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        The mob sent him to kill me, but he owed me a debt…

      

        

      
        Years ago I saved his life, and we spent one hot night together before he disappeared. Now this bad boy's all grown up, and living a dangerous life. But when his Family decides to send a message to my father, it’s my life on the line.

      

        

      
        Only he can’t bring himself to do it when he realizes who I am.

      

        

      
        He bargains for my life.

      

        

      
        He argues to keep me as a hostage instead of killing me.

      

        

      
        He even agrees to marry me, but not for love.

      

        

      
        Marrying me is the only way he can repay the debt he owes me.

      

        

      
        He tells me he'll keep me alive only as long as his Boss allows it.

      

        

      
        What he doesn't know is that I've loved him since the first moment I laid eyes on him. I'll take him any way I can get him. Sleeping with the enemy never felt so good...

      

        

      
        But is there someone else who wants me dead?
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FINCH

        

      

    

    
      Sometimes I feel like the luckiest little bitch in New York City.

      Times like tonight, when I’m waved past the waiting crowd into the club. No one knows my name, but they know my face. And more importantly, I’m young, I’m hot, and the bouncers know that letting me into the club just makes all the losers standing outside want in even more. They’d never dare to card me, because they need me.

      But even if they did, I’ve got that covered, too. A respectably legal twenty-two according to my fake ID, but I’ve never had to use it.

      My blood starts heating up as I go down the stairs, my heart picking up the thumping rhythm of the music. I like this place because it’s a mixed crowed despite the Manhattan setting, but every song is six months past being cool, and the kids in here are trying so hard.

      Howard Fincher Donovan the Third never has to try hard. Not at anything in my whole life. I’ve been blessed with beauty as well as brains, with a mouth made for sucking dick as much as talking smack. That mouth has got me into trouble before, and it will again, no doubt.

      Probably right about now, because there’s a big gay bear hulking towards me. “Hey, pretty boy,” he says, leaning over me. I can smell his sweaty underarm.

      “Gross,” I say, bored instantly. The molly I dropped has finally kicked in and I’m starting to roll, and I could not give one single sweet shit about this fat fuck.

      “I love your look,” the bear bellows.

      “How in the hell do you think you have a shot here?”

      “What?” the guy shouts back.

      “Fuck off,” I holler. “You’ve got no chance.”

      The guy grins and nods. “Me too!” he shouts.

      I wait until the lights start strobing and when Bear Man glances the other way, I slip off and make my way around the rails that surround the sunken dance floor. I look over the crowd, wondering which lucky guy I’ll allow to have me tonight. When I see him, I’ll know him. I do this every Saturday night: go out and find the one guy glowing among the crowd. That’s the sign that he’s the one for me, for that night anyway.

      Only tonight there’s this guy who’s not glowing. He’s on fucking fire.

      It’s like he has a spotlight on him. Even when the lights go dark for the drop, or strobe to make the crowd bounce, I can see him lit up like the proverbial Christmas tree. I’ve been staring at him as I wander up and down the outside of the dance floor, but I can’t see his face clearly with all the lights and the crowd throwing their fucking hands in the air or waving glow sticks around.

      What does he look like up close?

      Out of the corner of my eye I see the hairy, hopeful bear approaching me again, and I slip down the nearest stairs into the throng of people, moving with them, the rhythm carrying me along on the current that leads towards my fiery devil. He’s somewhere in the middle of the crowd, but I have to go in a spiral to get there, circling around and through so many hot, sweaty men. It’s like Dante’s Inferno, and if I fight my way to the seventh circle of this hell, I’ll find him.

      Nothing in life is ever easy, is it?

      I’m laughing already, the euphoria coming on in a wave, when the crowd parts and I see him, or rather, the back of his head, his black hair shaggy and hanging over his black turtleneck collar, like he’s a refugee from the seventies, or that shitty early-naughts revival of seventies’ fashion.

      He’s sexy enough to pull it off, though. The way his hips move in those black skinny jeans, the way he winds his body as he dances alone, eyes half-closed but with all eyes on him, the way he blocks out the world: it all suggests he’s confident, cocky, too sure of himself.

      God, I love that type.

      He turns just as I arrive in his space. “Nice threads,” I start to say, the candy high rushing through me and making me bitchy, but the words stick in my throat, because rising out of that stupid rolled turtleneck is the most beautiful face I’ve ever seen.

      He locks eyes with me.

      This guy’s face is the kind that hangs on the wall in the Uffizi: cream-colored skin pricked with the black smatterings of his five-o’clock shadow. His eyebrows are thick, straight, black as his hair, and his eyes are two burning blue stars staring out from between a fringe of thick lashes. They’re the same blue as the flame of a Bunsen burner, like fucking lasers or something.

      “I know you,” I say, and I’m starting to see things swirling a little around the edges of my vision.

      He smirks.

      “You’re Lucifer fuckin’ Morningstar, cast out of heaven and landed here in the greatest city on earth.”

      He grabs me then and pulls me close, pressed up against his body. I can feel the heat coming off him from under his clothes, and I’m hard, instantly. “What the fuck did you just call me?” he asks, half-laughing. I repeat it, my tongue tripping over my words. The drugs are hitting hard tonight, or maybe it’s the sound of his voice that’s doing my head in.

      He sounds like rusty razorblades dripping with treacle.

      He laughs again. “Lucifer? Close enough.”

      “Hey,” says a voice next to us. Neither of us look away. “Hey,” the voice insists. But now I don’t want to look away. I know who the voice belongs to. It’s the Boring Bear, following me down here and trying to make himself look like a big man.

      My devil in black looks at him. Gives him a hard, eyebrow-gathered glare. The bear turns tail and runs while Lucifer turns back to me with a charming smile. His eyes are still dangerous, but I like dangerous. “Dance with me.”

      It’s not a request. I turn around, sling an arm around his neck, and give him my best booty-rub into his crotch. We fall back into the beat fast, and then I feel his hands on my body, up and down, exploring every inch of my tight silver pants and mesh shirt. He settles his fingers at my belly, tucking into the waistband of my pants, going no further.

      I put my hand on his, encouraging him to go lower, lower, faster, hurry up—I’m already aching for him to touch me, but he pulls his hand away sharply and turns me around to face him. I just about get freezer burn from his damn eyes. He leans in towards me, his lips brushing my ear as he murmurs, “Behave.”

      “I want your dick in my mouth,” I shout back over the music. His lips twitch, but he just pulls me close to dance again. “Why you playing so hard to get?” I ask in his ear, wrapping my arms around his neck.

      “Why are you giving it away so easy?”

      I might take offense at something like that, if I were the kind of guy to take offense. But I don’t mind being negged by someone as hot as this asshole. If he gets off on it, whatever. Guy likes to be teased?

      I can tease.

      I move with him, grinding against his thigh, leaning back so he has to grab me before I pull us both over—grab my ass, specifically, where I make sure it fits right into his palm. It’s working. I can feel it’s working where his crotch nestles into mine, feel him hard up against me. I’m about to turn around again and give him an upright-lap dance when he does this old-fashioned move, wraps one arm around my waist, and dips me.

      “Alright,” he says, his lips an inch away from mine, and his eyes just about burning mine out of their sockets. “I guess you can suck my dick.” He pulls me up again and I let out my laugh, the one everyone hates because it’s too loud, too much.

      But he just laughs with me, and the aura of light around him gets even brighter. Only then he looks over my shoulder, towards the entrance, and he freezes.

      “Damn. Rain check,” he says.

      “Fuck you,” I say back, and he finally looks into my eyes instead of past me.

      “Sorry,” he says, and has the grace to look it. “But I gotta go to work.”

      I put my hands on my hips and stop moving in the middle of the dance floor, ignoring the jostles of the crowd. “Listen,” I shout over the music, “if you don’t want your dick sucked, just fucking say that.”

      Before I know what’s happening, he pulls me in for a long, sweet kiss, and then presses his forehead into mine. “You’re amazing. But I gotta take care of business first. I’ll come find you later.”

      I want to say Fuck you again, and with any other guy, I would. “I might be sucking someone else’s dick by then,” I say as a compromise.

      “Then it’ll be my loss,” he says into my ear, and presses his lips to mine again in a farewell.

      And then he’s gone, the motherfucker, melting into the crowd while I can still taste him on my tongue.

    

  







            Chapter Two

          

          

      

    

    






FINCH

        

      

    

    
      I head up to the bar and slam a shot, wondering what the hell to do now. Especially since that guy is not someone I’m gonna forget in a hurry. Maybe he will come back.

      Maybe he won’t.

      All I know is, I need company tonight. I take another turn of the room, even accept a drink from one guy well below my usual standards, but I can’t bring myself to hook up with any of them, not after I had that glimpse of perfection. I can’t get his face out of my head.

      It’s probably the drugs, I decide. I should get some fresh air. I make my way through the club to the fire exit. People aren’t supposed to use this exit, but everyone does. Only once you’re out, you can’t get back in; it locks behind itself. No one cares, though, because the alley it opens into is the traditional place for hookups. Well, there and the toilets, but the alley is a little more sanitary.

      When I get out there the cool night air stings my face. The quiet after all that club noise makes my eardrums feel like they’re ballooning in my skull. The wafting of eau de trash from the nearby dumpster only adds to my melancholy.

      Nights like this, I tend to remember Mom. Not the good things, just the last things. The way she was smiling at me, but scared of something. I could see that, young as I was. Thirteen years old and trying to be brave for her like she asked me to be. We were going away on an adventure, and we were going to be happy together.

      We never got our adventure, though. She got a bullet, and I got ostracized from the family.

      A cough interrupts my building black mood, and I glance over to the dumpster. Behind the dumpster I see a leg sticking out. Some hobo, I think, before I realize the shoe is shining; shining enough to reflect the light from the street. The cough comes again, and the shoe jerks. Another shoe joins it, the legs sticking straight out now.

      I take another drag on my cigarette and I contemplate those shoes. “Sure is a fine night,” I say loudly. “Seems a shame to waste it sitting behind a dumpster.”

      I want the guy to know I knows he’s there. “You looking for a hookup?” I call, half hopeful. This is how fucking far the Prince of New York City has fallen.

      The shoes go very still. “Get fucked,” says a hoarse voice.

      “I intended to,” I tell him. “Guy I was hoping for left me high and dry, though. How about you, buddy? You worth my time? Or are you some down-and-out looking for a fix?” While I’m talking, I’m walking, too. I can hear my voice echoing very slightly in the still air of the alleyway as I walk towards those shiny fucking shoes sticking out from behind the dumpster.

      “Whatever you’re on must be pretty fucking intense for you to be still sitting there in trash. You tripping balls?”

      I round the side of the dumpster and stop short. “Fuck,” I say. “It’s you.” I give my hyena laugh, stopping abruptly when the guy’s head rolls back against the black trash bags and he glares at me.

      It’s my guy from inside.

      He coughs again. “Leave me alone,” he says, his voice drifting.

      “You said you were coming back.” I crouch down next to him. “What happened to business?” It’s only when I get closer I notice the guy’s hands aren’t pale like the rest of his skin.

      They’re red. Red and wet.

      “Business happened to me,” he says wryly.

      “You’re bleeding?” It comes out as a question. “Shit, man, I better call—”

      “No. No cops.”

      “Ambulance, my friend,” I say. “You need medical professionals.”

      “No ambulance either,” the guy says, and then groans. He looks at me critically. “What the hell are you on?”

      “You,” I say truthfully. The high he’s giving me have left the drugs in the dust. He’s even prettier out here under the dim New York moon. I reach out to touch his face and he grabs my wrist. With his other hand he pulls out a flick knife and holds it up to my throat. The soft click of it opening seems to reverberate through the alleyway.

      The knife is pointing right under my chin, at the soft part where my head turns into my neck. I guess we all gotta go some time, I just didn’t picture it with so much trash around me when I kicked it.

      Ah, well. I grin at him. “Go on, then.”

      “Listen,” he barks, his voice mean and hard. “You’re gonna turn around and walk out of this alley and forget my fucking face. You hear me?”

      This close up, I can see the green tinge to the guy’s skin, the yellow bruises that are just starting to come up on his cheek bone, and the split lip.

      And he’s young. Not as young as me; I just hit nineteen last week, but mid-twenties, max. Young enough that I wonder how he got so hard at his age. Because he’s a shark, this dude, even lying here in the gutter and stinking trash. He’s an apex predator, and I wandered right up to him and laid myself out like a tasty treat.

      I lick my lips. I’ve got a devil in me that makes me say stupid shit, makes me take chances just to see what happens. A curious devil.

      “But it’s such a pretty face,” I tell him. “How’m I supposed to forget a face like that?”

      The club door swings open again. A greasy thumping bass oozes out of the club, and a couple of guys draped in neon necklaces and bracelets fall into the alley, their faces stuck at the mouths like they’ve been glued together. I can hear them sucking tongues when the door swings shut again.

      I haven’t moved a muscle, like I’m playing one of those childhood games where you have to freeze. But then I turn my eyes from the face-suckers back to the guy.

      “They’re not gonna go away,” I whisper at last.

      “You stupid fuck,” the guy sighs.

      “Please don’t kill me, dude. Like, I definitely have a death wish, but I kind of want it to be on my own terms, you know?”

      The guy looks me over, our faces still so close together that his breath is warm on my cheek. After a second, the knife retreats back into its sheath with a soft whoosh, although the guy keeps his grip on the back of my neck.

      “They’re coming back for me. A cop car scared them off, just for a second though. So you need to get me up,” the guy tells me.

      Not I need help or Please help me. Just: You need to get me up. It’s not a request. It’s not even a command. It’s a statement with which I am expected to agree.

      And agree I do. I let the guy hang onto my neck and gather those long gazelle legs underneath himself, and rise up, up out of the trash, with a surprising amount of grace for a guy who’s been beaten, stabbed, and left for dead.

      Or something like that, anyway.

      “Eyyyy,” says a voice from the entrance to the alleyway. “You got some fairy friend to help you? You never learn, do you?”

      The face-sucking amoeba to our left looks up and separates back into two separate beings. Like animals sensing danger, they make a run for it past the four men milling around the alley entrance.

      The men let them go.

      The voice floats down the alley again. “Or maybe Tinkerbell was gonna suck your dick, make you feel all better?”

      I guess I do look a bit like a sparkly fairy tonight, in my silver pants and top, my bright pink hair in a faux-hawk. If anyone else had said it, I might even thank them for the compliment.

      “He can suck my dick when I’m done with you,” the voice continues, coming closer. “Then we’ll teach him a lesson, too.”

      “Shit,” Lucifer mutters, and pushes me away. “Run. Go. Fuck off.”

      “Mmm…nah.”

      Lucifer is looking at me like I’m crazy. I guess I am. But we all die in the end, right? Here seems as good a place as any, right next to Lucifer Morningstar.

      Besides, it’s too late to run. The five of them have come down the alley and cut off any opening we might’ve had. “Nice hair, Tinkerbell,” the leader says again with a sneer. “You know, you suck me good enough, maybe we’ll let you live.”

      They have knives and chains.

      “Let’s dance,” I tell him, spreading my arms in invitation.

      “Let’s dance?” Lucifer mutters, but I can’t snark him back because someone’s coming straight at me.

      I’m really more of a lover than a fighter. A duck-and-cover type. Or at least, that’s what I find out right now when the first fist gut-punches me and I fold in on myself, wheezing. I roll onto my back clutching my stomach, and look up at Lucifer. There’s a hint of incredulity in those cold eyes, but their frostiness is ripped away from me fast when the rest of the gang closes in.

      It takes me a long few minutes to get my breath back and to scramble up to my feet, but by the time I do, two of the four are on the ground. My man is wrestling up close with the third, and he doesn’t notice the fourth one, the leader, raising a gun.

      I notice him, though.

      I always wondered how real my death drive is. You know? We all have one, according to Freud, but I guess he’s just a quack these days. Anyway, I’ve always wondered about mine. People around me think I’m nuts half the time, the risks I take, the shit I do. I saw Death early, is the thing, and he passed me over in favor of my Mom. Since then I’ve always felt like a kid left behind. I’ve done my best to give Death a chance to swing by and collect me again, but he never has.

      Right now, in this alley, I can feel him standing close. A chill goes through me—fear? Or anticipation?

      I don’t know. All I know is, some asshole is aiming a gun at my man, and I’m not going to let someone else take my seat in Death’s Cadillac.

      Not this time.

      I jump just as the gun goes off.
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FINCH

        

      

    

    
      Guns are loud.

      That’s something I’m going to take away from tonight, along with my life, apparently, because I’m not dead and I’m as surprised as anyone about that.

      I’m still holding the wrist of the guy with the gun as Lucifer takes care of the other dude currently trying to kill him. But the gunman’s lips are pulled back from his teeth like a pissed-off dog, and he looks like he might literally bite me. It makes me quaver just a second, and it’s distracting enough for him to use his other hand to bitch-slap me into kingdom come. I let go and stumble away to the wall, pain making me nauseous, stomach heaving, trying to get rid of everything in it.

      Another shot goes off and I flinch, but there’s no new pain. I risk a glance over my shoulder.

      Lucifer is the last man standing.

      He’s panting almost as hard as I am, staring at the gunman on the ground in front of him. Ex-gunman, I guess, because Lucifer has his gun now. And Ex-gunman is not moving, just lying there in a slowly-expanding pool of something dark.

      The other men are still moving, but they sure aren’t threats. Lucifer looks at the gun in his hand and then at the other three guys lying around him, rolling and rocking on the ground in self-pity, moaning and cursing.

      I can see the thought go through his eyes.

      Kill them? Or leave them?

      He glances at me, seems to come to a decision, and wipes the gun down methodically on the bottom of his sweater before putting it back into the hand of the dead guy.

      Because I guess that’s what he is, now: dead.

      Asshole jumped the line.

      Lucifer is looking around again, and my heart lifts as he looks at me. But he turns his head back as sirens sound, coming closer. Those cold eyes flicker as he assesses the situation.

      He should leave. Leave me with a dead body and three other still-living-and-pissed-off guys.

      But with quick steps he comes to me where I’m still slouching against the wall, huffing for every breath. “You okay?” he asks, leaning up against the wall over me.

      “I think I’m having a panic attack or something.”

      He looks me over. “Looks like. You saved my life.”

      I don’t correct him. I mean, I guess technically I did save him, but I didn’t jump at that guy out of the goodness of my heart.

      No. Part of me honestly thought it was my turn tonight. My turn to die.

      And then I realize Lucifer isn’t standing the way he is to mirror my body language and build empathy or some shit. He’s leaning up against the wall because he’s really fucking hurt. He was already down when I found him, and now he’s taken them all on in round two, and he’s not a superhero.

      I mean, I assume he’s not a superhero. I look closer at his face. He’s death’s-head white.

      “We need to get out of here,” he says. “Now.”

      The sirens are getting ever-closer.

      I really wish I were stone-cold sober right now. I take a deep breath and pull my shit together. He doesn’t complain when I get my shoulder under his armpit and pull him into me. He’s taller than me but lanky, so he’s not heavy. We begin to help each other forward, down the alley, and the guy buries his face in my neck as we come to the exit .

      I give an involuntary shiver, wondering if he’s actually still into me despite having just shot someone—who wouldn’t be into this fine ass, after all?—but then I see the real reason for his sudden display of affection.

      There’s a camera near the end of the alleyway.

      As soon as we’re out of its range, Lucifer lifts his head again.

      Looks like no one this side of the block heard the shot, but someone must have around the back, because those sirens are getting closer and closer.

      There’s a line of taxi cabs starting to form on the other side of the street; it’s about that time of night when inebriated and high young gays sally forth from the club with their choice of lay for the night. I pull the guy towards one of the taxis.

      “No,” he mumbles, but it’s taking all his concentration to stay conscious for now, and there are no more arguments when we reach the cab.

      “He’s really drunk,” I say with a wide smile at the driver. “Sorry.” And I bundle the guy into the car. The driver just grunts and throws a paper bag at us.

      “He pukes, you pay triple.”

      “Where…” the guy mumbles as I gets into the back seat beside him.

      “The Grand on Fifth,” I tell the driver. “My hotel,” I say into the guy’s ear. “Don’t fucking pass out, or I’ll dump you at the hospital instead.”

      I’m starting to sweat now, clammy and unpleasant. It’s hitting me: I could have died.

      I should have died.

      But I still haven’t died.

      The hotel isn’t far, and I pay for the cab. No one in the hotel looks at me straight when I go in, but they give sidelong glances, thinking their bourgeois petty thoughts about the rich guy picking up street trash for the night. I don’t give a fuck. I’m concentrating hard on placing one foot in front of the other, pulling Lucifer along.

      “Where are you taking—” he begins.

      “There’s a camera at the elevators,” I say, and he puts his head down. He follows me, follows my feet, one after the other to the elevators.

      My suite is exclusive enough that the elevator needs the card swiped before it will even accept the floor destination. When we finally get into my suite, I pull my houseguest into the lounge and dump him on the sofa. “You wait there,” I say. “I gotta—”

      I don’t make it any further than that. I turn to the nearest vase and puke my fucking guts into it, and it all sprays out of me like poison. I heave and hurl until there’s nothing left, and then I stagger away from the vase and grab a bottle of water from the minibar.

      After I’ve downed it in one go, I feel about a thousand times better. But Lucifer’s slumped on the sofa and there’s red smeared on the white leather. His breath is shallow, pained.

      He might legit be dying or something.

      I wonder if Death is here in this suite, chuckling as he chooses yet another over me.

      “Always the bridesmaid,” I mutter, and turn back to the minibar.

      This situation calls for booze, and lots of it.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      It takes some time to persuade Lucifer that he needs medical attention, and it’s a blunt Hell, no, on going to any hospitals. “You need stitches,” I point out.

      “You a doctor?”

      “No, I’m a sensible human being. Fine, if you won’t go to the hospital, I’ll fucking stitch it. I’ll dunk the needle in vodka. It’s totally sterile. Well, kinda sterile. Better than a spit-and-shine, anyway.” I say all this as a way to get him to go to an actual goddamn medical practitioner, but he calls my bluff.

      “Fine.”

      “Wow. For serious? Okay. Hey, this could be fun!”

      With a sigh and another look at the wide gash in his upper arm, he submits to my drunken arts and crafts. We go into the bathroom and I seat him on the edge of the spa bath.

      “Take that hideous thing off,” I say, gesturing to his turtleneck sweater. He gives me an icy glare from under thick black lashes, but he starts to pull it up. He waves off my help with that, but does let me wash his arm down to clear the blood. It’s not a wide cut, but it is pretty deep.

      I slosh his arm with a mini-vodka, ignoring his growl.

      Then I grab the handy button-sewing kit provided with the hotel’s crest on it, and a pair of plastic gloves from one of my hair-dye boxes. I do my own hair, because I’m totally punk rock; bleach it and then color it with whatever I feel like at the time. Currently it’s bright flamingo pink.

      Every time I color it I ruin all the towels and stain the marble around the sink, but the next day the cleaning crew have it sparkling again and a stack of virgin white towels waiting there as usual.

      There are advantages to living in a hotel.

      I thread a needle with the thinnest nylon thread I can find, pull on the plastic gloves, and start to close up his arm while he stoically hisses and grinds his teeth and drinks the rest of the minibar supplies.

      I have to pause after I finally get the needle through his skin, because another wave of nausea comes over me. This is definitely not like sewing on a button.

      “So, what’s your name?” I ask conversationally, to take his mind off it all.

