on her,” I add.  
 
    “Are you going to shoot me, son?” I take a breath and nod my head. 
 
    “It’d be a pleasure.” 
 
    “I have men waiting in the wings.” 
 
    “As do I,” I tell him. I saw the door open slightly a few minutes ago but I knew that Aidan wanted to make an entrance and I let him. 
 
    “Correction, old friend. You had men. I took care of them,” Aidan says casually as he walks into the room. I smirk but my father? Oh, he’s nice and pissed. 
 
    “You!” he hisses pointing at me. Aidan smiles and shrugs when my father’s eyes come to mine. “You fucking traitor!” He starts toward me but I can feel Asia tense beneath me before she pulls the trigger. Luckily for her, I had the aim dead center. My father falls to the floor in a pool of blood when Aidan leans down to check for a pulse.  
 
    “Nice aim.” He winks at Asia. 
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    I watch the clear blue water as it slams into the sand over and over again. The waves here are amazing. Looking back on dreams, California was nothing compared to this. Hawaii has been everything I dreamt it would be. It’s quiet, isolated - just how I wanted it. Asia’s lips come down my neck, her naked body straddling me. I groan when she reaches between us and slides down my length. She slowly rides me, each roll of her hips tugging at something deeper inside of me.  
 
    “I love you,” she whispers against my neck, softly biting into my flesh. Bumps erupt over my skin when I grab her hips in my hands. Forcing her down my length, she screams a little louder. 
 
    “I love you too but you can’t just climb on and not fuck me, bambina.” Her giggles cause her pussy to clench around me and fuck does it feel good. I lean back and buck my hips, getting as deep inside of her as I can. Every feeling with her is right. Every dream doesn’t seem so far off with Asia in my arms.  
 
    I watched my father die on the floor that day. I watched a lifetime of anger and regret die with him. I had finally come to the realization that I wanted more out of my life, that I deserved more than what was beaten into me. Regardless of where that left us, I knew that I needed Asia in my life. She was a staple in my daily life, and without her I don’t think I could make it day after day. We’ve both worked through our differences, and even on my bad days she still loves me.  
 
    Asia confided in me her plans and her words broke me all over again. The only reason she wanted to kill herself was to make me happy. She thought that her being gone would have given me some sort of peace. She didn’t realize just how much she meant to me and I don’t know that she ever truly will.  
 
    “God, Gio!” she cries out my name as I lift her and lay her on the blanket I’d been sitting on to watch the waves.  
 
    Without every breaking our connection, I move in and out of her. Such sweet fucking agony. I want to take her roughly but I’m finding that Asia still needs me to be gentle at times and I can do that. For her I can. Each roll of my hips sends a jolt of pleasure down my spine. Each clench of her around me keeps me grounded to this earth.  
 
    “Come for me, Asia. Come for me,” I urge her, feeling her on edge. I know she’s close and I want her to let go and give in to me. A few more thrusts and she comes apart like I knew she would. Her cries burn my heart, leaving their mark for the rest of her life. Her nails dig into my back, keeping me in place. When I explode inside of her, our worlds meld into one. This was always the dream. Her and me. Just the two of us and nothing and no one else. When my breathing calms, I pull out of her and fall onto my back. Pulling her head to my chest, I sigh feeling content.  
 
    “Did you talk to your father today?” I ask her, running my hand through her hair.  
 
    “I did. He’s doing well. He loves working alongside, Roberto.”  
 
    “I figured as much. Do you feel any different now that you know you are rich?” I ask wondering.  
 
    “No. Money means nothing to me, Gio. All I need is you.”  
 
    I smile and lean my head down kissing her on the top of hers. “I never thought that I’d admit this but, all I need is you too.” 
 
    “You still have the urge to kill,” she states, knowing me more than I know myself.  
 
    “I do but I can curb it now. Nothing matters more to me than you. I hope you know that I’d die for you, Asia.”  
 
    She props her head up, those dark brown eyes burning once more through me, straight to my soul. “I only want you to live for me.”  
 
    Throwing my words back at me, I can only smirk.  
 
    “I love you.” 
 
    “I know. I’ve always loved you.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    Thank you for reading. Born To Kill is a Mafia standalone. If you are looking for more amazing reads be sure to check Erin out on Amazon! 
 
    And as always, if you enjoyed the book please leave a review.  
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