      He doesn’t answer.

      “I’m Finch,” I say. “Nice to meet you, Lucifer.”

      He jerks at that. Or maybe it was just the needle going back into his flesh. I gotta say, guy is taking it like a world-class stoic.

      “You can call me Lucifer if you like,” he says, after a pause. His gaze flickers over to me, and I feel my nipples tighten up like those eyes are ice running over my body. “So, what’s your story, baby bird? You live here, in a hotel?”

      “I do.”

      “Who does that?”

      “Me, I guess. And rock stars.”

      “Your daddy paying for this room?”

      “Yup. My actual father, not my Daddy.” Lucifer meant it as an insult, but why should I be offended? I can’t help having a rich dad. Besides, Pops is just keeping me out of his hair here in New York so he doesn’t have to look at me. Ever since Mom died, he’s despised me. But I can go him one better: I don’t feel anything towards him at all.

      “How ’bout you?” I ask. “Where do you lay your head?”

      He grimaces in pain as my needle starts pulling through the thread. “Not so nice a place as this, that’s for sure.

      The bathroom is filling with the stink of alcohol and blood. Still, it is a nice bathroom, all art deco, black wood and white marble.

      “You’re sure the hotel staff won’t call the pigs?” he asks suddenly.

      “Hell, no,” I snort. “Half the time they’re the ones hooking me up with shit. Nope, they know to keep their mouths shut. They don’t want trouble any more than we do. So tell me, Lucifer, why were those bad guys chasing your tail? Were they Angels of the Lord sent to do away with you?”

      I catch his eyes in the mirror, but this time I can’t tell what he’s thinking.

      “They were from the Clemenza family.”

      “Oh. Are they, like, a gang?”

      His eyebrows go up. “The Clemenzas,” he repeats. “One of the Five Families of New York?”

      I think it over. “Oh, the crime families?” I say at last, a vague memory swimming up to mind. “Yeah, I don’t really follow that kinda thing. I thought the Mob got topped and tailed a while back—not so powerful anymore?”

      He gives me an incredulous look in the mirror. “You’re trying to tell me you don’t know about the crime syndicates in New York? I don’t believe that. No one in this city as rich as you doesn’t have connections.”

      I laugh at that. “Well, that’s where your logic falters, buddy. My fam ain’t from New York. We’re Boston-based, except for me. Black sheep.”

      “Pink sheep,” he corrects me with a ghost of a smile, looking at my hair. I grin back at him. “What’s your natural color?”

      “Pretty dark. Most of my family are redheads, except for me. So I figured why not dye it to fit in? Strangely enough, my Pops wasn’t that keen on it when he saw it. Okay,” I say, snipping off the thread. “Good as new.”

      “I look like Frankenstein,” he mutters.

      “You look like Frankenstein’s monster,” I correct him cheerfully. It doesn’t go down well. The eyes bore into mine. “Still hot, though,” I add quickly.

      His eyes drop to my waistband. He’s still sitting on the side of the tub, and he pulls me in between his spread thighs, running a hand over my abs. “These pants are ridiculous,” he says, pulling at my silver waistband.

      “These pants are Marc Jacobs.”

      “Take them off.”

      He pushes back on my hips and gives me an expectant look, like he’s used to guys stripping off for him on command. There’s a bruise starting to come up on his cheekbone, his arm is all puffy and red where I sewed it up, and I’ve never seen anyone look sexier than he does right now.

      I take off my pants obediently. His eyebrows give the merest twitch when he sees I have no underwear on. “I need to bandage up your arm,” I point out.

      “With what?” He can’t take his eyes off my dick, which is already getting interested.

      In response, I grab the clean hand towel and the tiny pair of sewing scissors, and snip and rip it into shreds. By the time I get him bandaged up, towel shreds over Band-Aids, he’s got his hands all over my junk, pulling me into hardness while he pets my balls.

      “I mean, that cut’s probably gonna get infected,” I say, my voice hitching as he rubs a thumb over my slit. “But, uh, yeah. I think I did a pretty good job for someone with no actual medical training. Dude, was that the first guy you’ve ever killed? ’Cause you seem super chill about it.”

      My adrenaline is finally wearing off along with the drug high, and a spike of caution has surged up in me. I took a killer back to my hotel room. I mean, sure, maybe I wanna die, but not by the hand of some serial killer who might do weird shit to my body afterwards. That’s not cool.

      Lucifer looks up at me, like he’s annoyed I’m taking his attention away from my cock, and shrugs. “It was self-defense, baby bird. But if you’re freaking out, I can give you something else to think about.”
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      Growing up gay in a tough neighborhood with the inability to pretend to be something you’re not means you get used to pain, fast.

      But I haven’t felt pain like this in a while.

      I should’ve called my brother as soon as I saw that Clemenza asshole in the club, but I had to take the chance that they were just testing me out. I’ve been hanging around that crew for a while, begging for a shot to run with them. All I got for my trouble tonight was beat up.

      Stupido, I tell myself, but there’s no point in berating myself. I know where I want to be, and I need to take chances along the way. This was just one bad business decision. That’s how I’ll look at it, anyway, to keep my mind off my ribs. One seems to be cracked, and there’s a throbbing in my shoulder from where this pink-haired angel sewed me up.

      I’d be dead if not for him. I was lying there in the trash, almost blacking out, when I heard a voice, half-surfer and half-silver-spoon, that just wouldn’t shut up. Wouldn’t keep quiet so I could knit my bones back together enough to get out of there before they came back. Because they were coming back, there was no doubt about that. They only ran because they heard the sirens, and those sirens definitely hadn’t come for me.

      A face. That’s the next thing I saw.

      That chatty voice coming out of the face of an angel, like I’d prayed hard enough for intercession that Mother Mary sent an emissary to watch over me. Protect me.

      Help me out of the trash and take me to a fancy hotel room.

      A wave comes over me, and for a second I think I might pass out, but I don’t let on. I don’t want to show weakness. I concentrate on the man in front of me, and the white around the edge of my vision recedes enough so I can really take in this pink-haired angel who saved my life.

      He’s beautiful.

      He’s naked.

      I stand up from the side of the tub and lead him back out into the hotel suite, through the lounge and into the bedroom, and I try not to look intimidated by how lavish everything is. In the bedroom doorway I pull him close and kiss him, working my way down his neck so I can take in the room over his shoulder.

      It’s luxe as hell, all gold and walnut woods. The bed has four posts and the sheets are silk. On one wall is a TV set in a brass picture frame, and I have to really look at it for a while before I confirm, yeah, that’s a TV, not a black-toned portrait of a beat-up street rat and his twink making out.

      And if not for this pink-haired little twink, I’d actually be dead.

      “Come on, then,” I tell him now. “I’ll give you the fuck of your life, so you can have one fond memory for the rest of your privileged days.”

      His grin just gets wider. “Aw, you’re so gangsta,” he says. “Okay. Show me what you got.”

      I slam my mouth down on his again to shut him up. Talkers. I hate them usually, but this guy is different. There’s more behind his talk than just bragging. There’s a great big empty soulless hole inside him that he uses words to try and fill up—and drugs, judging by the size of his pupils. God knows what he’s on tonight. But I know that hole is there because I have the same thing inside me, only I don’t use talk or drugs or booze or fucking to fill it.

      I use ambition.

      Under my lips and teeth he’s kissing back, biting at me gently, teasing, like he’s trying to provoke me. I get my teeth around his bottom lip and tug it, just a reminder that I’m the one in charge. I let his lip pop out from between my teeth and move back, just to see what he’ll do. Like I thought, he moves with me, leaning forward like we’re dancing.

      “Kiss me,” he demands, laughter in his eyes.

      “I don’t like bossy bottoms,” I growl at him.

      “Oh, baby, then you’re gonna hate me.” He reaches out to embrace me again, but I grab his wrists.

      “No. You’ll take what I give you,” I tell him. If this kid thinks his will can overcome mine, he’s gonna be sorely disappointed.

      He gives an experimental tug against my grip, just to see how tight I’m holding him. “Mm, I’ll take it and like it,” he promises, fluttering those lashes and letting his lips part in invitation. “Come on, then, baby. Teach me a lesson.”

      He pulls me over to the bed and sits down on the edge, looking up at me.

      Look, under normal circumstances, I totally would teach this guy a lesson. I like my fucks rough, fast and with enough discomfort that they remember my name, sometimes enough to make them curse it. But I’ve got a cracked rib, maybe two, and a slice in my arm with a shitty stitch job. There’s no way I can fuck this kid like I want to fuck him; like he needs me to fuck him. So I settle on another strategy.

      “Move,” I tell him, and he moves, lets me arrange him lying in the middle of the three hundred pillows this place has piled onto the bed. I pause to take him in.

      He really is an angel, with his messy pink hair spreading over the creamy pillow case, the color of the sheets setting off his bronze tan. He has a face that’s impossible to forget, and I can’t resist reaching out to touch him, this beautiful kid, just to reassure myself that he’s real.

      I’m the one who got bashed and left for dead, but there’s something so vulnerable about him; I’ve never felt like this before. He might have been my guardian angel tonight, but there’s a new feeling stirring inside me.

      I’ve never wanted to protect anyone.

      I’ve only ever thought about how I can use them.

      I reach out and smooth one lock of hair off his forehead. “You’re a goddamn fairytale princess, aren’t you? Lying there all pink and gold.”

      “Just waiting for your kiss, Prince Charming.”

      “Oh, I’m no prince, angel. But I don’t think you want a prince, do you?” I pull off the rest of my clothes and his breath catches as he gets an eyeful of my cock. I crawl onto the bed, over his body. “No, I think you prefer trash like me, don’t you?” I make my way up, knees on either side of his arms, dick wagging around in his face. “I think you like getting dirty with the rats and then washing yourself clean when you’re done. Isn’t that right?”

      “When you’re right, you’re right,” he says.

      I narrow my eyes as I look down at him. “Open your mouth.”

      He takes it like a champ, I’ll give him that. I push in fast, already aching hard for him. I hit the back of his throat and wait for him to stop spluttering and gagging, because I’m a gentleman, or at least, that’s what I tell him, smiling down at him.

      He gives me a roll of his eyes in return.

      I like that this guy doesn’t give up his swagger just because he’s choking on dick. He’s not going to make it easy on me, not going to give in to his own pleasure without a fight. So I pull out again, and smack my wet cock on each side of his face. “Too much for you, princess?” I ask sweetly.

      His only reply is to mash my dick back into his mouth like he’s a starving man and I’m rare roast beef. He’s a drooler, and unashamed. I like that. I like a guy who’s confident enough to dribble and cough and go red in the face and still know he’s the hottest thing in the city.

      And this guy definitely is—the hottest thing in the city, that is. The hottest thing I’ve ever seen. And here I am, feeding him my cock and fucking his throat.

      He’s stirring something in me I never knew was there, something unfamiliar. It’s not just about the sex, although that’s also blowing my mind. He’s working my dick like he’s never had one so good, but he’s so practiced at it, I know he’s had more meat in his mouth than I’ve had hot dinners. He’s jacking himself while he sucks me, and I risk twisting, ignore the pain in my side, just so I can see his pink-tipped dick shining and jerking in his hand.

      It’s that pain in my side that makes me lose it; I like my fucks perverted and I like to see the pain change to pleasure in others, but I never knew I was wired that way too. His deep-throating and his beautiful gold-green eyes looking up at me, streaming tears, the sight of my thick cock going in and out of those bubblegum-pink lips…it all combines and I take three more thrusts, deep in his throat, hoping he’s had the sense to close off his airway because otherwise he’ll drown in spunk.

      It bursts out of me like I’m a bottle of soda shaken up, pouring into his warm wet throat. He swallows, thank fuck, so I came down the right hole at least. I had a guy choke on my cum once. It was way less fun than it sounds.

      I pull out so I can squeeze out the dregs onto his puffy lips, shining with spit and snot, and then he comes too, staring up at me. It’s like he’s surprised, calling out in shock, and I feel a hot spray on my ass and lower back. He shot hard.

      It makes my three-minute performance not quite as embarrassing. Some lesson; this guy schooled me. That doesn’t happen much.

      I never lose control.

      “Holy fuck,” he coughs. “Okay, you’re gangsta.”

      “You’re not bad yourself,” I say, and climb off him. I can’t suppress the hiss of pain as my body contorts, and I feel dizzy again. Now that my balls are empty I can think straight, but it also means I’m feeling the other stuff. The bad stuff.

      Finch leans up on his elbow. He’s looking paler as well. “You okay?” he asks. “You were pretty adamant about not going to a doctor.”

      “Adamant,” I repeat.

      “Yeah. It means—”

      “I know what it means.” I know what it means, I just never heard anyone in real life use that word. I’ve been working on my vocabulary, reading whatever I can get my hands on. Practicing. I know where I want to be, and I need the right words to get there.

      The guy’s staring at me, his eyes still glowing, even though he looks like he’s starting to feel the effects of the night, too. I give a shrug, although it hurts me even to do that. “I’m okay. I mean, shit’s gonna scar, but it was better to sew me up than not.”

      He nods his head. “You probably wanna get it checked when you can.”

      I don’t snort at him. What’s the point? He lives in a world where getting medical attention is no big deal. Even if I had the money for it, I can’t afford the questions.

      But it won’t always be like that for me. One day, I’ll live in a place just like this, and on that day, I won’t have broken ribs and stab wounds. I’ll have an angel in my bed, though, just like him. Yes, that’s it: I’ll keep my lover in a place like this, and visit him whenever I want. I’ll have a place of my own, of course, where my lover never comes, because I won’t ever mix business and pleasure. But he’ll always be here, waiting, when I want him.

      I’ll make my lover dye his hair pink and use words like adamant.

      “I need a cigarette before round two,” I say.
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      This guy.

      This motherfucking guy.

      I’m no tender virgin. I’ve been face-fucked before, and I’ve been treated like a cumhole before, and I like it fine, more than fine sometimes, but this guy. The ego rolling off him is fucking heady, and then he has the cock to back it up: long and curved, thicker at the base, just the way I like it.

      God, I like everything about him.

      I like the way he pretends not to hurt. I do that too. Easier to hide the hurts than put up with people making a fuss. I have three older sisters and I’m the baby of the family, a late addition. You better believe I know what it’s like to be made a fucking fuss of.

      This guy.

      When he shot his load down my throat I found myself thinking, This is a guy I could really fall for.

      “I need a cigarette before round two,” he says.

      “On the desk.”

      He doesn’t look back at me even once he finds and lights his cigarette. He wanders over to the floor-to-ceiling windows and looks out over the lights of the city, the dark space of Central Park at night, the moon shining bright in the sky.

      I roll off the bed and come over to him. He’s got my cum dripping down his back, but it doesn’t seem to bother him, and I like the thought of it just drying there, marking him until his next shower. I gesture out the window. “Look at this city,” I say. “What do you see?”

      “Nothing. It’s dark out.”

      I chuckle. He frowns, danger in his eyes. I want to see this guy in action. I can see what he has in him, deep down.

      If only he could see it too.

      “Baby,” I say gently, “you’re looking at your kingdom. Don’t you know you could rule this city, rule the fucking world?”

      “You’re high.”

      “Yep. But I’m also right.”

      He frowns again, but this time it’s not anger. He’s thinking.

      Then he moves like a whip, grabbing me by the throat and throwing me up against the window, hard. It shudders under the blow, and I give a strangled laugh. “You call me Lucifer,” he says, pressing his forehead into mine. “But I think you’re the devil, aren’t you? Taking me up to the top of the mountain and telling me I can have the whole world.”

      “You can,” I croak. My cock’s getting hard again, even though I still feel like shit from the drugs, and I just emptied my balls all over this guy a few minutes ago. What the fuck is he doing to me?

      He holds the lit cigarette up near my face, almost a threat, but not quite. He just takes another slow drag while he stares at me, then blows the smoke deliberately into my face.

      I want to goad him. I want to make him throw me through this fucking window just so I can fly for a few seconds before I die; I’ll be thinking about his pretty eyes on the way down.

      He doesn’t even know how dark he could go, this one. When I was a kid still running around the house in Boston I saw Mob bosses sitting with my father in his study, and every single one of them got me hard; even those old decrepit ones whose glory days were sometime around when Al Capone was still shitting his diapers.

      I’d go down on any one of them in a split second if they asked, because power like that is the ultimate aphrodisiac for me.

      Pops doesn’t have power like that anymore. He went straight a long time back. We’re old Irish stock out of Boston, and Pops was close with the Irish Mob when he was young. But when Pops went legit he shored up against his ruin by making a few billion dollars instead. So he has a rep, and the Italians mostly leave his New York businesses alone, as long as he pays up.

      Anyway, none of those old Italian fuckers, or the younger ones for that matter, were as powerful as Lucifer could be. Will be, I amend in my own mind. This guy’s a fucking juggernaut; he just needs to start rolling.

      “Damn, you’re beautiful,” I wheeze. His hand is still tight on my throat, and I can feel his cock getting hard again too, butting into my stomach.

      He eases up his grip, looking me over with curiosity. “You, too,” he says, almost puzzled. “But you’re fucking crazy, angel. You know that?”

      It makes me cackle, but it still comes out slightly choked. “Yeah, I know.”

      He lets me go abruptly and takes a few steps back. I peel myself off the window and glance back. There’s a sweaty imprint of my ass and back still on the glass.

      He’s giving me a strange look, frowning like he’s working on a problem. “I want to fuck you.” But the way he says it, it’s like he means something else.

      “Then come and fuck me,” I say, opening up my arms.

      The way he stares at me is almost despairing. But all he says is, “Get back on the bed. Now.”
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        * * *

      

      I wake hours later, the sun hot across my face. But it’s not the light that wakes me, it’s a low voice talking from across the room. I crack my eyes open and try to focus.

      “I got jumped,” Lucifer is saying, and a tirade worms its way out of the cell phone he has in his hand. “Yeah, yeah. Forget that shit for now, Frankie. Just come get me. We can take care of them later.” Another pause, another question from the other end. “I’m at the Grand on Fifth. Yes, as in Fifth Avenue.” He makes a little movement of his head, as though checking to see if I’m listening.

      Of course I’m fucking listening.

      “I had some help,” he says in reply to another question, an ironic little twist to his tone. When he hangs up, he turns to look at me. “Good morning, angel.”

      “Who was that?” I ask, sitting up at once.

      “My brother. He’s coming to pick me up. Can you let the desk know to send him up?” He goes back over to the windows and looks out again over Central Park. “I’ve never seen New York from this high up,” he says meditatively.

      He wants to bring his brother up here. Why, I wonder? To see the view?

      To tidy up a loose end?

      Nah, I decide. If Lucifer was planning to off me, he could’ve done it there in the alleyway. I call down to the desk and give them the instructions. If nothing else, I’m curious to meet this brother.

      “I want to see you again.” It’s out of my mouth before I can even think about filtering, almost before I’ve hung up the phone. Lucifer looks at me like he’s almost considering it, and then shakes his head.

      “You don’t wanna know me. I’m bad news.”

      “Yeah, you sure will be,” I agree. “That’s what’s so fucking hot about you.”

      “I knew it,” he murmurs to himself.

      I get up and walk over to him, watch him watching my cock, my thighs, my pecs. I know what I look like. I’m fucking beautiful, but so is he. He’s taller than me and hairy all over, on the chest, arms, junk…I fucking love it; I want to bury my face in all that fuzz and sniff him out, get high off his pheromones.

      I’m right in front of him now, and I kneel down, looking up past his fat cock and his big velvety balls, right in the eye. “What do you know?” I ask.

      “You’re crazy like I’m crazy,” he says.

      I show him my teeth in a grin. “Hell, yeah. There’s not many of us around. When you’re ready to be King of New York City, come find me. Deal?” I nuzzle into his junk, sucking at his balls. The bruising on his side is really coming up now, and I figure he’s gotta hurt all over. Another suck job can only help take his mind off it.

      I feel his hand on the back of my head, fingers twisting in my hair, and he presses me closer. I take the tip of his cock in my mouth gently, rolling it with my tongue. I can’t get enough of his dick, I don’t know what it is about him. He makes me want to pledge allegiance to his goddamn ballsack.

      I’m in the middle of blowing him when there’s a banging at the door. I jump, but the guy just gives this sigh, rolling his eyes upwards.

      “My brother has a perfect sense of timing,” he tells me, stroking my cheek. He even helps me up from my knees as though I’m the delicate one, when his whole side is blooming yellow and violet, and then he goes out to the other room. I hear the door opening.

      “Fuck!” says a deep male voice from the other side. “Jesus Christ, put your junk away!”

      “You interrupted me, Frank,” Lucifer says in this cool, autocratic voice. I lay it away in my memory, ’cause I know that’s what he’ll sound like all the time when he really hits it big.

      I’ve never been so fucking sure of anything in my life as I am of this guy. It’s like a conversion experience.

      Chuckling at myself, I stroll into the other room where Lucifer has left the door open for his brother.

      “Yo,” I say with a raised hand when Brother Frank walks in, still complaining.

      “Aw, come on!” he says, throwing up his hands when he see me in all my naked glory, too.

      “Finch,” I say, walking across to offer a hand.

      He actually shakes it. “Frank. What the fuck happened to my brother?”

      I give a shrug. Up to these two to sort that out. “I just cleaned up the mess,” I tell him. Frank looks a lot like his brother: tall, dark, with the same blue eyes, only my guy is sharper, more refined in his features. Frank looks like he’s caught a fist in the face more than a couple of times, his nose large and twisted. His ears are cauliflowering. He looks older than the both of us, but it’s hard to tell what’s age and what’s injury when a guy’s been fucked up enough times.

      Lucifer waves a cut-it-out hand at the both of us. “I’ll tell you all about it later, Frank,” he says, and turns away. “I just need my clothes.”

      “What the hell is that on your back?” Frank asks him, his face screwing up.

      “Cum,” I tell him, grinning. “That, Francis darling, is a physical manifestation of the love your brother and I have shared.”

      Frank turns away, putting his hands up towards his head like he wants to cover his ears but knows he’s not nine years old anymore. “Fuck’s sake,” he mutters. He adds, “And it’s Francesco, dipshit.”

      Lucifer reappears. “Where the fuck are my clothes?” he asks me.

      I have to think about it. “Oh, yeah. I sent them for cleaning when you were asleep.”

      “Well, shit,” Frank says. “Look at little Suzie Housewife here.”

      Lucifer and I both ignore him. “You can take something of mine,” I tell him with a shrug. I don’t know how well it’ll fit him—he’s way longer in the legs—but I have sweats he can take. He follows me to the bedroom again. Frank waits in the living room, grumbling loudly.

      “What’s your name?” I ask, as I grab out pants and a hoodie. He ignores the question and pulls on the clothes, staring down at the Harvard crest on the front of the hoodie. “My Pops’ alma mater,” I say. I want to keep him here, this sinful demon of a man, for as long as I can. Forever.

      So I talk.

      “Pops wanted me to go there too, but I took some time off after high school and now, I don’t know, I’m thinking something more arty. Or maybe, like, drama school. My sisters tell me I’m a drama queen all the time, so I figure, why fight destiny?”

      Lucifer squints at me.

      “Georgie, come on!” Brother Frank hollers from the other room. “I got places to be!”

      “Georgie?” I grin. “Georgie.”

      The guy looks pained, and not from the contusion taking up half his side. “That’s not my name.”

      “Then why—”

      “It’s what Frank likes to call me when he’s looking to piss me off. I can’t return these clothes. And when you get mine back, you should get rid of them.”

      “Mm,” I say. “Well, you know, I’m fond of that hoodie. I like showing off that my Pops went to Harvard.”

      “And you, too,” he says back. “Eventually.”

      “Ooh, was that a burn? You don’t think I got the chops to tell my daddy I don’t wanna go to Harvard?” I give him a smirk, but I hate him a bit, nonetheless.

      Because he’s right. I don’t have the sack to do my own thing, because I have this crazy idea that maybe doing what Pops wants me to do will make him like me more. Besides, he says he won’t shell out anymore if I don’t get my ass to Harvard, and I love Pops’ money as much as anything else in this life right now. Money is the only thing that makes existence bearable for me.

      Except maybe this fucking guy.

      I follow him back into the other room like a puppy, dancing around his heels, in front of him, trying to slow him down. “You don’t have to go yet—we can order up room service. Frank, you could eat, right?”

      “Dude, I don’t know you,” Frank says, bored.

      “But you will,” I assure him. “I’m amazing.”

      “You ready, Georgie?” he says, cocking an eyebrow at his brother.

      Allegedly-Not-Georgie turns to me, and I can see it. He wants me, just as much as I want him. There’s a fire in his eyes and it’s one I lit.

      “Stay with me, Georgie,” I say. “Stay with me and make me your New York Queen. Marry my fortune, take my lands, use my body to sire your heirs.”

      “Uh, it doesn’t work that way, dude,” Frank snorts, shaking his head.

      But I don’t even glance at him. I’m busy staring at the love of my life.

      Maybe it’s the remnant of those drugs from last night, or maybe it’s Fate clobbering me over the head. But I’ve known it since I saw his blazing aura on the dance floor at that shitty nightclub. This is it for me. He’s it for me.

      “I’m in love with you,” I tell him.

      He grabs me by the shoulders and shakes me. “You don’t know me.”

      “I know you right down to your fucking blood cells. And you know me. Don’t walk away from me.”

      He kisses me for that one, and I put my whole being into that one kiss, because it’s my only shot.

      I guess it’s not enough, though, because he pulls away from me. There’s regret in those eyes, but he blinks it away. “Have a great life, angel,” he says.

      “You done it again, Georgie,” Frank sighs, as my eyes begin to sting with tears.

      Lucifer and his brother leave without another word.
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        FIVE YEARS LATER

      

      

      When faced with the prospect of his own mortality, every man becomes a mewling pile of flesh.

      I’m standing over the latest fool I’ve had to beat down on orders from my Capo, having an existential crisis about how alike all humans seem to be. They’re always such a disappointment by this stage, when their teeth are broken and their spirit along with it.

      If I had a heart, it might affect me. But my reputation for being calculating, cold and merciless is well-earned. I’m not the muscle, not myself. But I give the orders, and more importantly, I have the ideas. I know how to break a man. I deploy the appropriate tool at the appropriate times. Sometimes that tool is the fist of one of my men; sometimes it’s a quiet word in the ear of our target.

      What it comes down to is this: I know how to make a man cry.

      And now here I am, a made man, despite my so-called unnatural desires, and all I can ever think about is how small-time these crooks are that I run with. What a waste of my time it is to be tasked with these jobs. How I need to better myself so I can take what’s rightfully mine. The city, yes. But ever since that angel with the green-gold eyes opened my own to the possibilities, I’ve craved even more. But before I even get started, I need an awful lot of self-improvement.

      And before self-improvement, I have to deal with this crawling, puking bag of flesh before me. The boys have done most of the handiwork. I’ve been using the stick instead of the carrot so far, but I think it’s time now to change tack.

      “Come on, O’Leary,” I sigh. “Just tell me what I need to know so I can let you go.” This guy is old-school; I was almost starting to despair he’d ever tell me what I need to know. The Irish haven’t been serious players in this city for a long time, but I can see how they’ve clung on to pockets of power here and there. Sheer fucking obstinacy.

      Jim O’Leary here, for example. He was a faithful bodyguard to the Donovan family for years, until the drinking got to be too much of a problem. They cut him off without a second glance a few months back. The guy is stubborn to the end, though. He’s taken more hits than Muhammad Ali in his heyday. But he’s almost there, I can tell. He just needs a little more persuasion.

      I crouch down next to him, trying to avoid getting his blood on my shoes. “They kicked you curbside, those swanky Donovans,” I remind him. “You’re not beholden to them.”

      He looks up at me, or tries to. Both his eyes are closing over, puffed out and blackening. “I tell you, you kill me,” he pants.

      He has a point, and I’m running out of time. “I won’t kill you,” I say. “We’ll have to keep you here until we have the package, but I’ll let you go after that. You have my word.”

      He tries to laugh at that. “What good is that?” he asks, spitting blood. But he doesn’t spit it on me, at least, which tells me something.

      “I keep my word, once given. Besides, you have no other options.”

      O’Leary sinks down onto the ground again, whimpering. “But he’s a good kid,” he says at last. “He doesn’t deserve this.”

      “Maybe if his papa plays nice, he’ll go on being a good kid.” That’s a lie. I’ve been given a direct and explicit order on this hit: the Donovan kid dies to teach his old man a lesson. But I know O’Leary wants an excuse to spill. Something that’ll ease his conscience. “Come on, now,” I urge him. “Be reasonable. My boys are tired of punching you, and you’re tired of being punched.”

      He cries then.

      I hate this part, when they cry, even though it’s what I’m best at. But in general, I’m uncomfortable with emotion.

      Frank, across the room, smirks at me, and I think about his damn nickname for me. He used to sing it at me every time I came in from a one night stand; every time some twink came knocking at the door, begging to see me; every time they rang the phone and pleaded for one more night with me.

      
        
        Georgie Porgie, pudding and pie.

        Kissed the boys and made them cry…

        

      

      Men used to cry over me because they loved me. Now they cry for other reasons.

      I take the white and red polka-dotted handkerchief from my top pocket and wipe away the sweat and blood rolling into O’Leary’s eyes. The handkerchief came with the suit I’m wearing, and I thought it looked good on the mannequin in the store. It’s ruined now.

      “Come on, Jim,” I say softly. “I want to show you mercy. Give me what I need, and I will.” I’ve learned over the years that the motherly touch is what makes them break all at once, but you have to time it just right. After the gut punches and the broken bones. It works here just like it always does.

      Weeping and choking on his own tears, he gives me the information I need.

      I look up at Frank, who nods, and beckons to another two of the crew, and the three of them head out together on their mission.

      I look at the two guys left with me and sigh, gesturing at the Irishman. “Get this cleaned up. Make him presentable for our guest.”

      O’Leary begins wailing at that. “No, no, no, Mr. D’Amato! Please, please don’t let him know I turned on him, I love that boy like he’s my own son—”

      “If that were true, you would rather have died than tell us where he is,” I point out. “The deal was that you get to live, O’Leary. Whether you’d rather die isn’t my concern. You’ll have to wait until we’re through with the Donovan kid. And then, well, I guess his father might have something to say about your involvement.”

      I leave him to my men, who’ll hose him down and tie him to a chair to wait for the arrival of Howard Donovan the Third, beloved son of Howard Donovan Junior. How these rich folks can’t afford to give their kids new names I’ll never know.

      Howie Three vanished years ago after the hit on his mother, Orla Donovan. He’s kept out of the gossip rags and off all social media, too, which must have been a feat in this day and age. All I’ve managed to dig up about him is that he went to a fancy private boarding school, got kicked out of Harvard after one semester, and has a drug problem that Daddy keeps quiet for him in between rehab stints. I guess Howard Junior wants to make sure his son is still fit to take over the family business when it’s time. I also know that Howie Three is gay, but with three daughters before he finally popped into the world, I bet his sexuality doesn’t make much difference to his aging, billionaire father.

      No, I bet that kid had anything he wanted growing up.

      And now he’s just about to turn twenty-four, and my Capo thinks it’s time he became a player in the game. Well—not a player, but a pawn.

      The Irish Mob have been making waves lately. My seniors corralled them and controlled them before I was even born, but some of the Boston gangs seem to have new plans for New York City. Donovan pretends to have cleaned up his business, but lately he’s been tugging against the very generous leash we Italians have given him in this town. He owes my Capo, Sam Fuscone, enough to justify a kidnapping of his son, but Sam Fuscone has never been known for his restraint. He’s ordered a hit instead.

      Problem is, he hasn’t run it by the Boss, Augustino Morelli.

      I said I’d take care of it when Fuscone ordered it because I’m a good soldier, even if I think it’s a stupid idea. But then, Fuscone is a stupid man, as well as greedy. His hold on power is wavering, which makes him hold on that much tighter. But I can sense the loyalties shifting around him. His lack of control over his own impulses make the other Families nervous. Fuscone’s been up before the Commission more than once to explain himself, but he has just as many friends as enemies in high places.

      Still, if I play my cards close to my chest, I could move up another rung on the ladder by Christmas, make Capo myself, run my own crew. God knows I pretty much run Fuscone’s for him.

      We’ll see.

      This shitty warehouse we’re in doesn’t have a shower, but in the grimy bathroom I wash off my hands and trash the handkerchief. I wait up top in an old office that looms over the warehouse floor so I can watch Frank come in with our prize. This is the part where all I have to do is wait and think, and I prefer to do that alone. I can see O’Leary below, still sniveling, tied to his chair, spirit defeated. Two of my crew are guarding him, Mikey and Snapper, but there’s no fight left in the Irishman now. He knows now it would have been far kinder for me to execute him.

      But I happen to think betrayals should be done face to face, not behind backs. I want Howie Donovan the Third to see the face of the man who betrayed him before he dies. I also want O’Leary to be clearly visible in the video we’ll send to Howie’s dad. Then it will be up to Donovan and the Irish to decide how to deal with O’Leary.

      Really, I’m doing them a favor by pointing out a weak link.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      It’s almost four hours later by the time Frank and the boys get back. We’ve gone dark on comms, but I trust my brother to deliver. It’ll be a while, because they’ll have to take care of the guards before they pry Howie out of the safe house. But Howie himself should be easy cargo. He’s no fighter, and high as a kite most days to hear O’Leary tell it.

      I couldn’t help the disgust I felt at that tip. Drugs, booze, sex…I’d never let any of them take over my life, and I look down on people who do, even though the only man I could have loved indulged in the same.

      I’ve been thinking about him during the wait, as usual. My mind wanders down old familiar pathways more often these days. I’ve relived the memory of him enough times that it should be worn out, but every time I still feel that rush of connection, that shock at finding him just by chance: the one man in all this hellish world I could have loved, given the opportunity.

      And every time I get to relive that feeling when I left, like he’d sewed his soul to mine when he stitched up my arm, and I had to rip us in two again. It left me gaping for a long time. Bleeding out emotions I never thought I had, emotions I’ve never felt again.

      I wonder what he did with my clothes. I still have the hoodie, although of course I never wear it. I used to bury my face in it just to smell him again, but that scent wore out long ago.

      The roller door on the warehouse starts to clatter and clash its way up; Frank and the boys are back. O’Leary starts wailing again, calling on the saints to save him.

      I watch the old white panel van drive onto the warehouse floor, and Frank jumps out from the driver’s seat. He looks up at me and I flash him a thumbs-up. But he shakes his head grimly and makes his way over to the stairs that lead up to the office.

      I wait. There’s no point making a scene and running down to demand what’s gone wrong. Knowing Frank, they got a flat on the way or something. He makes a big deal over everything, as though he can’t see when something is important and when it’s just a nuisance. As long as the Donovan heir is alive and well for now—even if he’s in a drug-induced coma—it’s all fine. We just need him breathing long enough to kill him on camera.

      And I can see he’s still with us, because as the rest of the crew pull him out of the back of the van, he’s kicking and twisting away from them, only he can’t see anything thanks to the bag tied over his head. Joey Fuscone drops him with a quick punch to the solar plexus, and I’ll have words with him about that later, because it’s unnecessary. The kid’s a fucking junkie, how much trouble can he possibly be?

      I open the office door and watch Frank stomp up the metal stairs. His face is grim. “We gotta problem,” he says.

      “Did you get the kid?”

      “Yes, but—”

      “Then we don’t have a problem.”

      “Georgie, listen to me, we do gotta problem. This kid—”

      I push by Frank and make my way down the stairs. “I don’t have time for your worries, Frank,” I tell him as I pass by.

      Frank is a great right hand. He’s never once shown any discomfort about the things I’ve asked him to do, and more importantly, he’s content to take orders from his little brother. Frankie knows where his strengths lie, and they’re in his fists, not his strategic thinking. But like I said, he gets anxious over stupid little things, things that don’t matter at all in my grand scheme of things.

      “Georgie,” he hisses, but I ignore him.

      It’s that nickname, you see. I hate it.

      The boys have tied Howie into the chair now. I can see where his mouth is because the bag over his head moves in and out with his breath as he sucks in wet air and coughs.

      “Frank says there was some trouble?” I ask Marco. I like Marco, because he does what he’s told, and he’s efficient about it.

      Marco shakes his head. “Nope. No trouble,” he says, eyebrows rising. I glance back at Frank, who rolls his eyes up at the ceiling, his lips moving in silent curses.

      “And you found him alright,” I confirm. Marco nods.

      At the sound of my voice, the kid has gone still, no more rocking around in his chair. Beside him, O’Leary is still crying, but silently. “I’m sorry we’ve had to stoop to this, Howie,” I say to him politely. “And I’m sorry about the punch you got just now.”

      I glance at the guy who threw that punch, and he gives me an ornery glare back. Joey Fuscone has been trouble since he joined my crew. He doesn’t like queers. He doesn’t have to say it, because it rolls off of him every time he looks at me. He’s not alone in this dark world; far from it. But Sam Fuscone, Joey’s uncle, made an exception for me because I’m exceptional. He’s a stupid man, but he’s canny enough to see the smarts in those around them, and take advantage of them. But his nephew, Joey, just hates me.

      I don’t care if he hates me; I just need him to do what I say. And he hasn’t today, so now we have a problem.

      But I’ll deal with it in my own time.

      “Mr. Donovan,” I say, “We’re going to take the bag off your head now, and you’re going to see a familiar face—” but I stop, because Howie has started chuckling.

      More than chuckling. He’s laughing his head off, and that’s when I know he must be flying real high today, and perhaps I should allow for Joey’s gut-punching of the kid after all.

      I shrug at Marco. “Unbag him.”

    

  







            Chapter Seven

          

          

      

    

    






FINCH

        

      

    

    
      My family are the only ones who ever calls me Howie, so that’s how I know these guys don’t know who I am, not really.

      Well. Do any of us really know the people around us?

      Philosophy aside, there’s one man I know, one man who fucking branded his voice on my brain, and when I hear it now, I figure the drugs have finally killed my mind completely, and I’m hallucinating.

      And so I laugh and I laugh, even as someone is pulling the rope from around my neck, pulling the bag off, and I laugh some more, rolling my head around. I can’t help it.

      “Fate, right?” I giggle to the ceiling.

      There’s silence in the room. I swing my head back down, rolling on my shoulders, and look at him, my man Lucifer, standing there looking paler than ever, paler than the night I found him lying in the trash, truly fallen from heaven.

      Even his red lips are gone white.

      “You…” he says.

      Frank trots up. Brother Frank, the faithful lapdog. God, I’ve missed Frank over the years, too. I missed him like a brother. Like Georgie’s brother.

      “Yeah, so,” Frank says loudly, “this is the kid. This is the Donovan kid.”

      “That’s me, Howard Fincher Donovan. And let’s not forget: the Third. What’s your name?” I ask, grinning wildly at my Georgie. “Come on, baby, you gotta tell me now.”

      This is how I know again for sure my man is gonna rule this city: he pulls himself the fuck together.

      “Everyone get out,” he says softly. “And take that asshole with you,” he adds, flicking a hand to my right. Only his eyes don’t leave my face, like if he looks away I might disappear again. The guy who pulled the bag off my head starts dragging away some fat geezer tied to a chair, who starts screaming about how sorry he is.

      It’s Jim O’Leary, one of my family’s regular bodyguards. Huh. I always thought the old bastard liked me.

      I guess liking someone doesn’t count for much in the end, though. I watch as one goon pulls Jim’s chair out of the warehouse into a back room, the chair legs squealing and scraping on the floor as they go. The other men file out after them, except for one: the one who hit me. I can tell which one he is because he hit me a few times even before the bag was in place, when they burst into the place I was staying, and then a few times after that. I’ve gotten to know the landing of his punch in a short period.

      “Don’t pay it no mind, Jim!” I holler after O’Leary. Seems to me like they’re gonna kill him, so I want him to die with a clear conscience.

      My man is still staring at me, but when he talks, he’s not talking to me. He’s talking to the guy who hit me. “Joey,” he says. “Get. Out.”

      Joey has a pugnacious look about him, like he doesn’t like being told what to do, especially not by Georgie for some reason. Oh, but I can think of all the reasons and more. This man of mine is no friend-maker, I’ll bet that much.

      Joey says: “My uncle told me to keep an eye on the kid.”

      My man’s nostrils flare as he takes in a deep breath, but Brother Frank saves him just like he always does, bustling Joey out of the room and talking to him in a vicious muttering whisper. But over his shoulder, Joey stares back at me, and I see the evil in him.

      I make a kissy-face at him, just to see him fight with Frank to try to come back and belt me, and I laugh in delight. People can be so predictable.

      Except for Lucifer. And finally we’re alone. “Georgie,” I say. “Georgie, Georgie, Georgie.”

      “I told you. My name’s not Georgie.”

      “Nope, but it’s the only one I knew, baby.”

      “And Finch was the only one I knew,” he says.

      “And look at us here in a fucking French farce. So, Georgie—you’re looking good, by the way, but first things first—what’s the plan?” Now that we’re alone, he can let go of that suit of armor he’s wearing. Speaking of suits, his is terrible. “Where the fuck did you get that thing you’re wearing?” I ask.

      He’s been walking, pacing, a few steps then swivel, a few steps then swivel, hands on his hips. But when I ask about his suit, he stops and unbuttons the jacket so it hangs open, and I can see his gun strapped underneath.

      Fuck, he’s hot. Even in a cheap suit. Even making veiled threats.

      “Baby, what’s the plan?” I ask again. He shakes his head impatiently. “I mean, like, were you sent to kill me? Is my Dad really in that much shit? Because I’d rather not die if I can avoid it. I mean, God, I want to die, you know, but not by getting shot in the head if I have the choice. Although, if you do have to do that, can you double-tap? Make sure? ’Cause I’d definitely rather die than be a vegetable, or whatever the politically correct term is these days. Baby? Can you do that for me?”

      “Jesus fuck,” he sighs. “I thought I must have made up how much you talked, but I didn’t.”

      “I’m nervous,” I say, and laugh my hyena laugh again. He raises an eyebrow at me. “It’s nervous laughter. So tell me true, are you gonna throw me in the Hudson with cement shoes?”

      He raises both hands to his face and rubs vigorously, like he’s trying to scrub away the day. Too late for that.

      “Baby?”

      “Be quiet and let me think,” he says, grinding the heels of his hands into his eyes.

      My confidence shakes, just a little. I don’t really think he’s gonna kill me. Maybe he was sent to, but he won’t. Not me. Not after the universe has hit us over the head with this great big coincidence-that-can’t-be. But: “You do remember me, right?” I ask.

      He looks up at that, squinting at me like I’ve said something stupid. “You saved my life.”

      I snort. “Now that’s dramatic. Say, whatever did happen to all those guys who jumped you? The ones who limped out of the alley alive?”

      “I killed them.” He says it simply, impatiently, as though it couldn’t matter less what happened to them. I guess it doesn’t, not really.

      “And now me?” I ask.

      He stalks over to me. “You’ve really fucked things up for me, you know that?”

      “Well, I sure am sorry I screwed up your morning. If it’s any consolation, this wasn’t scheduled in my day-planner, either.”

      He takes my chin and looks my face over. “They hit you when they grabbed you?”

      I nod. “Yeah, that cheeky little monkey—Joey? He punched me a couple times more than he was supposed to, according to your brother, who was super pressed about it in the back of the van. Or at least, as far as I could make out.”

      His mouth tightens as he takes that in, and I take the opportunity to give him a long, appreciative stare. He’s filled out some since the last time I saw him. Still ropy like a panther, gleaming black hair shorter now and slicked back, but skin still pale enough that he could pass as a Victorian consumptive. Under the jacket I can see his shoulders have broadened out, and his tight white shirt strains just the slightest bit over his pecs. I wonder if he still has that gorgeous pelt of hair on him.

      I wonder if his cock is just as thick and juicy as I remember it, and lick my split lip. His eyes follow my tongue, so I do it again, lick my lips, slower this time, and give a twisty smirk.

      “You changed your hair.”

      “Aw, you noticed. Yeah, I got tired of pink.” These days I just bleach it blond and have done with it.

      “I liked the pink.”

      “I mean, I can dye it back if that helps get me out of here?”

      He pulls his eyes away, looking over my head. “The plan was to take you out to send a message to your father that he should pay his debts.”

      “Hm. That would be kind of like nuking a mosquito, I feel,” I say thoughtfully.

      “You feel right, but it wasn’t my decision.”

      “Georgie, you mind untying me? My nose is real itchy.” He ignores me. “Or not,” I sigh.

      He paces around again, but there’s no scrubbing at his face this time, so I figure the bricks are lining up in his mind just how he wants them. I make a mighty effort to keep my mouth shut, for at least a minute.

      “Alright,” he says after forty-three seconds (according to my count, anyway). “The last time we met, angel, you laid the world out before me and suggested I take it. That’s what I’m working towards. Now, you—you could be useful to me.”

      I laugh again. “Okay, baby. If that’s the way you wanna play it. Sure, I can be useful.”

      “Only I need to know your goals, too. There’s no point us making a deal if we can’t be useful to each other.”

      My nose hurts when I laugh too long, so I stop and cough instead. “My goals? I got everything I ever wanted already, babes. As long as I play by my Pops’ rules—”

      He points a finger at me. It’s like I’m looking down the barrel of his gun instead. “I don’t think you like his rules though, do you, angel? I read up on Howie Donovan the Third. He did end up going to Harvard. But then he got cut.”

      I grin. “Ahh, just an unfortunate series of misunderstandings. You know what those places are like; they don’t fuck with drugs. Or maybe you don’t know. I guess you never went to college.” I didn’t mean it as a diss, but it comes out that way.

      But he shrugs it off. “Reading’s free; life is a lesson.”

      I’m glad to hear that. If he’s a reader it means he’s a thinker, and that means I might get out of this alive. And I find, strangely, that I do want to stay alive, now that he’s back in the picture.

      “So what are you suggesting? You gonna let me go, send me back to Pops with a message?”

      I don’t know if I like that idea much. Pops has been tightening the purse strings lately, and threatening rehab again, or even home detention. If I limp back to Boston with a message about how I got kidnapped and almost killed—

      But my man shakes his head. “Can’t do that. I’m under strict orders to kill you. If I let you go…” He spreads his hands with a shrug.

      I give a shaky smile, let out a breath. “At last.” He looks at me, head cocked to one side. “I’m glad it’s you,” I tell him. I really am, now that the time is finally here. “I’m ready to die. Just make it quick.”

      “I’m afraid it’s not that simple.”

      “Then what—”

      He makes a sharp hand movement, cutting off my words. “I owe you a debt, and I honor my debts. You saved my life, so I can’t kill you.”

      “Is that the only reason?” He doesn’t reply to that. “I mean, you could just kill me,” my runaway mouth says, even though I don’t mean it to. “Then everything could go back to your original plan. Whatever that was.”

      He looks me over, his eyes contemplative. The hairs on the back of my neck stand up.

      “I honor my debts,” he says again. “We’ll go to the Boss, I’ll tell him the score, and accept his judgement. One way or the other.”

      “One way or the other,” I echo. “Seems fair. How about a kiss for old time’s sake? One last kiss before we jump into the void?” I’m shivering, and I don’t know whether it’s because I’m coming down from the drugs, or because I’m genuinely cold, or because I’m genuinely terrified.

      He comes close, and runs a hand through my hair. “You still have the face of an angel,” he says. And he does lean in and brush his lips against my forehead. “Pray to Mary to intercede for us, baby bird,” he advises. “And we might get out of this alive.”

      Wow, such confidence.
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LUCA

        

      

    

    
      Don Augustino Morelli has always given me more leeway than usual when it comes to my Caporegime, Sam Fuscone. Fuscone is small fry; Tino has always been my model for power. And I like to flatter myself that he sees me as having potential.

      We all file into Tino’s dining room: me, Frank, Fuscone, and his half-wit nephew. Outside in the antechamber sits Howard Fincher Donovan the Third, another bag over his head and surrounded by men with guns. Tino Morelli sits behind the dinner table like a medieval king. We go one by one to kiss his hand and then stand in a line in front of him. We are the prisoners; he is the firing squad.

      “Ah, it’s those damn D’Amato brothers,” he says, smiling at me and then at Frank. We bow our heads respectfully. “You two always seem to be getting into trouble,” Tino continues, wagging a thick finger at us. He’s old, but he still wields the mantle of power like a second skin.

      “Aw, you know us, Tino,” Frank says, looking up with a grin. Frank’s lucky he’s so well-liked. He’s even charming, in his way. I’m not. But that’s alright; I have other skills.

      I raise my head and look my Boss straight in the eye. “My apologies, Don Morelli. We’ve interrupted your dinner with our petty problems.”

      He regards me with calm eyes. I never know quite what he’s thinking, and there aren’t many men I can say that about.

      Sam Fuscone blusters then, furious that those damn D’Amato brothers (he’s the one who started that particular nickname) have begun to direct the conversation. If only he knew how defensive it makes him sound. “This asshole, he don’t do what he’s told, Tino. He’s always talking shit about me and—”

      Tino holds up one hand, and Fuscone shuts his yap. Even he isn’t dumb enough to keep going when the Don calls a halt. “And who is our guest waiting outside?”

      “He’s that mick Donovan’s son, and I want him dead,” Fuscone snarls.

      “I don’t like these slurs you throw around, Sam,” Tino chides him calmly. “We are businessmen. We don’t need to use ugly words to run our business. We are, what is the term they use these days?” He glances at me, but I stay quiet. “An equal opportunity employer,” he says at last. “Are we not?”

      Fuscone growls an apology and Tino goes back to his meal, forking off another piece of his osso buco and savoring the flesh.

      We all wait.

      At last, Tino looks to the back of the room where his bodyguard Angelo Messina lurks. He gives a nod, and Angelo goes into the other room and comes back with Finch. The bag on Finch’s head turns this way and that as he tries to scope out the room even though he can’t see anything. It might even be funny, if I didn’t think I was likely to die in the next half hour or so.

      I pull Finch to me by the other elbow and mutter, “Keep your mouth shut,” to him before I turn back to my Boss and say politely, “This is Howard Donovan Junior’s son, Howard Donovan the Third.”

      “That’s a dead guy walking,” Fuscone mutters ominously.

      “He seems very much alive to me,” Tino says. “Remove the hood, please.”

      I do. Tino puts on his glasses and gives Finch an up-and-down stare. I pray to God that Finch will keep his smart mouth under control, but happily the imminent nature of his death finally seems to have got through to him.

      Once he’s scoped out the Irish kid, the Boss closes his eyes for a moment and thinks. Then he looks over at me. “Would you care to explain why you did not carry out your orders?”

      I hesitate without seeming to. Is it best to do this here, in the open, or behind closed doors? “Don Morelli, I beg your indulgence. Can we have a moment alone?”

      “No, you fucking can’t!” Fuscone barks, just like I hoped he would, while I keep my smirk under control.

      Tino’s glance is enough to shut Fuscone up, and then the aging head of the Morelli Family rises from his chair like it’s a throne. He flicks his head at me in a come on gesture. I let go of Finch’s arm to go after my Boss, but the kid makes a panicked noise and grabs at me.

      “No,” I tell him calmly. “You stay here. Stay with Frank.”

      That bronze skin of his has a decidedly greenish patina to it now. I wonder exactly how far into the drug hole this angel has crawled. But it’s the least of my concerns right now, as I follow Tino into the next room.

      He’s sitting in a massive armchair, lighting an after-dinner cigar and pouring himself a cognac. “Don’t sit down,” he tells me, and that’s when I know I’m going to have to play this very carefully. “You have one minute to explain to me why you think you know better than Fuscone. He is my representative, is he not?” I nod my head. “Then explain, Luciano. Help me understand why you’ve shown me such disrespect by disobeying an order.”

      I won’t go for the bait he’s swinging in front of me by arguing that it’s only Fuscone I’ve disrespected, and Fuscone’s a fool. He is, but that’s not news. He’s Tino’s lieutenant due to a complex web of Family traditions, favors and debts, and that’s that.

      Besides, I have a much more compelling argument.

      “I owe the Irish kid my life,” I say simply. “Many years ago he saved me, before you allowed me to join the Family. My brother can support my claim as well—you can ask Frank if you like. It was a debt that I could never repay…until now.”

      Tino looks me up and down, rather like he stared at Finch. “Fuscone doesn’t like queers,” he says.

      “There aren’t many in the Family who do,” I say neutrally.

      Tino gives a slow nod. “You’ve always been straight with me, Luciano, if you’ll excuse the pun.” I give the polite, expected smile at the poor joke. “So now it’s time for me to be straight with you. I don’t like Fuscone’s idea to whack the Donovan kid and I don’t like that he didn’t come to me about it. We got rid of the Irish back in my day, whipped ’em hard and drove ’em back to Boston. But it’s never seemed a thing to gloat about, not to me. The Donovans were a hard family back then, but they’re soft now. Soft and rich. Old Howard, he’s always known the score, even if he snaps behind the muzzle from time to time. I don’t like the way Fuscone’s been pushing him; he’s gonna bleed that Irish bank dry if he’s not careful.”

      I take in every word he’s saying, adding it to my internal database. I take it in like it’s Julius Caesar letting me in on his strategic decisions. Tino is a modern Emperor, after all. He’d cross the Rubicon as easy as he does the Hudson.

      “But Fuscone is my man, and I don’t like to contradict him on this,” Tino says. “It makes him seem weak if I give in to his underling. Makes me seem weak.”

      I nod. “I understand,” is all I say, and I wait. I know Tino is testing me, somehow. But Tino is not only a clever man, he’s a fair one. I trust him—more than I trust most people, anyway.

      Usually I’d have plans B, C and D in the back of my mind if Tino’s decision doesn’t go my way. But right now I only see one other way out of this if Tino doesn’t come down on my side, and it involves killing a lot of people.

      The reality is, I’m fucked if this doesn’t go my way, so I really hope my faith in Tino has not been misplaced. But he surprises me then.

      “Tell me, Luciano: if you were me, what would you do?”

      “I would never presume to—”

      “Of course not. But I’m asking you to presume. I want to know what you think I should do.”

      I cough, and ask if I can take a glass of water. Tino nods, amused, as though he knows I’m only trying to give myself time to think. He sends a plume of cigar smoke up while he waits.

      “Fuscone isn’t really interested in the kid. He just wants to make sure the Donovans pay up. But the Donovan kid is worth more to us alive than dead,” I say carefully. “He’s the only male child Howard Donovan has. If we take out his son, Donovan could go two ways: he could fire up or he could break. Neither would be good for us. It could start another war with the Irish. Or if he flips and goes to the Feds…” I spread my hands. “On the other hand, it could destroy him completely, and his business suffers, and we’d still end up with nothing in that case.”

      “So? What do we do?”

      I note the “we,” and feel my heart beat a little faster. “We keep the kid,” I say confidently. “In the old days, medieval times, a royal hostage ensured one House would not rise against another. It was a political move, keeping the kids of royalty. We could keep the Donovan kid as leverage over his father.”

      “Keep him, eh? Hand him over to Sam Fuscone as a prisoner?”

      Shit. “Of course not,” I say quickly. “We treat him well and keep him happy; his father sees it, he’s more likely to go along with what we want him to do.”

      Tino gives me a smile then, a slow, face-expanding smile, and wags a finger at me. “See?” he asks of no one in particular. “Y’see? I knew you had it in you. I always said you were a smart one. Luciano, my boy, I like your idea. Only, you’re talking about a political hostage. I’ll go you one better.”
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        * * *

      

      I follow Tino back into the room where they’re all waiting. Finch looks more like a defenseless baby bird than ever, blinking nervously, breathing hard. He’s sweating and sickly-looking—he’s coming down, hard. Frank is letting Finch lean on him, half holding the kid up. Fuscone and his nephew are stewing and muttering in the other corner. Angelo, who has the face of a fashion model and the heart of a warrior, is reading a magazine over by the window, supremely unconcerned. That’s the kind of man I want protecting me when I’m king.

      Still, Finch’s drug situation is one we will have to address, assuming Fuscone doesn’t just shoot us all after Tino announces his decision.

      One part of me is appalled by Tino’s malicious sense of humor. The other part is interested to see how everyone will react. It’ll be a test of character, if nothing else.

      Tino doesn’t sit back down; he leans against the table, looking at us all as we line up again in front of him. I make sure to have Finch in between me and Frank. I just hope his crash doesn’t make him mouthy again.

      “Listen up,” Tino says unnecessarily. It’s so quiet in the room I can hear Finch’s harsh, uneven breathing. “This is how it’s gonna be. The Donovan kid stays alive.” Fuscone gives a low growl, which earns him a stare from Angelo. “He stays alive,” Tino repeats. “Luciano owes him a debt of honor, and he also made some eloquent points about how useful the Irish kid is alive. Only he doesn’t get to go back to his daddy. He stays with us.”

      “A hostage?” Fuscone sneers. “He’ll just try to escape.” The word comes out excape.

      “No he won’t,” Tino says, looking at Finch, who shakes his head rapidly in agreement. “Because he’s not gonna be a hostage. He’s gonna be our new ally.”

      Fuscone makes an involuntary movement next to me, but I stay as still as ever. A man who can’t control his own body can hardly control others. “That’s right,” Tino continues, “this kid is gonna marry into the Family.”

      Finch goes from green to sheet-white. “But I’m—”

      Frank gives him a sharp prod in the side, and the kid shuts up, thank God.

      Tino gives Finch his patented fatherly look. “I know what you are, kid; we all know. Times have changed, though. Tradition is important, but I like to be, uh…socially aware where we can. So I’m not gonna force you onto someone’s daughter. That would be a despicable thing to do, to the both of you. No. You’ll marry Luciano, here, and you’ll be a wonderful, dutiful husband to him. You hear?”

      I don’t look at him, but out of the corner of my eye, I see Finch’s mouth fall open. I know how he feels. Mine fell open when Tino suggested it, too.

      Joey Fuscone, Sam’s nephew, snorts and laughs; he thinks it’s a joke. His uncle knows it’s not.

      “No fuckin’ way,” Fuscone says, his tone dark and dangerous. Angelo pulls out his gun. No one talks to Tino like that. Fuscone reels it back in. “Tino, come on, you’re joking, right? The crew can’t have a couple of fairies running around town representin’ us. We’ll be a laughingstock!” His voice gets louder and louder, and he’s rocking on his feet. I glance at him and see his face has gone puce.

      One day Fuscone’s just going to keel over and die from a stroke. I hope I get to kill him before that day comes.

      “That is my decision,” Tino says simply. “It solves your money problems, Sam. Howard Donovan will play ball if we have his son as leverage. You have no quarrel with this lad, after all, only his father. Isn’t that right?”

      Fuscone, still seething, points at me. “The money ain’t my only problem, Tino! This fucker disrespected me. You gonna reward him for that?”

      Angelo takes a step forward.

      Tino folds his arms and leans back, staring at Fuscone from under his brows. “You think me marrying these two off is a reward, eh? Are you so happy in your own marriage?”

      I can sense a change in Fuscone, even if I can’t see his face.

      Tino gestures to me. “Does Luciano look like this is a reward to him?” Fuscone looks me over, and I try to keep my face looking disappointed, if not downright bitter about the whole thing.

      In fact, I just don’t know how to feel.

      “And another thing,” Tino says. “I may put up with you lot running around on your wives, but I expect this to be a real marriage.” He looks at me and Finch. “That means you’re faithful unto death, you hear me? You don’t go outside the marriage bed. I catch word of you out sniffing around, D’Amato, we’re gonna have a problem.”

      Fuscone really likes that.

      I don’t.

      I take my pleasure where I find it, with men who don’t know who I am, or don’t want to. That’s what makes Finch so infuriating with his insistence that he somehow knows me. I have a reputation for getting a lot of tail, and that’s earned me respect in the Family, even if they still hate me for being queer.

      But I just give Tino a nod. I’d resigned myself to a loveless and mostly-sexless marriage with some hapless Mob princess down the line anyway. I always assumed we’d have a few unsatisfying fucks so I could knock her up for the next generation, although we would never have the thirteen kids of a good Catholic family. I figured as long as I did that familial duty, I could take my pleasure with rent boys. It’s what the rest of these fools do, after all: have their whores on the side. Except Frank. He worships the ground his Celia walks on.

      I’m under no illusions, though. I might have talked Tino into saving Finch, but this marriage will be a joke to Fuscone and his allies, and more than that, the target on the back of my head just got bigger. I’ve never hidden who I am. What kind of tough guy would I be if I pretended to be something I’m not? But it’s always been a reason for hatred and mistrust from others in the Family. Tino broke with tradition when he made me, but at least I have my Italian surname. Now I won’t have a wife or family to tie me any closer to the rest of them.

      I give my soon-to-be-husband a glance. He’s swaying on his feet, clammy. Frank is holding him up by the waist now. I try to think about the fact that I’m being shackled to a druggie slut, but I can’t make myself feel the contempt I normally would. All I can think about is that face appearing out of the crowd in a nightclub, five years back.

      My guardian angel.

      Now he’s my flightless bird. I’ll have to keep his wings clipped, at least till I’ve dealt with the Fuscone problem, because Fuscone still means to do murder. I can smell it on him.

      If for one moment Fuscone suspects I don’t hate this situation, he’ll break ranks to kills me—Tino or no Tino.

      “If we’re doing this, we’re doing it right,” Fuscone brays. He’s gone from fury to delight. “I want a nice white wedding, and I’ll walk you down the aisle, D’Amato. You’ve always been like a son to me, after all.”

      “I’ll be walking Luciano down the aisle,” Tino says mildly, and it wipes the smile off Fuscone’s face. Tino’s presence will lend this whole thing legitimacy.

      Maybe I’ve read him wrong. Maybe this really will be my chance to take the next step. Tino prefers family men in his Family, although he never married himself. “I’ll organize the license with our favorite judge. We don’t want to have to wait. Frank, perhaps your lovely wife would like to arrange a small ceremony, and extend the invitation to the Donovan family? And you boys—” Tino gives me and Finch another glower. “I mean it. This will be until death do you part. If you’re in, you’re in.”

      There’s a silence in the room. I nod.

      Then from my right: “What if I say no?”

      I close my eyes. Finch and his fucking mouth.

      Tino gives him a sympathetic look. “Mr. Donovan, let me be clear. I will be extending an invitation to your father. Whether that invitation is to your wedding or your funeral is up to you, but you are of course welcome to decline the offer of marriage.”

      I blow out a long breath as quietly as I can while we wait for Finch’s reply.

      Finch laughs his dangerous fuck-the-world, death-wish laugh and I want to strangle him myself.

      “Do I get to wear a big white dress?”
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      I don’t get to wear a big white dress, but I do get to wear a white Dolce & Gabbana tux with a vest the same color as my eyes, or so Brother Frank’s wife Celia squealed when we picked out the material.

      Celia D’Amato has been lumbered with organizing the whole shindig, but you’d think it was the only thing she’d ever wanted to do in her whole damn life. She’s had me fitted for the tux after consulting with me on which designer I’d prefer, gone over wedding invitations with me, brought cake after cake for me to test out, and bless her fucking heart, slipped me all the benzos I could handle and then some. She’s worked miracles to get it together in one week: the deadline Augustino Morelli set for the wedding.

      It’s a literal deadline. Either Luca and I are married by the end of today, or I’m dead.

      Frankly, I think Luca might kill me himself if Tino doesn’t get round to it. The day my bachelorhood died a quiet death, we left Tino’s lush home in a black-windowed car, driven by some guy called Mikey, with Brother Frank in the front with him, and Luca and me in the back, although I still wasn’t used to calling him Luca then. In fact, the first thing I said after he put the privacy window up was, “So it’s Luciano D’Amato, huh? Or can I still take Georgie as my awful wedded husband?”

      “Lawful, not awful. For fuck’s sake.”

      I just laughed. “Lawful is not a word to describe you, sugar. Are you ever gonna tell me where ‘Georgie’ came from?”

      “No. And it’s Luca. Tino’s the only one who calls me Luciano.”

      “Suit yourself, Luca. You got a cigarette on you? I’m jonesing.”

      “I quit.”

      “Damn. Hm. So, where will we go for our honeymoon?”

      Celia sorted that out for us, too, even though I was just kidding at the time. Tino Morelli has been serious as hell about the whole thing, and we’re going to spend two weeks in the Bahamas on Tino’s own boat, the Maddalena, once the ceremony’s done.

      But first we have to make it through the ceremony.

      I barely saw Luca between what I thought of as The Proposal and The Wedding. I was kept tucked away in an apartment in Central Park West, not my preferred side of the Park, and nowhere near Luca as far as I could tell. There were two big muscly guys with guns guarding the door at all times, one inside and one outside. I saw a whole lot of Celia, though, and of my three sisters, who were allowed in to see me, although Pops wasn’t.

      Or at least, he didn’t come around.

      When I asked how Pops was taking the whole thing, none of my sisters would tell me. “He’s just happy you’re okay,” Maggie, my oldest sister, finally said. Then she started talking floral arrangements with Celia. The two of them are new BFFs, or so it seems.

      Maggie’s got ten years on me. She was twenty-three when Mom died, and I guess she handled it better than the rest of us. Better than me, that’s for sure. I was a mess. Pops was a mess, too. Maggie was the one who kept her shit together, pulled the rest of us through. But she’s never been what I’d call warm towards me. No, Maggie’s the ice maiden type.

      Thank God for Celia, though, who smuggled in uppers and downers as needed. I’ve never really been one for soccer mom prescriptions, but it was better than facing those four boring walls sober.

      And now the big day has arrived.

      I’ve been dressed, primped and cooed over by my four attendants: sisters Maggie, Róisín and Tara, and of course Celia. They’ve spent the morning shrieking, drinking, and having their hair and makeup done by a YouTube star Celia hired for the occasion.

      I’ve been too out of it to take much in. Maggie comes over to me now and puts her hand on mine, and I think it might be the warmest gesture she’s ever made to me. She looks so much like Mom: pale orange hair, smooth white skin, but Maggie has the deep blue Donovan eyes rather than Mom’s green ones, and she doesn’t have Mom’s warm disposition. Well, it’s not like we ever had much in common. But right now she’s half-tipsy on champagne.

      “How are you holding up?” she asks.

      “Dandy,” I say, because it’s the only word I can think of. “Where’s Pops?”

      “He’ll be in the limo with you,” she says, and when I shudder, she adds, “It’s armor-plated.”

      “I wonder what Mom would think of all this.”

      “Don’t think about that,” she advises. “It’ll just make you maudlin.”

      “It’s my wedding day. What better time to think about Mom?” Think about Mom’s brains splattered all over me. We were in a limo when it happened, too. “You like Celia?” I ask, to change the subject.

      “She’s sweet. A little déclassée, maybe. I believe you’re marrying down, sweetheart, but as long as you’re happy. Celia loves you already. But then, who wouldn’t?”

      Maggie, for one. Pops, for two. Luca D’Amato for a third. But Maggie’s comment about my happiness makes me wonder what story’s been spread around about the wedding. No one’s asked how long Luca and I have been dating, or why they’ve never met him before today. My fiancé appeared fully-formed out of the ether and everyone seems to be ignoring the lack of backstory.

      There’s a silent understanding, I guess.

      “It’s time!” Celia squeals from her position in the window seat. She’s staring down at the street. My sisters flock, chattering like seagulls, in a flurry of brandy-colored satin and lace. I come over too and look down at two white stretch limos, both decorated with wide satin ribbons, and watch as the driver hops out of the one at the back to open the rear door.

      It’s Pops. I didn’t realize how much I wanted to see him until I do, my heart giving a painful squeeze.

      When he comes into the room, it’s like a storm has swept in. The female twittering and tittering stops. But when I see him, I’m shocked by how small Pops seems. The last time I saw him in person was a while back, so maybe it’s just my imagination, but he seems to have shrunk. My Pops is just as powerful a man in his own domain as the Mob Bosses here in New York, but you wouldn’t think it to look at him here and now, despite the three-piece suit.

      Any power he might have is also tempered by the Italian heavy trailing behind him. I guess we’ll have Mob company in the limo, just in case I try to make a break for it.

      Pops looks around the room, catching eyes with Maggie, who frowns at him. Then he turns to me and gives me a stilted nod. “Howie.”

      “Hiya, Pops.”

      “Ladies, you can leave us now. Your car is waiting.”

      They all kiss me goodbye and then rub their lipstick off my cheek. “See you at the church, honey,” Celia whispers, even though it’s not what I’d call a Church wedding. Not at all sanctioned by the Church, in fact; we’ll have a celebrant waiting for us in a non-denominational chapel downtown.

      I’ve been told by Celia that my future husband insisted on Episcopalian vows if he couldn’t have the Catholic ones. I don’t care much either way. I just hope he won’t expect me to go to Mass with him. I stopped after Mom’s death. If God was so jealous of her earthly family that he took her from us for his own, like a whisker-chinned great-aunt whispered to me at the funeral, what use do I have for Him?

      “Give us a minute?” Pops asks the Italian guy. I recognize him from Luca’s crew—Marco, I think he’s called. Marco shakes his head and Pops looks furious, but turns back to me without another word. “Well,” he says. “Here we are.”

      “Here we are,” I echo.

      He puts a hand up to his head and almost stumbles, so I have to grab at him and help him to a chair. “What I’ve been reduced to,” he whispers. “What I’ve done to try to protect this family…”

      “It’s okay, Pops,” I say brightly. “What’s done is done. And Luca D’Amato is as good a husband as any. He’ll keep me safe.”

      I’ve never told anyone about my history with Luca, about the meet-cute brush with death that’s haunted me these last five years. I get the feeling if I look happy about this marriage, it’ll end with a bullet shattering my grin, so I’ve been trying to stay somber the whole week.

      Inside, though, I feel like I’m getting everything I ever wanted. Maybe Luca’s right, that man who is going to be mine by the end of the day. Maybe if you pray hard enough, you get what you want in life.

      Mom still died, though, didn’t she?

      Our guard Marco stays silent on the ride over, and so does Pops. He doesn’t even look at me, and I’m busy chugging the mini-vodkas stashed in the limo fridge. Normally he’d give me a look, but not this time. Not today. When we pull up at the chapel, I see Luca and Tino Morelli have only just arrived as well. When I see my intended, my heart leaps. Luca wanted to go in before me, wait for me at the front, because his Italian machismo wouldn’t have it any other way.

      I don’t care when I get down that aisle, just as long as I do.

      “We should circle—” Pops starts.

      “No. Let’s just wait here.”

      “You,” Pops snaps at Marco. “Get out. We’re here, aren’t we? And I want a word with my son.”

      The guy hesitates, but then gives a coded knock on the privacy window, and the locks snap open to let him get out of the car, then shut again once he’s on the sidewalk, waiting.

      I can’t take my eyes off Luca. He’s dressed in a white tux just like mine, only where my vest is the golden-green of olive oil, his is frosty blue. His black hair is slicked back with an Elvis wave at the front that makes me smile. And by the way he’s tugging at his jacket, he’s nervous.

      Tino says something to him, and Luca pats himself down frantically until Tino, laughing, holds up a box from his own pocket and puts a fatherly hand on Luca’s shoulder.

      The rings. I wonder what they look like. I didn’t get a say in that, only had my finger measurement taken in among all the other activities of the last week.

      “That scheming asshole, Morelli,” my Pops growls, and I turn to look at him in astonishment. I’ve never heard words like those pass his lips before. He’s always been the perfect, polite gentleman, even when the Mob collectors came around for discussions. “This is his doing,” Pops continues, glaring out the window at him.

      I’m glad those windows are tinted dark when the two of them, Luca and Tino, glance over to where our limo has parked. They look away, confer with heads together, and then go into the chapel.

      “He saved my life, Pops,” I remind him. “Morelli, along with D’Amato. I was supposed to die there in that dirty warehouse.” And on account of you, I think, but don’t say.

      “Don’t you go into this thinking you owe those bastards anything,” my father insists. “You hear me? You’re a Donovan. You’re above them, and you make sure you act like it. Any inside business they let drop, you bring it back to me, to your real family. You hear me?”

      I swallow. Pops and I have never been close, especially after the hit that took out Mom. He withdrew from us all, even Maggie, who was always his favorite. I’ve never asked the question, and officially my mother’s death is still unsolved, but I can’t see what else would make my father hate a man he’s never met this much.

      “Was it them? The Morelli family? Who killed Mom, I mean.”

      Pops looks away. “You come to me with any information you gather. It’s important, Howie.”

      “I will, Pops.”

      “And don’t you say a word about our family business. You hear me?”

      “I hear you.” I don’t know anything about the family business, so that’s one command that’ll be easy enough to follow.

      We’ve been sitting here at least five minutes since Luca and Tino went in. I don’t want to wait any longer to start my life with the Devil D’Amato. “Come on, Pops. Let’s go.”
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      The only thing I remember about the walk down the aisle is the cool, heavy feel of the guns holstered under my tuxedo jacket. Frank is waiting down there for me as my best man, his eyes scanning the crowd, and Marco joins him at the last minute as another of my groomsmen.

      During the course of this last week, Tino suggested Sam and Joey to make up a quartet of attendants to mirror Finch’s number, but I told him I’d rather not be knifed in the back at my own wedding. He laughed like I was kidding, but he didn’t push the issue.

      But when Tino deposits me now in front of the celebrant, my reality becomes wider than self-preservation. It finally hits me: this is my wedding. A wedding I never thought I’d have, and when it comes down to it, a damn sight better than any wedding I expected.

      To all these goons, shuffling in their seats, nudging each other, whispering and mocking, this wedding is a sham. But the thing is, if I have to get married? I can’t think of a better partner in life than the crazy, bleach-haired angel, who loves death so much he tried to take it in my place.

      Besides, he has connections that might prove useful in the coming months and years.

      Tino has been our Boss for many years, but his Underboss, Paul Marino, was jailed a few months back, and then wound up dead with a shiv in his throat. Tino hasn’t replaced him yet, or named an acting Underboss. I know he doesn’t want Fuscone to be so close to the throne. But Tino never married, has no heir; his extended family are estranged. So he has no blood relative to nominate as his successor.

      But Tino has always been fond of me. I never knew my father and our mother died when I was just a baby, so we were raised by our maternal grandmother. Nonna never told Frank and me much about our father. She had no photographs of him. She told us once that Frank was named after him: Francesco D’Amato. Nonna had no other family in the States, and her husband was long dead. She died not long before I met Finch that first time, but she’d brought us up in strict Italian tradition, and Tino Morelli was a regular visitor during my childhood.

      I loved Tino’s visits. Frank thought he was boring, but I lived for his stories, tales of ancient Empires and the men who ruled them. For my first communion he gave me a book called The Prince. I read that shit from back to front for years like it held the secrets of the universe. I learned a lot from Niccolò Machiavelli, but most of all I learned that I was going to have to work goddamn hard to get where I wanted to go.

      But despite all his interest in me, it took Tino a long time to accept me into his Family. Long enough for me to try other Families, take insults from them, beatings. It was after the Clemenza attack Finch saved me from that Tino finally gave in. Or maybe that was what he’d been waiting for: for me to make a spectacular splash so he had an excuse to step in and protect me. Because the Clemenzas were out for blood after Frank and I killed four of their guys, and it was only Tino’s intervention that kept us alive.

      I’d like to think I’m a worthy protégé for Tino. Sometimes, with the way he delights in my achievements, I find myself wondering if there’s a hidden truth there.

      Sometimes I wonder if Tino is actually my—

      The music changes.

      I turn abruptly, almost startled.

      Coming down the aisle on the stiff arm of his father is my angel. I’ve never seen him look so gorgeous, not even the night he saved my skin.

      It takes me a second to remember that I can’t show any emotion towards him. Not now, not ever. It would be an instant death sentence for Finch if Fuscone and his allies ever thought I had real feelings for him, this Irish kid who’s supposed to be my punishment as well as my hostage. Even the threat of Tino Morelli’s wrath wouldn’t save us if Fuscone ever realized how I felt.

      When Frank asked me why the hell I just stuck my neck out for the Donovan kid, I just stuck to my story about the debt of honor. Even with my brother I’ve had to keep it hidden, my true feelings.

      The truth is, I’m not even sure what my real feelings are.

      But…I’m not doing this just because I owe Finch for saving my ass. For the first time in years I didn’t do the smart thing and just kill someone like I was ordered. There have been plenty of murders I’ve committed that I didn’t see the point of, but I never hesitated until now.

      Until Finch.

      Frank knows me well enough to see when I’m covering up something. He also knows me well enough not to push it. He hasn’t asked again, but I’ve felt his eyes on me this past week, appraising, when the rest of the crew joked about my upcoming nuptials. I’ve acted mean, surly, contemptuous, angry.

      The reality is, well. Quite different. But I’m still working it through. Emotions tend to be strangers to me. I still haven’t worked out exactly what it is I feel for the Donovan kid.

      And now here he is at the carefully non-denominational altar with me, his father pressing Finch’s hand into mine with barely-concealed anger. I keep my face still.

      Even when Finch stares at me, his eyes shining gold, I keep my face expressionless and cold.

      The celebrant begins. Since we couldn’t have the Catholic wedding I’d prefer, I chose the closest cousin in vows. And as it happens, the old-fashioned vows from the Book of Common Prayer suited my plans.

      “Repeat after me,” the celebrant says to me.

      So in echoing words, I make my vow to Finch.

      “I, Luciano D’Amato, take you, Howard Fincher Donovan, to be my lawful wedded husband, to have and to hold from this day forward, for better or worse, for richer or poorer, in sickness and in health, to love and cherish, till death us do part.”

      And then I add my own spin on it.

      “In front of God and these witnesses here today, I vow that you are under my protection. Any man or woman who moves against you, moves also against me. Your friend is my friend, and your enemy is my enemy. “

      There is dead silence throughout the chapel.

      I take up Finch’s hand and jam the ring down on his finger. It’s a simple band of gold, and I got them to make it a little tight, so he can’t just slip it off and on with ease.

      Once he’s mine, he’s fucking mine.

      The celebrant, a friendly-looking woman in her forties whose name I forgot as soon as she told me, blinks as we turn back to her. Now it’s Finch’s turn.

      “Repeat after me…”

      “I, Howard Fincher Donovan, take you, Luciano D’Amato, to be my awful wedded husband…”

      I think I’m the only one who heard him make that substitute, and he breezes on as though nothing is wrong, innocent eyes looking into mine, repeating the celebrant verbatim until he gets to the sticking point.

      The special request I made for his vows.

      “To love, honor and—” He breaks off, glancing at the celebrant sideways, wondering if he misheard. Then his golden eyes fix back on mine, unreadable.

      There’s a cough in the crowd during the long pause.

      I squeeze his hands tighter and tighter, his wedding band cutting into my fingers as much as his.

      I will have him say it.

      The celebrant looks nervous and clears her throat, but before she can say anything, Finch laughs. It rings over the heads of all those fucking thugs sitting there in the crowd, all those people who hate us and want us dead.

      “To love, honor and obey,” he repeats loudly. And when he gets to the end, and takes up my hand to put the ring on my finger, he adds to his vow with traditional words. “With this ring, I thee wed.”

      He pushes it to my knuckle, and looks back into my face for the next part as he slides it home: “With my body, I thee worship.”

      A hushed, angry murmur rises from where the Fuscone faction are seated.

      Finch ignores it. “And with all my considerable worldly goods, I thee endow.” Very softly, so that only I can hear him, he adds, “You lucky motherfucker.”

      But I guess the celebrant heard as well, because she gives a startled gasp, and rushes through her final words. “By the power vested in me by the State of New York, I now pronounce you husbands. You may kiss your—oh!”

      I’ve leaned in for a chaste kiss, but I should have known better. Finch throws his arms around me, almost taking out the celebrant in his leap, and just about humps me in front of everyone. I hear a loud clapping and hooting, and when he finally lets me go, all our guests are on their feet.

      Fuscone and his allies look like thunder, but Tino is the one leading the cheers, so there’s not much they can do but clap slowly and send me a collective death stare.

      The ceremony is legally binding; Tino makes sure of it. We sign the register afterwards with Tino and Howard Donovan the elder as witnesses. Then a photographer tries to get us to smile for a portrait in a back room. I make sure he sees my guns when I tire of it, and he takes one last snap, says, “All done,” and hurries away, just in time for Celia and Finch’s sisters, all pink-cheeked and bright-eyed, to rush back into the room and scream their delight at us. All except one of them, the tallest and most beautiful of the sisters, who gives me an appraising look and a flippant, “Congratulations, I guess.”

      It’s a strange thing to have a ring on my finger, golden and heavy. I can’t stop looking at it, because when I’m not looking at the ring, I can’t keep my eyes off my new husband, and if anyone looked at me they’d see stars in my eyes.

      We don’t have a single moment alone, not the whole day. I’m happy about that. If I was alone with Finch, I might break down, might say something stupid and syrupy and emotional that I’d regret, because I need him unhappy.

      I need him to be miserable in this marriage, because one moment of joy in front of the wrong person will kill him.
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FINCH

        

      

    

    
      I could tell Luca was on edge for every second of the ceremony, but I wasn’t. And it wasn’t just the limo vodkas or the earlier pills Celia slipped me. No, today has been incredible. I’d go so far as to say it was the most amazing moment of my life so far when Luca leaned in to peck me on the cheek, but I grabbed him and jammed my tongue in his mouth.

      I got cheered by at least a dozen mobsters. Talk about living my best life.

      The wedding feast was fun, or so I’m told. I don’t remember much, thanks again to Celia’s pills. I do remember Brother Frank giving a speech, and Celia and my sisters all cried, except for Maggie, who sat there with a furious smile on her lips for the whole night. Luca sat through the whole thing grimacing like he had a toothache, except for one time when Pops snapped at me that I was laughing too much and too loud.

      Luca leaned over to him, across my lap so I could feel the warmth coming off him, and said, “I think a man should laugh as much as he wants on his wedding day.”

      Pops was livid, but he didn’t say anything, just got up and walked off to the bathroom.

      “Thanks,” I told Luca, surprised. “He fucking hates my laugh.”

      “I like it,” he said, his eyes soft. I smiled, but then his eyes narrowed, flicking around the room, and he leaned back in his chair to put some distance between us. “Besides, you might not much feel like laughing much in the coming months.”

      I didn’t believe him at the time. I figured at least we had bed that night to look forward to, and every time I thought about it, I couldn’t help grinning to myself again. Five years. I wondered how much he would have changed? How much of my memory of that incredible night was memory and how much embellishment?

      But then I was sent back to my Central Park West prison, and I didn’t even get to spend the night with my husband.

      “I had business to attend to,” he told me briefly this morning when I asked. He swung by to pick me up in a town car like it was no big deal we didn’t spend our fucking wedding night together.

      Now here we are, getting on a private jet to fly down to Florida, where we’ll get on a yacht and sail the islands. I’m bouncing in the car seat because I’m finally free. One more night in that apartment with no one to talk to except a couple of bored mobsters assigned to watch me, and I’d have pulled my brain out my fucking nose with a spoon, just for something to do.

      Luca seems paler than ever as we climb up the stairs to the private jet provided, like the yacht, by Tino Morelli. I pause to wave to Pops and Maggie, to Tino Morelli and Sam Fuscone, to Brother Frank and Sister Celia, who all came to see us off. Luca drags me into the plane by the elbow.

      “Whoa,” I complain. “Don’t start slapping me around yet, baby. Wait till we get to the honeymoon suite at least.”

      “Sit down and keep quiet,” he hisses at me. Then he leans in close, his lips against my ear, and murmurs, “This plane will have bugs all through it.”

      I’m guessing he doesn’t mean the creepy-crawly kind. I sigh and settle into my seat. I guess I can wait to talk in private later. Meanwhile, there’s another issue to address. I’m in Bermudas, Crocs, and a white tee. He’s in another cheap suit. I guess at least he’s not wearing a tie.

      “You’re gonna sweat like fuck when we get off in Florida,” I say.

      “I have appearances to keep up,” he says stiffly, taking off the jacket and hanging it in the cute little wardrobe at the back of the cabin.

      I scoff: “Poly-blend isn’t an appearance, D’Amato.”

      “This is Armani,” he says, his eyes as icy as his voice.

      “Bullshit,” I cackle. “Whatever that is, it’s not my man Giorgio.”

      He doesn’t reply, just settles into one of the large leather seats. He fastens his seatbelt right away, tightening it so hard he’s in danger of cutting off blood supply between his dick and his brain.

      I get up and come down the aisle, so I can settle into the seat across from him, and kick back. All things considered, life could be a lot shittier right now than it is. For example, I could be pushing up daisies. Instead, I have a hot new husband, a private jet and then a yacht to look forward to, and a sponge bag squashed full of my favorite candies, thanks to Celia.

      The smiling hostess comes down to congratulate us on our marriage and pour us a glass of champagne. “We’ll be taking off in five minutes or so, gentlemen. Just let me know if you need anything, anything at all.”

      Luca gives her an impatient nod.

      “Thank you,” I say, checking her name tag. “Jessica? Thank you, Jessica. You’re a star.”

      “Thank you, Mr. D’Amato,” she giggles, and leaves us.

      I look across at my new husband. “Is she confused, or am I taking your name?”

      He gives a sigh like he’s getting a migraine, and closes his eyes, tries to settle back in the seat.

      “You want some sparkles?” I ask, lifting up my own glass. “Good vintage, this. I’m impressed. Tino spared no expense for this wedding.”

      Still he says nothing. I study him as he feigns sleep, the way his black hair falls forward over his white forehead, the inky black of his lashes, the aquiline run of his nose. My darling devil is still a stunner, despite the terrible suit, and now I have him for the rest of my life, thanks to Don Augustino Morelli, old enemy of my Pops and possible killer of my Mom.

      Funny the way things work out, isn’t it?

      Luca is clutching so hard at the seat that his knuckles are white and bony. “So, husband,” I say, sipping at my Cristal. “Not a fan of flying?”

      His eyes slit open and he gives me a glare, or as much as he can from half-closed eyes. “I’ve never flown before,” he admits at last.

      My eyebrows shoot up. “For realsies?”

      His face goes dark. “We didn’t all grow up with a rich daddy,” he says.

      “Where were your parents?” I ask, letting the dad-jibe go by. I wouldn’t be in this situation at all if it weren’t for my rich daddy. I still can’t make up my mind if that’s a good or bad thing. “At the wedding, I mean. Only Brother Frank was there. Where was the impressive extended family you Italians all seem to have?”

      He looks out the window. We’re starting to taxi now, and the seatbelt sign comes on. “Dead,” he says briefly. “All dead. It’s just me and Frank now.”

      “Well, shit,” I say. “Now I feel like an asshole.”

      He says nothing, but his fingers look like they’re about to bend backwards on the arms of the seat. The pilot announces that we’re about to take off, tells us the flying time and the weather in Florida, blah blah. Neither of us are listening.

      I flick open my safety belt and dive at Luca. “Hold me,” I say, curling up on him like a kid.

      “Get the fuck back in your seat!” he barks, but I just laugh.

      “Better hold onto me, baby, or your new bride might break his neck on take-off.”

      He realizes I’m serious, that I’m not moving; his arms go around me, fast and tight. “You’re crazy,” he says. “I mean, certifiable.”

      I just grin. The plane is rushing now, and I love this part, the take-off, when you leave your stomach behind and your soul soars up into the clouds. I close my eyes to feel it, nestling into my new husband’s neck, breathing in the scent of his soap and his shampoo and his—what is that, fucking Old Spice? Jesus. This guy needs an education.

      He’s holding on to me like he’s drowning, and I can feel his heart banging away in his chest under my hand. He really doesn’t like flying, or else maybe it’s me; maybe being this close to me is reminding him of the last time we were this close. Fuck, I hope it’s me.

      The plane is starting to level out now, and his arms loosen just the tiniest amount, enough so I can breathe. I nose my way up his cheek and kiss his temple. “Nothing to it,” I say. “Now it’s just us and the sky.”

      “Don’t know if I like the sound of that,” he mutters. But he doesn’t pull away.

      I wonder how time has changed him. I read once that the cells in our body gets totally replaced every seven years, so he’s still got a few that I’ve touched before. Now I’ll get to know all those new cells, too.

      “Relax, babes,” I chuckle. “Have some bubbles, make out with me. Celebrate. You totally saved my ass.” At that, he pushes me gently until I’m forced to slide onto the thick arm of the chair rather than his lap. “What is it? What’s wrong?”

      “There will be no making out,” he says.

      “What? Why not?” I pout. Seriously. This fucking guy.

      “This is a business arrangement, that’s all.” He leans on his right elbow, chin in hand, and stares moodily out at the clouds.

      Before I can say anything else, the hostess appears again. “How are we doing, gentlemen?” she asks brightly. “Would we like some fresh fruits, some croissants, perhaps?”

      Luca waves an irritated hand. Her smile doesn’t waver, but it does get a little tighter.

      “Nervous flyer,” I say to her quietly.

      “Ohh,” she whispers back, her eyes going wide. “Can I get him a Xanax, or—”

      “Jessica, honey, that would be fantabulous,” I tell her.

      At that, Luca’s head whips back around. “No. No drugs.”

      “It’s just a Xanny, baby,” I say. “For me,” I add. “You can stay freaked if you want to.”

      “No drugs,” he says again, and he’s looking at Jessica, not me.

      “Understood, sir,” she says immediately, unsmiling, and goes back to wherever she came from, pulling the privacy curtain across.

      “What,” I say, “the actual fuck was that?”

      Luca gives me the once-over, and I don’t like what I see in his eyes. “I don’t know how I can possibly make myself clearer. The drugs stop. Now. I don’t want an addict I have to clean up after.”

      I put a hand on my chest like I’m mortally offended. “Baby, I always clean up after myself.”

      Luca unclips his seat belt and stands up, towering over me where I still sit on the arm of the chair. “I don’t want an addict, and I don’t want your mouth flapping constantly. So just sit down and shut up. I don’t want to hear a word out of you until we’re in Florida.”

      I stick out my lower lip. “I thought we were gonna join the mile high club.”

      He stares at me like he can’t believe I’m still talking, and then throws his hands up. “I get it, now. Tino’s hoping I’ll suicide before we even get back from Florida.”

      I stand up, too, because I’m sick of his shit, and the candies I took before we left for the airport are starting to wear off. “Listen, Georgie, don’t try to pretend like this is some fucking punishment for you. We both know we’re meant to be. We’re fucking fated, man; don’t you feel it? I saved your life and you saved mine. And now we get to live happily ever after in a fucking fairytale. That’s how this is going to go down.” He turns away, trying to compose himself, but rounds on me when I add, “And for the record—”

      He grabs the back of my neck, pulling me close and pressing his forehead against mine. “No.”

      It’s the calm way he says it that makes me almost lose control of my bladder. I think I just found out how far I can push my panther before he bites back.

      “No, angel, that’s not how this is going to go down. There will be no drugs. No mouth. And definitely no fucking. You’re a hostage, baby bird; you think I’m gonna fuck a hostage? No; you and I are going to live the long, lonely, celibate lives Fuscone intended for us when he made this deal. And don’t tell me you think Don Augustino Morelli, esteemed Boss of the Morelli Family, had the best interests of two queers at heart when he allowed us to play out this charade? You’re dreaming. You’re alive until Tino says different, and then you’re dead.”

      “Tino said he wanted this to be a real marriage,” I protest. “He practically encouraged us to get it on.”

      “Tino said we had to stay faithful, or we’re dead. He doesn’t care apart from that.”

      I think he’s wrong. I think he’s so wrong, this clever and calculating man; he sees more than most, but he didn’t see what I saw in Tino’s face the day of our wedding. Tino Morelli was goddamn joyful, I’d swear it on my mother’s grave if I could talk right now, only I can’t. I can only moan.

      And then he looks down between us, where I’m shoving up against him, rutting against his thigh like a fucking animal. The effect this guy has on me…and all that macho alpha-male bullshit he’s playing just makes me hotter.

      He pushes me away and lets me go, drops me back into his own seat before swiveling on his heel and stalking towards the back of the plane. I don’t watch him go. I’m too busy soothing my bruised ego with champagne.

      He’ll come round, I reassure myself. There’s no way my man, with his mash-up of testosterone and smarts, is going to be able to keep that gorgeous cock in his pants.

      No more drugs? Easy enough, once I get rid of Celia’s supply.

      No more talking back? Harder, but I’ll get the hang of it.

      But one thing I won’t give up is sex.

      Especially not when I have the world’s hottest husband.
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      “You’re starting to burn, baby,” Finch says, looking at me over the top of his sunglasses. We’re lying on the deck of the yacht in the middle of nowhere, one day into our two-week joke of a honeymoon, and Finch is right. Where my shirt flaps open, the treacherous pale skin of my chest and belly is turning lobster red in the sun. His is only getting more golden. How is that fair? He’s Irish, for Christ’s sake.

      “I don’t care,” I say, and shift only enough to stretch out even more.

      Last night I made him stay in his own room, in his own bed. I needed peace and quiet to figure some things out, and nowhere on the list of words I would use to describe this new husband of mine are peace or quiet.

      I locked the door between our rooms just in case he was tempted, and I also locked his main cabin door, just in case he was tempted to go out in the night and throw himself overboard. I’m never quite sure what triggers that death wish of his, but from now on, my job is to keep him safe.

      From others, but also from himself.

      The first thing I did, once I had Finch safely stowed and most of the crew were asleep, was go over every inch of the master suite and bathroom with a bug-finder. I found nothing.

      After that, I went over the whole damn boat, anywhere Finch or I might go, and found…nothing.

      I would much rather have found something, just to put my mind at ease. But unless Tino has access to some futuristic bugs or wires that are advanced enough to evade my precautions, the place is clean. And if Tino does have access to that kind of hardware… Well, then I’m fucked no matter what.

      All my investigations got me were a restless sleep and an uneasy feeling in my gut. But even that seems to be fading now in the bright morning sunshine.

      Finch sits up now, and straightens the captain’s hat he’s stolen from, presumably, the captain. He’s paired it with tiny white booty stretch-shorts.

      “Come on,” he says, brooking no defiance. “Sunscreen. Or you’ll blister.”

      I’m too relaxed to argue. “Whatever,” I sigh, and the next thing I know, he’s rubbing me all over with something sticky. It feels too good to fight it, until he tries to push my shirt off my shoulders.

      “No,” I say, grabbing his wrists. Once he knows I’m serious, though, I let him get back to work slathering up my exposed skin.

      This is the first vacation I’ve ever taken. The thought occurred to me when we stepped onto the dock and I saw Tino’s yacht with my own eyes. I’d heard about the Maddalena, of course. Even seen photos of it that Tino showed me one time when I was there for dinner with Frank after we were made, and Tino’d had a lot of cognac. But it’s only when I see it for myself that I realize this is a symbol of what I’ve been fighting for my whole life: the privilege to do nothing.

      It’s not that I want to do nothing. It’s just that I’d like the choice to do nothing if I felt like it. I’m a hustler, a workaholic by nature, I know that much, but I like the idea of being able to take a day off here and there.

      If I ever felt like it, I mean.

      Finch has known nothing but that privilege his whole life. For him, this is just another getaway.

      Well. Not quite. A honeymoon has its own special meaning, after all. He’s working sunscreen down my abs towards the band of my shorts, and the wide turnup of his lips lets me know exactly what he’s thinking about.

      I grab his wrist. “I told you,” I say in a low voice. “No sex.”

      He pouts. He’s spent most of his time here so far pouting at me. “Why so protective of your manhood these days? That first night we met you couldn’t wait to get it in my mouth.”

      “Keep your voice down,” I say sharply. I can’t see anyone around, but I can’t fight the habit of years of caution.

      We’re alone on the yacht apart from the crew: the captain; Nunzio the boat manager; his wife the chef, some kitchen hands, a couple of maids, and a bunch of surly-looking deckhands. So really, we’re not alone at all. And this is Tino Morelli’s yacht. I have to believe Tino put us on it for a reason. Whether that reason is benign or malign, I have yet to figure out.

      But Finch doesn’t seem to get it, or doesn’t care. I guess he’s got nothing else to lose. He’s a prisoner, although he doesn’t act like it. In fact, he acts exactly like what I’m starting to think he is: a petulant, spoiled, hedonistic little twink. For whom I put my life on the line.

      He straddles me now, and I have oddly conflicting urges to push him off and pull him closer. There’s something about him that brings out the animal in me, makes me want to toss away all my hard-won self-control. I lost control on the plane, grabbing him by the neck and threatening him, and I’m ashamed of myself for that. But all it did was make him horny.

      Kid knows his fashion, I’ll give him that. He’s the only one who didn’t take my word for it that my fucking suit was Armani; or at least, he’s the only one who’s ever had the guts to call me out on it. Right now those white booty shorts are showing more than they cover. I swear I could see the vein running up his cock if I looked close enough, and half his bush for that matter, the waist is cut so low.

      “I love your fur,” he purrs, raking his fingers through the hair on my chest. He rocks back and forth on top of me while he massages sunscreen over my shoulders, rubbing his taint along my dick. I reach up to grab his hips, and I mean to push him off, but instead I find myself pulling him closer, so he can grind down harder on me. “That’s right, baby,” he whispers. I can see his cock shifting under the sheer white spandex, filling out, a wet spot starting to build and spread at the tip.

      “Stop,” I say, but my hands urge his hips on.

      “Tino wanted this to be a real marriage,” he says to me, leaning close to my ear and talking low and sweet. “That means we should consummate it. Why are you so vehemently against it?” He reaches down to rub his dick, spreading his stickiness around the white shorts and then raising his fingers to his mouth to taste his own pre-cum.

      See, I can’t make up my mind about him. Half the time he’s some drugged-out airhead trying to get his rocks off, then he goes and uses a word like vehemently and reminds me he has a brain. He’s just been doing his best to kill it off with drugs for the last five years. I hate to admit it, but my new husband is one of the few people I can’t just see through at a glance. He’s…complicated. Most men are windows. This one’s a maze full of mirrors, dead ends and trapdoors.

      For one thing, he didn’t say another word to me for the rest of that plane journey, although he insisted on crawling into my lap again for landing. Even the hostess frowned about that, although she scrambled away with one glance from me. It was dumb of him to do, but I know why he was doing it.

      It was to comfort me.

      Of course, now I’ve flown once, I’ll be fine next time. I just like to know exactly what to expect. The thing about Finch is, he’s eternally unexpected. After we landed, still without a word to me, he pulled out a sponge bag from his carry-on and showed me it was stuffed full of pills: blue, purple, green, all the colors of the rainbow. Then he handed it to the hostess with a wink. “Enjoy, Jessica,” he said. “Some of the finest shit New York has to offer.”

      She looked thrilled.

      Then more silence in the limo to the dock. The first word he said, in fact, was “Nice,” when he saw the Maddalena. That seemed to break the seal, and he chattered during the whole tour of the boat by the yacht’s captain.

      “You’re talking to me again?” I asked him, when we were left to settle in to the master suite. More champagne waited for us, along with tropical fruits and Italian cheeses. There were roses everywhere, the air sick with their scent.

      Finch cast his eyes downward in a parody of modesty. “You prefer me quiet,” he said in a mock whisper. Then he looked me square in the face. “I’ll quit drugs for you, baby, and I’ll keep my mouth shut, but you can’t deny me your body. It’s my right, anyway—as your husband.”

      “You’ll sleep in the—” I began, making for the connecting door that I knew from Tino went through to a smaller suite.

      But Finch grabbed at me and tugged me to him. “I want you,” he said seriously. “I’ve wanted you for five years, baby, don’t you know that?”

      “Listen to what I’m telling you: You are a hostage, and I’m not going to fuck you. We’ll sleep in separate beds.”

      “I don’t think Tino would like that,” my new husband said softly.

      I grabbed him by the shoulders and stared into his face. “Are you threatening me, angel? If you think you have any power in this situation—”

      “I’m yours,” he says simply. “Don’t you fucking get it, man? I’ve been yours from the second I laid eyes on you, despite your appalling choices in fashion. And speaking of fashion, we should go shopping and get you some good shit. You wanna be an underling all your life, keep wearing polyester suits that give you electric shocks every time you shake someone’s hand. You want to be the Boss? You fucking dress like it.”

      He’d turned on a dime, my angel, my wing-clipped bird, from pliant to bossy, and although I saw the sense in his words, I hated that he thought he had the right to talk to me like that. But even more, I was terrified that someone would hear him saying he wanted me, would realize that this marriage was no punishment as far as Finch was concerned, and would do something about it.

      “I’ve killed men for insulting me like that,” I snarled.

      “Then they fucking died for nothing, baby, ’cause you dress like middle-management at a department store.”

      And then I surprised myself. I laughed.

      He wasn’t wrong, was he? There are things I know and things I don’t know, and one of the things I don’t know is clothes. I can see my outfits aren’t up to scratch, I just don’t know how to fix it. They’re a damn sight better than anything Fuscone’s brainless puppets wear, but they’re still holding me back.

      Most of the Family still sees me as an outsider. If I want to climb the ladder I need to make myself check every box I can. I need the right watch and the right shoes and the right clothes. I need to speak Italian a damn sight better than I do, and I need to be able to pick a bottle of wine because I know it’ll fit the meal, not just because I like the name of it.

      At the wedding, Finch actually sent back the bottle of table wine and asked for something different, some French name I didn’t catch, and specified the 2008—not the 2009. I had to turn my snort of laughter into a cough at the look on the sommelier’s face.

      All these little things a kid like Howard Fincher Donovan the Third takes for granted, because he’s part of that world. And right now that complex, contradictory rich kid is humping away on top of me like he’s a Jersey hooker and I’m his last customer for the night.

      “Fuck, Luca,” he whispers. “I want you so bad. Take me to bed.”

      “That’s not going to happen,” I murmur back to him.

      Finch lets out a frustrated moan and bends down to talk right in my ear. “You still worried about the power differential? That’s what makes it so hot.” He’s close to creaming in his booty shorts; I can hear his breath hitch.

      “This isn’t a game,” I tell him. “This isn’t some fantasy we’re living out where we get away with any shit we like because we’re the main characters. Sam Fuscone hates my guts, and he wants me dead, and he wants you double-dead, angel, because you got away from him once already.”

      “Then shouldn’t we enjoy ourselves while we can?” he says. He’s still grinding, like giving me a lap dance is his one mission in life right now.

      I tighten my fingers on his hips, move him back off me so he can’t get any friction. “You think you’re free to enjoy life, baby bird? You haven’t thought about what any of this actually means. You’ve been high since the day we pulled you out of that house with a bag over your head. Someday soon you’re gonna wish I’d killed you that day, when it dawns on you what all this means.” I lift him off me and place him down on the deck so I can get up. “You’re right. The sun’s too hot for me. I’m gonna go take a cold shower. Maybe you should do the same.”

      His mouth drops open and, for once, no words come out of it. He’s leaning back on his elbows, the leaking pink tip of his cock peeking out over the waistband of those ludicrous shorts, breathing hard. His dark glasses are askew under his captain’s hat, and I see those green-gold eyes are narrowing, whether against me or against the sun, I can’t tell.

      “You fucking idiot,” he says then.

      I figure I must have a touch of the sun, because I don’t care when people call me names, not usually, since they’ve done it all my life. But those three words hit me like you wouldn’t believe, and I see red, instantly. “What did you say to me?”

      He gathers himself up off the deck and stands in front of me, shaking. Is it DTs? Is he scared? I wonder. Then he pokes me in the middle of my chest with an iron finger, his mouth trembling as much as the rest of him. It’s not the drugs and it’s not fear.

      He’s furious.

      “You. Fucking. Idiot.”

      I can’t touch him. If I touch him, I don’t know what I’ll do. I’m a man of violence, I always have been, but it’s a cold violence, calculated, not this fireball rising up in me, and I’m the only one standing between him and death as it is. But it’s a strange, conflicted feeling: do I want to kill him, or kiss him?

      I just stare at him.

      “Don’t you know I’ve loved you since the day we met?” he says.

      The thought of anyone on this boat overhearing that is like an ice bucket. I take a step back. “I married you because I owed you a debt, and marrying you was the way to repay that debt. It was also a way to get control over your father and his money.” I say it loud and clear so any lurking spies can pick up exactly what I’m saying. “You’re only alive until the Boss says otherwise. Don’t get it twisted, Howie. This is a business deal, nothing more. I won’t ever love you.”

      I pause to see how he’s taking it. He’s pushed the glasses back up his nose so I can’t see his eyes, but I stare at those black shields without blinking. His cock has retreated, at least. He doesn’t move; he doesn’t speak.

      “Dinner is at eight tonight,” I tell him. “I’ll see you then.”
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      The Maddalena is a big fucking boat, but even so, it has finite space. It’s hard for me to find a place where I don’t think Luca will be able to find me. Not that the fucker will come looking for me, but I don’t want to chance him stumbling over me again.

      God.

      He hit me right in my feelings.

      I didn’t even know I had any left. I’ve chased enough highs to get rid of any of them, or so I thought. But no. A few nasty words and I’m a little kid again when my sisters told me they didn’t want to play with me that day. Only it felt worse than that, so much fucking worse. Like the day Mom died.

      I push that fucking thought right out the porthole I’m looking through. I try to never think about shit that makes me sad, because it just brings on that black wave, and then I drown. I’m a party boy at heart, and hey, I can handle some guy turning me down.

      In fact, it’s a fucking novelty is what it is.

      No one’s ever turned me down before, and isn’t it so fucking funny that the first guy to do it is my awful wedded husband?

      It’s hilarious.

      I laugh to myself, and then laugh again, because it didn’t sound right the first time.

      I’ve stashed myself away in a lower-deck room; I guess it’s where the crew might sleep, although this one is empty right now. I’ll go back up top soon enough and sleep in the sun for the morning, make sure Luca sees I couldn’t give a fuck about what he said. Then I’ll find something to do in the afternoon. There’s no internet here; not that there couldn’t be, but Tino Morelli is canny enough not to leave a digital trail from his yacht. There are a lot of old movies in the entertainment lounge, a lot of Sofia Loren. I can watch some of those and drink a few bottles of the Cristal they have stocked. Maybe I’ll jerk off later, since my husband doesn’t seem inclined to let me drain my balls around him.

      But for now I’ll just sit here for a while and look out at the ocean.

      It’s a little darker than the blue of Luca’s eyes. It looks calm. Only I know there are things swimming in the depths. Deadly things.

      Fuck, I want so bad to go back up to my room and swallow down a handful of the emergency pills I stashed in the lining of my luggage, where I knew Luca wouldn’t think to look. Even just a couple to take the edge off of things. My heart could relax, let go of the pain.

      But I don’t go up to my room. I don’t even move. I just stay there staring out the window for a while.

      This is a business deal, nothing more. I won’t ever love you.

      And then I realize—he called me Howie when he said it. Not Finch. Not angel. Not baby bird.

      Howie.

      What the shit-fuck-damn is that supposed to mean?
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        * * *

      

      Dinner is amazing that night. It’s our official honeymoon feast according to Nunzio, the yacht manager, cooked by his wife Maria, the yacht chef. Nunzio makes it sound like such a celebration that I almost forget why I’m here. This could be a date in a top restaurant; Nunzio could be our waiter; Luca and I could be on a first date, getting to know each other, instead of sitting here on our goddamn disaster of a honeymoon.

      I can’t help thinking of all those things we’ve missed out on—the awkwardness, the fumbling around for things we have in common, even a slightly less-bloody meet-cute—and it fills me with rage that we’ll never have those.

      We’ll never be able to tell sappy stories to the kids about how we met, and when Luca proposed, and how I cried when I said yes, yes of course I’ll marry you.

      And then Luca says to Nunzio: “Do me a favor, have a taste of this first. Let me know what it’s like?” He’s gesturing to the antipasto, our first course.

      Nunzio gets this embarrassed, polite look and insists he could never intrude on our wedding feast.

      “Perhaps I’m not making myself clear,” Luca says. “You’re going to taste everything before we eat it. And if you don’t do it, we’ll call your wife up from the kitchen, and she can taste it. And if you both refuse, I’m going to kill you.”

      Nunzio gives a stupid little laugh, like he thinks Luca is kidding.

      I stand up, making them both look to me. I love my fucking idiot husband down to the ground, no matter how much he tries to push me away, but there are some things that are just wrong. “Luca, sweetheart,” I chuckle. “Don’t kid around like that.” Luca and Nunzio both look at me like I’ve said something in Swahili. “Nunzio, he’s just messing around, but he’s got a terrible sense of humor. Better just leave us to it for now.”

      I smile at the old man, my best smile, the autocratic one I inherited from Mom. People always did what she wanted, when she wanted, and she only ever commanded with a smile. Everyone talked about what a wonderful, charming woman she was.

      Well, she was wonderful and charming, but she was a manipulative mastermind on top of it. People obeyed her without question. And me? I learned her tricks early. She kept me with her as much as she could, and I don’t mind admitting I was a Mama’s boy. I can’t blame Maggie for hating me a little.

      Nunzio goes out as fast as he can without tripping up, and Luca turns his ice-beams on me. I’m about to be put on blast.

      Attack is the best form of defense, they say.

      “Don’t,” I snap. “Don’t you dare talk to them like that. These people are just doing the best they can with their lives, husband of mine, and you don’t get to threaten them. If you want someone to taste your fucking food so bad, pass it over. Better me than you, right?”

      Luca pushes back his chair and stalks close to me, but I don’t move. I can’t. If I give in now, he won’t ever take me seriously. And right now, I am fucking serious as the bullet that killed my mother. “No,” I say again, as he opens his mouth. “You don’t get to be an asshole to them. Take it out on me if you like, but you show them some respect.”

      He glares so hard I should be dead if telekinesis was a thing. Luca is sizing me up, wondering if I’ll back down.

      I don’t.

      “What do you care?” he asks. “About them, I mean. You don’t know them.”

      “I do know them,” I say, because it’s true. I’ve lived my whole life with people like Nunzio and his wife, people who get paid shit money to act like their employers are better than them just because they’re rich. “The mark of greatness is to treat everyone as an equal, Luca. That’s something you need to learn. Fuscone would have contempt for the staff, I bet. You want to be like Fuscone?”

      That fucking gets him, right in the gut. I see hatred pass over his face, but it’s directed at Fuscone, not at me.

      Luca retreats, and as he goes, I sit once more, my knees wobbling. Two more seconds and I would have caved or passed out or something. The man has willpower out the wazoo.

      He sits in his own seat again, flicking out the napkin and placing it in his own lap. “For the record,” he says to me, “I don’t care if someone’s trying to poison me. But I do care if you come to harm.”

      “How chivalrous, baby,” I say, flicking out my own napkin.

      “It’s not chivalry. It’s business.”

      “Of course.” I smile brightly. “How could I forget?” I’ll give him a pass on that one. If he feels the need to get in a low blow, I’ll let him. He’s earned it.

      Luca looks at the array of cutlery beside the plates. “And Finch,” he adds casually, “if you ever contradict me in pubic again like that, we are going to have a problem.” He stares at me long enough to see me drop my eyes.

      “Understood, husband.”
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      I’ll say this for Howard Fincher Donovan the Third: he’s intriguing.

      He’s also correct. I shouldn’t go around threatening innocent people like some low-level thug. That’s how the Sam Fuscones of this world operate, just as Finch said. But I’m better than that, or at least I want to be. Tino Morelli would never have acted like I did just now. Tino has a sense of decorum not common among my kind these days. We are violent men who wield our power like cudgels; sometimes we just wield actual cudgels.

      Violence and unpredictability are how I’ve built respect. Or fear, at least, which has always been my goal, based on Machiavelli’s advice: better to be feared than loved. Now I’m starting to wonder how useful fear really is. It certainly doesn’t guarantee loyalty. I’ve seen it many times: people say or do anything to save their own hide.

      But not Finch, strangely enough. He’s told me in his inimitable way that he’d prefer not to die painfully, and he’s literally laughed in the face of it, but I’ve never seen him really lose himself under threat of death like other men seem to do. Perhaps he feels like there’s not much of him left to lose.

      I’m familiar with that feeling myself, having compartmentalized my whole life so ruthlessly that only the core of me is left. I thought I was all I needed.

      I watch Finch helping himself to the platter of antipasto, and I wonder whether it was courage or recklessness that made him stand up in defense of Nunzio. I’m not sure which I’m more comfortable with. And perhaps it was both. Perhaps the not-so-still waters of my new husband run much deeper than I suspected.

      I pick up a fork and spear a slice of salami for myself before it’s all gone.

      “Not that one,” Finch says around the food in his own mouth.

      “Hm?” I ask.

      “Not that fork.” He gives me a conspiratorial smile. “I know. There are so many fucking forks and knives and weird things I don’t even know the name of. I get confused, too. But that’s the wrong fork. Use the one on the outside there, with the two points. There you go, that’s the one. Sharp little fucker, but it’s mostly just for moving stuff onto your plate.”

      I pick up the small two-tined fork on the extreme left. “This isn’t for dessert?”

      “No, baby. The one you were using is the dessert fork.”

      “Does it matter?” I ask, irritated. “They all do the same thing. Transport food to mouth.”

      Finch leans back in his chair and smiles at me. This is our formal wedding dinner, and he’s dressed in ripped jeans and a faded old tee, but he can’t hide that moneyed glow. He could still be in those goddamn booty shorts and be more comfortable and relaxed in this setting than I am. “It doesn’t matter, baby,” he says. “Not to me.” There’s an underlying meaning there. I almost feel like he’s testing me.

      I look at him while I think it over. “It matters to others,” I say and he gives a slight nod, like I passed.

      “It matters a great deal to some people,” he says. “It matters to the kind of people you’ll meet on the way up.”

      I raise my eyebrows at that. “The way up where?”

      Finch laughs at that, and takes a few big gulps of his wine. He picked it from the wine list Nunzio offered us at the beginning of the meal. I didn’t even know what he was ordering, but Nunzio looked delighted at his choices for each course.

      “We both know what you’re aiming at,” Finch says, once he’s swallowed down his mouthful. “And I want to help you get there.”

      I raise a finger. “Let me stop you right there. There are some things we won’t ever discuss, and business is one of them. You want to help me? Keep your head down. Kick your drug habit. And don’t presume I will share anything with you about what I do. What I’m going to do. What my plans are.”

      He laughs again, like I’m daring him instead of warning him, and drains the rest of his glass. “How about this,” he says, getting up from the chair. He drags it down the table until he’s sitting next to me. “How about we just start here. When you have a whole lot of silverware staring at you, most of the time you just start from the outside and work your way in. Watch what other people use if you’re not sure, and do as they do.”

      Usually I’m a sponge. I love to learn, even if the person teaching me is a condescending asshole. In fact, I’ve learned a lot of very useful life lessons from one Samuel Fuscone, even if it’s just what not to do. Finch is definitely not condescending to me, and in fact from memory he has the loveliest asshole I’ve ever seen, but I want to make sure he understands his place in this marriage.

      I should say something cutting, something to make him retreat, something to make him cry like I’ve made so many other men cry.

      “Alright. Show me the cutlery, and later we’ll do wine.” Tino has a vast stock kept on the yacht; it’s enough to begin with, anyway.

      “I’m useful in my own way,” Finch says with a grin. “Don’t worry, Eliza, we’ll fool them.”

      “Eliza?”

      “Doolittle. My Fair Lady?”

      Nothing he’s saying makes sense to me, but I find myself not wanting to admit it. I just shrug. “What’s this one for?” I ask, picking up one of the stranger cutlery pieces.

      “It’s a fish knife. You won’t see them often; they’re kind of old fashioned. Anyway, when Nunzio brings in the fish course, I’ll show you.”

      “Doesn’t a normal knife do the job?” I ask, and Finch laughs like I’ve made the most hilarious joke.

      “Probably,” he says. “Like that terrible suit of yours, baby. It does the job, but a real Armani would elevate you.”

      I have two choices, here, and I’m not sure I like either one. I can accept that Howard Fincher Donovan the Third knows a lot of stuff I don’t, and learn from him. Or I can feel humiliated, and turn on him so hard he’ll never say a damn thing again about my clothes, and the higher-ups can go on smiling behind their hands at my shitty outfits.

      I look at his jeans, or what’s left of them. They’re basically threads hanging together, but I can tell, just by looking, that they’re a name brand, even if I don’t know which brand.

      But one day I will. One day soon I could know all these things that Finch knows, and I could use them to my advantage.

      “When we get back to New York we’ll go shopping,” I tell him. “You can show me what to buy. How to wear it.”

      He reaches out a foot under the table, stroking my calf with his bare foot, and smirking. “My life-size Ken doll. I’d rather undress you than dress you, but sure, I’d love to buy you a proper wardrobe. You Italians all look so good in suits.”

      “Not a whole wardrobe. Just one suit.” I’m already calculating what I can sacrifice to afford it.

      “You need at least five.”

      “I can barely afford one, Finch.” The admission falls from my lips before I really know I’m going to say it, and I’m not sure why I did. But it’s true; Sam Fuscone keeps his crew’s percentages as low as he can, and his own as high as possible. I’m not the only who’s pissed off by that, but it’s not like anyone’s gone over Fuscone’s head about it. The Morelli Family Capos run their crews how they see fit.

      Even Finch looks surprised at what I’ve told him. But he just shrugs. “Money won’t be a problem.”

      He doesn’t understand. For him, money really does grow on trees, but he seems to have missed the fact that his tree has been chopped down.

      “Shouldn’t you take your chair back down there and eat your food?” I ask, irritated at myself for letting my guard down.

      He gets up, and I feel a strange twinge at the thought he’s just obeying; that he’s leaving me at one end of the table and going back to his own. But all he does is lean over to pull his plate down the table and puts it in front of his seat to my left hand. He goes back again only to choose one of the heftier knives and forks, scoop up his wine glass and napkin, and then rejoin me.

      He pours us out another glass of wine and raises his glass. “To us,” he says. “This could be the start of something incredible, if you’d let it be.”

      He already is something incredible, but again, I don’t want to indulge his ego. I simply raise my glass and clink it against his.

      “Salut,” he says, and swallows half of it in one go.

      There’s a knock at the door, and Nunzio pokes his head around it, hardly daring to come into the room.

      “Scusi, mi scusi—you are ready for the next course?”

      “We’re still going, Nunzio,” Finch tells him. “I’ll tell you what, we’ll give you a buzz when we’re ready.”

      Nunzio looks absolutely relieved and stutters out his thanks.

      I look at this new husband of mine after Nunzio disappears again. “You’re good with people.”

      “I am.”

      “They like you.”

      “There’s only one person I want to like me.”

      That’s not the way I want this conversation to go. “What do you think about our situation? Really.”

      He gives a shrug and starts stuffing his face with the antipasto, pulling it straight off the platter with his fingers and tipping his head back to drop it in his mouth. “I told you,” he says, chewing. “I wanted you since the day I met you, so as far as I’m concerned, this is fate’s way of making it happen.” Then he looks at me, considering, his gaze sliding all over my face. “I think you feel guilty.”

      “I don’t feel guilt. That emotion is not an option for me in my line of work.”

      “Mm,” he says, and resumes eating. “Well,” he says, once I’ve started eating my food again too, “you’ve got nothing to feel guilty for. And for the record, hostage or not, I really want to fuck you. Now hurry up, husband. I want the next courses. I can’t wait to show you the sexy things I can do with a fish knife.”

      He slides his foot up my calf again, higher, higher, into my lap, and pushes his heel between my thighs. I stare back at him as his toes wriggle. “I’ve been useful, haven’t I?” he asks with his usual cheeky grin. His foot is making circles against my rapidly-filling cock.

      “You’ve been useful,” is all I say, and drink some of the wine he’s poured out for me. I don’t drink, or rarely. Never more than a glass, but Finch makes me want to drown myself in hedonism.

      “And do I get a reward?” he whispers.

      He’s an addict, alright, this new husband of mine, an addict of everything that might possibly bring him pleasure. For now, at least, it seems to be in my interests to indulge him.

      “You’ll get a reward.”

      He throws back his head and laughs.
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      After dinner, Finch gives me his expectant look. “Reward?” he prompts.

      “What would you like?” I ask, playing dumb.

      He pouts, but it doesn’t irritate me. It just makes me remember what his lips looked like wrapped around my cockhead. And then, painfully, his face when I walked out of that hotel suite five years ago.

      “You know what I want,” he tells me, and adds in a quieter, almost plaintive voice: “You promised. Please?” He flushes as he begs for it, and my dick responds instantly.

      I feel mildly disturbed by the way he so easily baits my self-control, but as it happens, I feel more relaxed about everything tonight. It’s partly the wine I’ve drunk, but partly knowing that there are no cameras, no wires, nothing to invade our privacy in that master suite. It’s almost as if Tino really is giving his blessing to this union.

      So if we’re not being watched, what’s the harm in giving Finch what he wants? We are bound together now, certainly for the foreseeable future, and sex is a weakness for him as much as the drugs.

      That’s what I’m telling myself, but the truth is, my own willpower is flagging. He’s too charming, too knowing, too much to resist. I threw it in his face this morning that I’d never love him, and I know I’m a convincing liar. He should have believed me.

      But even if he did, it just rolled off him, water off a duck’s back. By dinner he’d rebounded enough to talk back, correct me, help me.

      He’s irrepressible. A force of nature.

      “I did promise,” I say softly. “And maybe you’re right, what you said about Tino. Maybe he does want this marriage consecrated. The last thing I want is you running around telling tales about how you’re still a virgin.”

      He laughs, which is what I meant him to do. Usually I don’t care what the men I sleep with think of me, but Finch is different. I want him to laugh, just for me. I want him to smile, just for me. I want to watch him lose his mind in bliss, just for me.

      “I don’t know if anyone’d believe me,” he says, fluttering his eyelashes. “But with you, baby, I bet it’ll be just like Mother Madonna says—you’ll make me feel like a virgin.”

      I stand, and he bounces up as well, puppy-like. I hold out a hand, and he puts his into mine—his left hand, the ring snug around his finger. “Come on, then.” I pull him with me out of the dining room, up the narrow staircase and into the bedroom.

      He slept last night in the adjacent room like I ordered, and that one’s a nicer room than anything I’ve ever slept in, but really he belongs here in the master suite, among the pinnacle of luxury that the room displays. But he doesn’t even notice how beautifully appointed everything is, as though he simply expects beauty and comfort and opulence.

      It’s his birthright, after all.

      He doesn’t look around. He only looks at me, pausing in the middle of the room, head tilted down slightly, deferentially, almost mocking but not quite. “Take off your clothes,” I tell him, and he obeys, stripping down with the casual air of someone to whom clothes are a decoration rather than a necessity. I stay at the door, leaning against it, watching as his delights are uncovered.

      God. My memory did not do him justice. I drink in the sight of him, tan and golden all over, cock pert and pink and inviting, pretty nipples that are already tightening up. He’s more muscular than he was back then, well-defined but tasteful. Nothing about this man would ever—could ever—be vulgar. The bleached hair is a fuck you, not a faux pas.

      “Go and prepare yourself,” I say lazily, flicking my head towards the master bathroom. He bolts like he’s being chased by a hellhound, and I lean back against the door, close my eyes, and breathe out slowly.

      But by the time he comes back, pristine and nude, I’m still hard. He licks his lips as he watches me. “Now you,” he says. “Undress for me. Please?”

      It’s the added please that makes me give in, and I take off my clothes slowly, letting his eyes wander wherever they will, getting wider and wider the more clothes I remove.

      “What’s that?” he asks suddenly.

      Shit. In all the excitement I completely forgot: I meant to hide my tattoo from him. It will only complicate things.

      “It’s nothing. I only got it to hide the scar you left me with.”

      He’s turning me around, leaning back to study the damn tattoo on my upper arm.

      “Doesn’t look like you’re hiding it. More like you’re celebrating it.” He traces a finger across the scar. “What’s this?” He taps at my skin, delight lighting up his face.

      “It’s a bird,” I say flatly.

      “Hm. Looks to me like a—wait, what do they call that kind of bird? Let me see…” He takes his finger off me and taps his bottom lip, a parody of thinking. “Oh, that’s right. It’s a finch, isn’t it?”

      It was probably foolish to ever let him see the tattoo: a wispy finch poised on the raised, jagged scar as though it’s a branch. But at least it’s out in the open now. Frank is the only one who’s ever guessed at its meaning, but still said nothing when I got it years ago. Didn’t even waggle those damn eyebrows. I could see in his eyes he knew what it meant, though.

      Now the very man I got it in remembrance of is gazing into my face, his own bright and knowing.

      “Don’t make too much of it,” I warn him.

      “Oh, I’m sure you’re just an avian enthusiast,” he says, but his voice is like velvet, not iron. He’s not going to push it, not going to make me say it.

      I cup his face in my hands. “Forget the ink. Are you ready for me?”

      He swallows. “I’ve been ready for five fuckin’ years, honey. Let’s do this.”

      We tumble onto the bed. I want to be careful, but Finch throws caution to the wind, urging me to hold him down even while he fights back. He likes the fight; it gets him horny. It does the same for me, so I spend some time wrestling with him like he wants.

      “Fuck me hard, when you do it,” he begs. “This is our wedding night, after all, since you bailed on me the last two nights.”

      I have him pressed down on the bed underneath me, my hands hard around his wrists, and my legs wound around his, frog-like, so the only way he can move is by thrusting his hips up at me. That, of course, is exactly what he’s doing.

      “I hope you packed condoms,” I say. “Because I didn’t.” I really didn’t think we’d end up like this, didn’t even have it as a contingency plan.

      “No rubbers,” he pleads. “I’m clean. I want you in me, nothing between us. Please.”

      He is clean. I’ve seen the proof with my own eyes. With Tino’s connections, I had Finch’s biographical details and medical records provided for my reading pleasure. He has a lot of problems, mostly stemming from seeing his mother shot dead right next to him at an impressionable age, but he is STD-free.

      As for me, I’m meticulous in my testing regime and I’ve never fucked anyone bare. I’m too cautious. But tonight, it seems, I’ve lost my head over Finch, this charming, manipulative, incandescent husband of mine. His body glows bronze even in the low downlights of the bedroom. He’s almost ochre; the sun’s burnished him where it just burns me. How does an Irish kid get this gorgeous tan? Maybe I should take some tanning tips from him.

      I take so long just looking him over that he bucks again, his long, slender cock thrusting into my own, and I love how he makes me look like such a brute in comparison. I’m pretty sure he loves it too.

      “It’s our honeymoon,” he whimpers. “Can’t we just do what we want for now? When we get back…” He trails off, but I hear the unsaid words. When we get back, everything will be different. He’s going to find out just how much his freedoms have been curtailed, and my time will no longer be my own. My decisions will be informed, shaped, commanded by others.

      But right here, in this bed, with no cameras and no wires, we can do as we please. For once in my life, maybe I can let down my guard.

      I lower my head and trail the tip of my tongue down his neck, tasting his sweat, cut by a sharp chemical tang. The drugs are working their way out of his system, but I guess the millions of pills he’s taken over the years have left their residue.

      “Fuck me,” he demands. “Don’t tease me.”

      “I want you way more desperate than this.” His mouth twists as I say that; half annoyed and half amused. “Maybe I should just fuck that filthy mouth of yours again.”

      “Please, Luca.” Just hearing my name come out of his mouth is making my blood pound. “I love that, but right now I need you inside me.”

      I know why he needs it so bad. He has a void inside and he thinks my dick’ll help fill it. Who knows, maybe it will? But if we’re doing this, if we’re doing what we want to do, I’m going to do it right. I’m going to put my mouth all over him first, taste him. I’ve never wanted to taste someone so bad, and I don’t mean his spunk; I mean him.

      He’s freshly prepped and showered; he took his time while I stood there and waited and let the meal settle. I’ve never had such fine food, and I drank a glass more than I normally would. Finch drank with abandon and ate little. But he said he was satisfied, even made me eat his dessert.

      I roll him over on the bed and he goes eagerly enough, expecting that he’ll get what he wants. But I’m not in the business of fulfilling expectations; I always try to exceed them. I plant his hands on the bars of the headboard and lay down on top of him, letting him feel my heat and my sweat and my hard cock nestling between his asscheeks. “You hang on to that,” I say in his ear. “If you let go, even for a second, I stop.”

      Finch lets out a whimper, and it almost breaks me, makes me want to drive into him. His hole is right there and available; when I move, the head of my cock drags over it, and it takes every ounce of self-control to hold back. I see his fingers tighten so hard that his knuckles turn white.

      “Good boy,” I breathe. “Now we can begin.”

      I peel myself off of him and look at him splayed out on the bed, his body begging mutely for mine. His ass is something Michelangelo might have carved; each globe perfectly sculpted with gentle concaves on each side. Christ. I hope he stays young and beautiful forever…or at least keeps his ass looking just like this.

      “Knees,” I tell him, and he awkwardly pulls his knees up under him while still clinging to the bars of the headboard. One day I’m going to tie him up. That’s definitely going to happen. But right now it’s fun to watch the struggle.

      I’m sitting behind him, and I take in the sight of his perfect ass, beautiful balls hanging below, and his cock, hard and wagging under his belly.

      “It was a good dinner,” I say.

      He rests his forehead on his arm. “It was.”

      “But I’m not done eating for the day.”

      I hear his sharp gasp and allow myself a smile. I guessed right. There are some guys who go crazy for what I’m about to do, and Howard Fincher Donovan the Third is one of them. “I don’t need any special spoons for this, do I?” I ask him, and slap his left asscheek, hard enough to leave a pink flush.

      He moans at that. “N-no.”

      How about that. A stutter. The way to shut Finch’s mouth for him is to eat his ass. I file that information away for future reference, and get down to it. His ass is like a giant candy apple, so I open my mouth wide and take a slow, wet bite on top of the mark left over from my slap. The noise he makes…God. If my cock was any closer, I’d give up and drive it home. I bite some more, shallow, tender, no sting at all, just close my teeth on his flesh and suck it up a little as I do. I work my way around in circles leading inevitably to that pretty pink hole of his, and then flick my tongue over it, just to see what he’ll do.

      He goes perfectly still. “Please,” he says, when I don’t continue. “Please.”

      “As long as you’re polite about it,” I murmur, my lips pressed against his ring. I nuzzle into his crack, spreading his cheeks wider, and give him a long, wide lick from taint to tailbone.

      “Fuck,” he whispers.

      “You hold on tight, angel,” I remind him. “If I see those hands move, I stop.”

      It doesn’t stop him from squirming against my mouth, trying to open himself up and let my tongue in. I don’t mind. It’s what I’m aiming for, after all. I want him relaxed and ready for my cock when I tire of this. I don’t think Finch would ever tire of it, though; and his words have returned with a vengeance, spilling out of him: pleading, begging, cursing, thanking me.

      I stab the tip of my tongue right at his pucker and he groans and presses back. I get a hand under him to check his dick; he’s slippery with pre-cum, and I start to jack him with his own fluid as lube.

      “I’ll shoot,” he babbles. “I’ll shoot, I will, I swear to God, if you keep doing that—”

      “No,” I say calmly. “When I’m done fucking you, and only then, you will ask permission to come. And if you’ve been a very good boy, I’ll let you. But you must be good. Understand?”

      “I understand. I’ll be good. Please.”

      “Let go of the bars.”

      It’s almost as if he doesn’t trust me, like if he lets go I’ll tell him he’s been bad. I plant one last kiss on his ring, openmouthed with lots of tongue, and then pat his ass. “Let go. I want you to turn over.”

      He lets go, clenching his fingers to relieve the muscles, and I help him flip over once more, legs bent, splayed to either side of me where I kneel between them. His gorgeous cock is quivering in mid-air, fully unsheathed, dripping like a tap that hasn’t been turned off completely.

      His face is unearthly in this soft light. He is a fucking Angel of the Lord sent down just to tempt this devil back to Heaven. He reaches out his hands to me, like a baby seeking blindly, and I stretch out over him, supporting myself on one arm and stroking my dick with the other. I’m so hard for him I’m starting to worry I’ll spill within three seconds of getting inside him, but one look in his eyes and I almost forget my own dick.

      I’ve never seen Finch vulnerable. Not like this. Something flares inside me, some strange and savage instinct.

      Mine.

    

  







            Chapter Sixteen

          

          

      

    

    






FINCH

        

      

    

    
      This husband of mine will be the death of me.

      This beautiful, violent, tempestuous man is going to kill me if he doesn’t get his cock in me right goddamn now. I don’t know what’s come over me. I’m never so needy, not with the hookups I used to have, not even when I was strung out and desperate for the high promised to me if I’d let a guy use my mouth for a minute or two in a club bathroom.

      Those days are long gone, and I can’t help feeling an odd peacefulness about it. Maybe marriage really is a sacrament. Maybe it really is blessed by God, and once you’ve entered into it, you get to feel this thing I’m feeling.

      Whatever it is that I’m feeling. I’m not entirely sure.

      I do know it’s sexy, though. I want his flesh in my flesh, so we become one flesh, and I need it right fucking now.

      “Come on,” I beg.

      He reaches over to the nightstand, where someone—I presume him, because God I fucking hope it wasn’t Tino, and Nunzio would be even worse—has stashed a tub of Boy Butter. Usually I like this part over and done with fast, so I can get that dick in me, but Luca does everything with a purpose. I’m starting to find that out about him. He massages fingerfuls of the stuff onto my asshole, then inside, his clever fingers fucking me just like his tongue was a minute ago.

      I’m lost. The only thing I can do is lie here and take it. Lie here and let this panther prowl around my nether regions. After a few seconds, I’m moving with him, trying to get his hand up in me so he can hit my buttons, but he sees exactly what I’m doing. He gives a knowing smile.

      “Tonight, angel, you only have the pleasure I choose to give you,” he says. “I’m your husband, and you’re going to honor me. Your focus will be on me. You understand?”

      I nod, but it’s like I’m in a dream. I’ve never felt this way before with any other guy.

      Once. Once I felt like this. When I was five years younger and choking on the thick cock of a guy I’d picked up at a club and almost took a bullet for.

      “I only want to make you happy,” I tell him, my words dripping out like honey, like my own pre-cum. It’s true. I want to blast, but I want Luca to have his pleasure more than I want my own.

      “Are you ready for me?” he asks. He’s put the lube aside and he’s leaning over me, his blue eyes pinning me to the bed like I’m a butterfly with a fucking spike through my chest.

      “I’m ready,” I whisper. He looks down to line up his dick, and his hair falls forward, brushes against my lips, moves gently when I breathe out. I feel hot flesh against my hole, and then he’s pushing in, slow like molasses.

      Fuck, I say, or mouth, or maybe just think. He lifts his head, and his eyes find mine. He keeps my gaze as he pushes in, his head opening me up, breaching those barricades, burrowing into me. He’s big. I knew he was big, because I’ve had that dick in me before, and I’ve seen it flaccid and I’ve seen it erect, but knowing he’s big is another thing entirely from feeling it.

      His cockhead pops all the way in and my hole clamps around it, sucking him in further, encouraging his dick deeper in. I want him so deep inside me that he’s part of me from now on. “Please,” I say, staring into his face, even though I don’t really know what I’m asking for, except for more of him inside me.

      But it’s not just about his cock. Not this time.

      Even though his cock is absolutely amazing.

      I shift my hips, trying to get more of it without seeming like I’m trying, but he moves with me, and I end up with less dick rather than more. He shakes his head, smirking at my frustration. “What did I say, angel?”

      “Tonight I focus on you.” I flutter my lashes as I say it; it’s something that usually gets me my own way.

      “That’s right.”

      “Then take your pleasure,” I tell him. “However you want it.” My words have the desired effect. He might pretend to have complete mastery of himself, but his clenching jaw and the thin thread of sweat that slides out from the hair at his temple shows me that he’s on edge. He’s seconds away from breaking, from just ramming home and fucking me till kingdom come.

      I hold my breath, studying his face, and wait for the inevitable.

      It doesn’t come. Oh, he begins to slide in, just not in one driving thrust.

      It’s fucking torture. I’ve never felt every goddamn ridge and vein on a cock going into my ass before, and yet here we are. I guess I’ve never had a bare cock in me before, either. Maybe that’s what makes the difference.

      He’s far enough in that he can lean on his elbow now, his face close, his lips a whisper away from my lips. “You’re a glutton,” he tells me. “You need to learn restraint.”

      A sob wells up in me and I clutch at his arm, at the finch tattoo standing on the scar I gave him with my shitty sewing skills. “Is that what you’re teaching me?” I ask, when I can ask something.

      “I’m almost in, angel. You like my cock?”

      “Fuck.” It’s all I can say. He’s splitting me open but I want more. I want all of him in all of me. Doesn’t he see how perfectly we fit together?

      Am I the only one having an epiphany right now?

      I can’t be. I look into his eyes and I can see the same wonder that I feel, just hidden away a little better under his dominant act. Not that it’s an act. I can see that need he has: to be respected, feared.

      Loved.

      “Fuck,” I say again, surprised, and he looks wary then, like I’ve seen too much.

      “Yeah,” he says, like he’s answering a question. His thick shaft slides right up into me, my ass opening up in welcome, and he hits home before I can blink.

      “You’re really fucking big,” I whisper, while he takes a moment to catch his breath.

      “You’re really fucking talkative.”

      “Better fuck that smart-mouth tendency right outta me.” I grin while I say it, but he takes it as a challenge, and with one pull of his hips, his dick is almost all the way out again, just the head of it working back and forth in my ring, and I can’t help moaning, dropping my head down. “Please. I’ve wanted you for so long.” I sound more plaintive than I meant to, but it seems to work. He slides his way back in, not as slow this time, but still much slower than I want.

      I want him to screw the living daylights out of me. I want him to screw me so hard I forget my name, my father’s name, my entire familial history. His hand is on top of mine and I splay my fingers so his weave into mine, and hold tight. “Please,” I say again, and goddamn, I sound so serious. Not like me at all, whoever that is.

      I’m not sure what all this means.

      I do know I like it.

      And finally, finally Luca seems to be willing to listen to my pleading, stops teasing, and gets down to it. It’s not hard, not like I expected, but it’s exactly how I need it. It’s deep, the deepest dicking of my life maybe, his cock reaching up and stretching inside me and rubbing over and over my most sensitive place as he works in me. He pulls out as far as he can on the way out without breaking our connection, the crown of his cock making my ring bulge and my mouth moan. I guess he likes that noise, because he drives deep back in and then does it again, pulls all the way out only not quite; and then he does again and does it slower this time, maybe to see if that changes the squeals coming out of me.

      This guy fucks like he’s got nothing else to do but perfect the art. I try to pull my hand out from under his so I can jack myself, but he shakes his head, a drop of sweat landing on my cheek as he does. “No, angel. You’re doing this for me. Taking it how I want to give it to you.”

      I groan and give up, letting my head fall back. “Then give it to me,” I mumble. Hey, if he wants me to lie here and take a fucking, I can do that.

      He begins to thrust, finding the best angle for him to get all the way in, deep as he can, and hallelujah, it’s exactly the same angle my prostate needs, too. He keeps it up until my cock is leaking so much it’s like a river between us. He likes it, I can tell, looking alternately smug and hot for it.

      “You’re so wet for me, baby,” he croons. “You going to spill soon?”

      I’m about to groan that yes, yes I am, when I figure out what he actually wants to hear. “Only—when you—let me,” I huff out, in time with his thrusts. I wrap my legs around his hips, pulling him further in. “Only—with your—permission, husband—”

      He lets out this savage noise and his pace picks up in a way that tells me he’s close. He grabs a handful of my hair and tips my throat back to graze his teeth along my jugular. But the pain only sweetens the bliss, and I let out a moan. I’ve had plenty of guys who like to play rough, but this guy? He knows how to do it right.

      Or else we’re just made for each other, like I’ve thought for the last five years.

      “Come on, baby,” I whisper. “Fill me up.”

      He leans down to my ear and pants, “Take it, angel.” Three more thrusts and he lets out a long, low groan, his cock pulsing in my ass, spilling out his hot cum and filling me up so far I think I can taste it at the back of my throat.

      “You’re so fucking hot,” I pant. “Do I get my turn now?”

      I’m expecting a perfunctory hand job. But he does the strangest thing. He pulls out, and gets up on his knees to look down at me. His blue eyes are darkening, and I think to myself, I might know this man, but I’ll never know this man. His cock is still drooling with the last of his cum, but he ignores it, and instead taps one finger on the head of my dick, making it bounce in mid-air.

      “Please, baby,” I say, and I’m starting to shiver. “Let me come.”

      Most guys I’ve been with, once they spill, they’re not interested in teasing out my pleasure any longer. But my husband is not most men, and that is something I need to remember.

      He hunkers down on the bed, mouths at my balls, and then slides his hand under my ass to roll my hips up. “Hold your legs up,” he tells me, and I grab my ankles and hold on like I’m hanging from a cliff. He works his way down my taint to my sore hole and gives it a wide, warm lick.

      No one has ever done this to me before, treated my asshole with the respect it deserves. Who would have thought some mobster would be the first to do it? I wriggle against his mouth as he tongue-kisses my hole, my dick straining and leaking and making a goddamn spectacle of itself.

      “You like that?” Luca rumbles, after he seems to have licked out all the cream he put inside me.

      “I love that,” I gasp, wriggling around more.

      “You want more, or you want to come?”

      “I wanna shoot,” I say, because I don’t like to think I’m keeping him down there too long. He might get bored or something.

      But he smirks. “I wanna do this some more,” he says. “And since we’re doing what I want, I guess you’ll just have to lie there and put up with it.”

      I can’t stop the low, approving moan that forces its way out of my lungs. He’s a giver, not just a taker, this man of mine. So I do as I’m told and I let him eat me out as long as he likes. I stretch my legs wide to make sure he has access, watch his dark head working away between my thighs, and I wonder what exactly I did in this life or a former one to make me so goddamn lucky right now.

      He introduces an edge again, pinching the softest parts of my thighs even as he keeps up the tongue work. It has me cursing him, pleading with him, begging him to stop, begging him to give me more…

      Finally, when even the slightest twitch of his tongue has me squeaking and quivering, he pulls his mouth off my ass and turns his attention back to my cock. It’s run a river over my abs, and he licks that up while he wraps a hand around my shaft and gives it a few slow, torturous strokes.

      He catches my eye as he lowers his mouth on my cock, and presses the head of it into the ring of his lips, his tongue flicking into my slit. At another time, when I haven’t been kept on edge for what feels like hours, I’d like to find out exactly how talented that mouth of his can be on my dick as well as my ass, but right now I’ve reached my limit.

      “Please let me—” I gasp, and God, I hope he says yes, because there’s no stopping the geyser right now.

      “Let me taste you,” he says, and sucks my cock back down. I’ll have to take that as permission because I’m already spilling, shooting, thrusting into his mouth, and he’s taking it all, swallowing and humming his approval.

      He keeps sucking and teasing until I’m finally spasming dry, and crying out from sensitivity rather than pleasure.

      “Was it everything you dreamed of for a wedding night?” he asks later, the irony dripping from his tongue as much as pre-cum does from my cock.

      We’re wrapped up in the blankets, and apparently I’m allowed to sleep here tonight, although he told me it was just so he could keep an eye on me.

      Whatever. I know a snuggle-slut when I see one.

      “Everything and more,” I yawn. “I’ll be glad to report our marital consummation to anyone who asks, in detail, with no need for embellishment.”

      He stiffens, and I don’t mean his cock. And then he’s leaning over me, frowning, his face dangerous. “You don’t tell anyone anything about us,” he snaps. “Ever. You hear me? No gossiping with the girlfriends.”

      I raise an eyebrow and fake insouciance, even though my heart’s leapt into my throat. Fucker is scary when he wants to be. “I’m not stupid, husband. I won’t give ’em any ammunition.”

      He glares some more, and then says, “We’re married now and that means your loyalty lies with me. Not your father, not your family, not even your new Famiglia. Me alone.”

      “You,” I assure him. “And Brother Frank.”

      He sniffs at that, but I can tell it pleases him. He lies down and settles back into the comfy cuddle we had going before I triggered the mobster inside.

      I trail my fingers over his scar, over his tattoo. “I do love you, you know,” I say softly. “I know it’s crazy, and I know you’ll say I don’t really know you, but I do. And I love you.”

      He goes rigid in the bed. “You need to stop saying that.”

      “But—”

      “You’re a good fuck,” he says, rolling away from me. “We can come to some arrangement for our physical needs.”

      And not long after that, he subsides into gentle snores. But that last comment of his has opened up something dark inside me, like everything was healing back together nicely, but that one casual line ripped open the stitches.

      You’re a good fuck.
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LUCA

        

      

    

    
      I don’t like to think of myself as a cruel man. I suppose others might. Must. When you’re in my business, it’s inevitable.

      Still, I don’t like to be unnecessarily cruel to innocents, and Finch might be a jaded party-boy, but there’s still something wide-eyed about his approach to life. So I feel like a complete shit when I say it, but I have to say it: “You’re a good fuck. We can come to some arrangement for our physical needs.”

      I only hope it’s believable enough this time.

      Because I’ve slipped up. I never should have taken him to bed; never should have let my guard down. He touches something deep inside me that I thought was dead, or maybe never existed in the first place, something that is dangerous for both of us.

      If Fuscone thought for one second I had feelings for him…

      It’s bad enough, what Tino has done: making us marry, parading us around, making us an even bigger target. But it would be far worse if Fuscone realized the kind of leverage he could get over me by making a move on Finch. He’d give Finch a slow, ugly, humiliating death instead of making it a clean kill if he thought it would cause me more pain.

      I asked Frank before we left on our honeymoon to find a place to stash my new spouse by the time I got back, because I fully intended to keep Finch locked up in a gilded cage for the rest of his life with all his needs catered for. I’d never see him again, but he’d be protected in a safe house in Australia or Iceland or on the moon.

      But I find I can’t do it. There’s a selfish little part of me that refuses to give him up.

      Anyway, Tino wouldn’t allow me to send Finch out of the city while he still has a point to prove. That’s how I justify it to myself: Tino wouldn’t allow it.

      For now, at least, no one can know I’m not indifferent to Finch, least of all Finch. He wears his feelings about me on his sleeve, and worse, he seems inclined to talk about them. If someone here on the boat heard him say he loved me, and fed it back to our enemies…

      These emotions of his are as dangerous as wildfire. I need to put them out, or keep them contained at least. And I need to stamp out the same fire he’s lit in me, too, for now.

      I can’t think when I’m near him, and that terrifies me.

      It could kill him if I don’t get my shit together. Literally kill him.
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        * * *

      

      The next morning I wake after the deepest and calmest sleep I think I’ve ever known, and find Finch in my bed still, his back to me. I have my arm around him again, and he snuggles closer with a sleepy sigh as I tighten my hold, his well-toned ass rubbing into my crotch.

      He gives an appreciative moan as my cock comes to life, and reaches back to pull my hip towards him. He’s still slick from the night before; I can feel it when I slide my fingers between his cheeks. His hole is a mess of worn lube and my cum, and it should disgust me, but it only makes me harder.

      “Come on, baby,” he murmurs sleepily, and his hand reaches down awkwardly between us, bumping into mine where I’m fingering him. He squeezes my cock and pulls it closer, begging without words.

      Well. I’m only human.

      I slide into him easy as anything, and he’s so warm and welcoming I let out a moan of my own. We rock slowly, building our pleasure together. It’s so unlike the hard fuck of the night before. This feels even more intimate, more emotional. My body is betraying me, but I can’t help hoping that he understands what it’s saying.

      All the same, I’ve made a decision. I will squash any emotions I have towards him, at least until we get back to New York and I can see how the battlefield is set up. I just won’t love him until we’re safe. Love is a choice that I’ve never bothered to make before, and I’ll put it away from me again now, fold it up and shove it in the back of a drawer like a winter sweater when springtime hits.

      Simple.

      After I’ve emptied myself into him and wrung a long, sweet orgasm out of him as well, I roll back and stare at the ceiling. “We’re docking today,” I say casually, like nothing has happened. “Not for long. Fuscone asked me to check in on one of his business interests while we were down here.”

      “Oh,” Finch says. “That could be fun. Maybe I—”

      “You’ll stay here on the Maddalena.”

      He flops over at that, staring at me. “The hell I will.”

      I get out of the bed without looking at him. “You’ll do what you’re told.”

      “Oh, no you don’t.” He flies out of bed and bolts around it to halt me, a hand in the middle of my chest. “Nope. You don’t get to dump a load in my ass and then tell me I’m confined to quarters until you feel like another fuck. You’re my husband, Luca, and this is our fucking honeymoon. So we will spend time together, we will get to know each other better, and we will enjoy it!”

      He’s risen to a shout by the end of his tirade, stabbing me in the sternum with a finger.

      “Take your hand off me if you want to keep it,” I say quietly.

      His anger dies almost as quickly as it arose, and after only a moment’s hesitation, he pulls his finger back and his eyes drop. I step forward and tip his face up, making him look at me. “You don’t shout at me. You don’t demand things from me. You take what you’re given and you say, ‘Thank you, Luca.’ Understand?”

      His mouth firms in a thin, pale line. “Fuck you.”

      My fingers tighten on his chin. “Only if you behave yourself, angel,” I say lightly, and finally he gives, pulls his face from my hand. “Don’t tell me you’ve forgotten your vows already? You promised to love, honor and obey.”

      Part of me wants to tell him to wait. To just hold on to that avalanche of feeling inside him and just wait until we get back to New York, until we get back to a place where I feel secure, where I know I can protect him. But I don’t believe he can hold back his emotions, not like I can. And besides that, I can’t have him questioning every decision I make. If I need to stop and explain every move I make, I’ll never fucking move at all. No, he just needs to do as he’s told for now.

      “You need to learn to trust me. To do what I tell you, and trust that it’s for your own good. Understand?”

      He gives me a contemptuous glance, but he won’t meet my eyes. “There are some moments I actually hate you,” he says, almost too quietly for me to hear.

      But I do hear it, and it feels like a knife slicing into me, into my heart. It’s a good thing if he hates me a little, I tell myself. A good thing.

      “That’s fine. You can hate me all you like, so long as you do what I say. And what I’m saying now is, stay on the damn boat,” I tell him.

      I brush past him on my way to the bathroom. When I come back out, he’s gone.

      This is what you want, I remind myself. Keep him off balance. At least until we’re back in New York and you can control the environment.

      We waited five years, we can wait another few weeks.

      The thing is, I seem to be off-balance as well, an unfamiliar feeling gurgling in my belly. It takes a moment to place it. I’ve only felt it once before, five years ago when I walked out of Finch’s suite without a backwards glance.

      Regret.
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      Fuck Luciano D’Amato.

      I hope he gets fucking leprosy and his dick falls off and all his fingers and his stupid perfect nose, too.

      I wash myself thoroughly, thinking vicious thoughts, wondering if I really am wrong about those glimpses of real feeling I’ve seen from him. I mean, guy’s kind of sociopathic, I know that. He’s a killer, and he lives his life storing things in little boxes in his mind like that’ll help keep his psyche in order.

      Therapy would be a fucking disaster for him. He’d have a complete mental break if he ever had to look at what’s inside some of those boxes.

      But I really did think he was coming around. We were finding a balance between ourselves over dinner. Don’t treat hired help like scum versus don’t challenge me in front of other people. And he really did seem interested in learning from me about social graces and all that shit.

      And the way we made love last night—because that’s what it was, even in the cold light of day. Not just a fuck, no matter what crass shit he said afterwards.

      It cuts deep when he turns around and says all that cold bullshit to me, but I don’t believe it. The way he kisses me, the way he lets out a long breath when he slides his cock into me, like he’s finally come home…

      Not to mention that finch tattoo right there on his arm.

      Surely he can see what a great team we’d make?

      He’ll come around eventually. This marriage is going to work, and I’m going to show that dumbass just how great he can be. Lady Macbeth ain’t got nothing on me.

      So now I’ve decided to be cheerful, I just need to find something to do. I wander down to have breakfast in the dining room, where Nunzio’s wife has baked fresh croissants and biscotti, and made cute little individual tropical fruit salads topped with tart yogurt. Yum. I eat three of everything. Hey, it’s my honeymoon, I’ll pack on a pooch over my washboard abs if I want to. Besides, my awful wedded husband hasn’t had the balls to show his face at the breakfast table, and I don’t see why all this amazing food should go to waste.

      After breakfast I dress in my hot-pink Speedos and head to the pool. I bake myself in the warm morning sunshine for a while, but my attention is distracted by the island coming closer and closer. It looks busy and bustling, and I’ve traveled most of the world in my tender years, but I’ve never been in this part of it, and it looks like fun. I’m itching to get off the yacht and go exploring.

      It’s not just stretching my legs, either. I miss people. I’m a social animal. Luca’s not. That’d be fine if he’d actually spend time with me, his long-suffering husband.

      But he won’t.

      By eleven the Maddalena has dropped anchor at the dock, and I stare longingly over the rails at the bright colors and cheerful people going about their business on shore. I even wave at some, and they wave back.

      “Don’t draw attention to yourself,” says a sharp voice behind me.

      I turn with a sigh. “It’s called being friendly. Something you might learn from.”

      “I’m not here to make friends.” Luca is wearing that horrific suit again, and cheap dark sunglasses, although the shades do make him look sexy. If only the man understood clothes.

      “You should wear shorts if you wanna blend,” I tell him in my most-bored voice, and turn back to lean on the rail and watch the definitely-more-fun stuff going on in port.

      “I’ll be back soon,” he says. “Behave yourself until I do.” I hear him walking closer to me and then his hand slides between my thighs, cupping my balls under my Speedos. I can’t help myself; I moan and push into his hand. He leans over me and his lips brush my ear. “If you do behave, you’ll get a reward again tonight.”

      I turn my head a little, eyes shut. “And if I don’t behave? If I make a break for it and beg for asylum in the islands?”

      His hand tightens up around my nuts, not enough to be painful, but not comfortable either. “Then I will find you and drag you back to the boat, and leave you tied up in the smallest bathroom on board for the rest of the voyage.”

      He totally would, too, I think to myself as he walks away. But I can’t help finding the idea weirdly hot, and I’m still hard by the time I see Luca walking down the dock ten minutes later. He’s wearing cargo shorts and a tee, just like I told him to.

      He looks as sexy as ever.

      I watch him until he disappears into the back streets leading away from the port.
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        * * *

      

      I wander down below deck and find the crew, just for someone to talk to. The deckhands are gathered in a tiny room, smoking weed and cigarettes and playing cards like something out of an old movie, but they look so startled and uncomfortable to see me that I just back out again, apologizing. Nunzio’s wife hustles me out of the kitchen insistently, and according to her, Nunzio himself has gone ashore on her orders with a shopping list to replenish the cupboards.

      I guess I could go bug the captain, but he’s a wizened old sea dog who has no interest in making conversation.

      I’m so tempted to sneak off the yacht. I could swan dive off the back and swim ashore, and no one would even notice. But the dirty promise of Luca’s hand on my balls and lips against my ears keep me tied here.

      I want him. And if I flit out of my cage, I know it’ll end badly for me. And there’d be no more sex, because I know Luca meant what he said. I’m starting to identify his I’m real damn serious tone from his I can be pushed a little tone, and it was definitely the former when he threatened to truss me up in a bathroom. So I mope back down to the little cabin I found the other day and stare out the porthole, waiting and watching for my darling husband to return home from work. I have a good view of the port, and it’s kind of like watching TV.

      Engrossing.

      I don’t know how long it is before the door opens and I jump, startled. It’s one of the card-playing crew members. I’ve seen him around, swabbing the decks or whatever it is that they do, and I’ve never seen a crew hand so wobbly on his feet as this guy has been the last few days, only now he seems to have finally got his sea legs.

      He looks at me. I look at him.

      “Whatchoo doin’ in here?” he grouses.

      “Looking out the window. What are you doing in here?”

      He stares at me for a second, his big dumb cow eyes playing over my face and then down my body, like he’s checking me out. But he’s not checking me out, or at least, I don’t get that frisson I usually do when a man is eyeballing me.

      He’s still holding one hand behind his back, and I stand, alarm bells sounding in my head. “What are you doing?” I demand.

      Slowly, he brings out the hand from behind his back, and I hold my breath as he does. This might be it. The moment all my problems stop with a bullet to the face, a slash to the throat.

      But in his hand it’s not a gun or a knife; it’s a fucking ginormous spliff and a lighter. I laugh, too loud and too long as usual, and the guy looks disconcerted.

      “Boss said no drugs,” he says, and it takes a second for me to realize he means Luca. “So I came down here to make sure we’re cool. Peace offering from the crew?” He holds out the spliff to me.

      “Boss ain’t here right now, and I won’t tell,” I purr. It’s exactly what I need, a nice mellow high—something natural, not like that prescription shit that makes my memories fragment. I can handle myself on weed. Luca will never even notice I’ve smoked up.

      I know I promised to ditch the drugs, but this isn’t the same thing at all, right? This is natural. Just like having a drink at the end of a hard day.

      “What’s your name?” I ask the guy.

      “Tommy.”

      “Tommy, I think you’re my new best friend. Pull up a chair.” I sit back down on the lower bunk and he sits on the opposite one.

      Tommy seems obliging enough. He pushes me to have as many drags as I like, and soon enough the thrill is spreading through my body. I like weed; I like the kind of buzz it gives me. Tommy doesn’t have any, even when I press him. But that only occurs to me halfway through the damn thing.

      “I’m done for now,” I say, when he urges me to keep going. “Any more and I’ll green out, buddy.”

      He gives me the once-over and carefully presses out the glowing end of the spliff on the metal bar holding up the upper bunk bed. “What’s he like?” he asks. There’s something in his tone that makes me open my eyes again. I was going to lie down, get comfy, let the weed work its magic, but I can’t, not with a guy sounding like this.

      “Who?”

      “Luca D’Amato.”

      “Stone cold asshole.”

      “No. I meant, what’s he like in bed?”

      Definitely something wrong here. “You ask all the passengers what their men are like in bed?”

      Tommy gives me a long, hard look, and I know what it means. It means it’s time to get the hell out of here before things escalate. I stand up, clunking my head on the bunk as I do, and I’m swaying slightly.

      Whatever I smoked was laced with something.

      “You know what, I think it’s time I go pretty myself up for my husband. He’s due back any second now.” I try to slide past him, but Tommy is faster than me. He’s built like a goddamn tank but he moves like a viper to shove me back and slam the door shut.

      “How about we enjoy ourselves right here?” he asks, and then he loses the dumb act and gives me the grin that shows who he really is, and who he really is is someone I don’t want to be around.

      Even high as fuck I can see that.

      “You know what, Tommy, I think I’m just gonna—”

      He takes out a kitchen knife from where he had it stashed in his pocket and chuckles at the look on my face when I see it.

      It’s not large, but it’ll do the job.

    

  







            Chapter Nineteen

          

          

      

    

    






FINCH

        

      

    

    
      “You know what,” I slur, the drugs making my vision blur now, “I really think I should—” I try to push past Tommy again, and the guy totally bitch-slaps me, hard, so my teeth slice open my lip, a spray of spittle-blood hits the sheets, and I go flying. Only there’s nowhere to fly, not in this tiny room, so I just slam into the wall with the one window I was happily staring out of till Tommy showed up, and I crumple to the floor.

      The next thing I hear is an almighty fucking crash as the door Tommy was standing against explodes open. Tommy stumbles towards me, and I make myself as small and as invisible as I can, because in the doorway is my husband.

      Only he’s not my husband, or not as I’ve seen him. His eyes are stone, and he has a gun in his hand. I don’t know anything about guns, but I can see that this one, whatever it is, is as much a part of him as the hand at the end of his arm; it’s just a further extension of his being.

      And as I think that, it fires.

      It’s fucking loud, loud enough to make me think I’m going deaf, and it cracks again and again, I lose count, my arms over my head, but I don’t scream. I have no breath left. All I can think about is Mom.

      The silence afterwards is eerie. My hearing starts to come back, muffled, and my head is still spinning from whatever shit was in that dope, but someone is pulling me, dragging me up, and making me move from my safe little corner.

      “Please don’t,” I whimper.

      “Don’t look,” a voice says. His voice.

      And he pulls me close, throwing one arm around my waist so he can half-carry me, and the other around my face, keeping it smushed into his chest.

      “You need to stop wearing Old Spice,” I hiccup, and try to look up, but I’m losing him, I’m losing the whole world, it’s slipping away from me…
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        * * *

      

      I feel my head throbbing first, the back of it. Then my mouth starts to ache, and my nose. I cough, and then I cough and cough again, my throat dry and sore.

      “Lie down, angel.”

      I didn’t even realize I was trying to get up, but I must have been, because calm, warm hands push my shoulders back down to the bed.

      I’m on a bed.

      I crack my eyes, very slightly, and sigh in relief when the light in the room is dim, warm, minimal.

      “Here.” Something trails over my lips and I open them hopefully. “Suck.”

      That’s something I can definitely do. But, aw, it’s just a straw. Still, I suck up the tepid water gratefully. It helps my throat. I clear it twice, three times, and then open my eyes a little more.

      It’s my husband. Only, it can’t be, because whoever this guy is, he’s smiling, and he has a gentle, relieved look in his eyes.

      I’ve never seen Luca looking at me like this, not even when I saved his life that one time.

      “What—” I croak, before I have to cough again.

      “You don’t have to worry about anything, angel.”

      And then my husband, or at least whoever it is who skinned him and is wearing him as a very lifelike Luca-suit, leans down to kiss my forehead, my nose, and then gently, so gently, my split lip.

      “What happened?” I ask, my voice getting stronger.

      “You really don’t have to worry about anything right now. Trust me on that.”

      I glare at him this time, although it makes my face hurt to squint my eyes as necessary for the glare. “What. Happened?”

      He lets out a little sigh. “Well, let’s see. You smoked up, and then—”

      “Tommy!” I remember, and try to sit up again. But it only makes me dizzy, and Luca shushes me, pulling me into his arms and supporting me like a baby, but at least I’m a little more vertical than I was. “Ugh. What happened to that fucker?”

      “He’s gone,” Luca says briefly.

      “Gone where?”

      And then I remember. The noise, the stink of fresh blood. “What did you do with the…”

      Luca’s voice sounds more like his usual tone when he says: “Here’s one instance where ‘sleeping with the fishes’ could apply.”

      I shudder. Luca’s casualness makes me feel a tad queasy, like my stomach’s about to flip-flop. To distract myself from the nausea, I look around the room. It’s the master suite again, and there’s a chair pushed up under the door handle of the entrance. “We’re safe in here,” Luca assures me, when he sees where I’m looking. “I’m just waiting for Frankie to get back to me with some information, but I’m pretty sure that guy was the only Fuscone plant on board.”

      I stare up at my husband. “How do you know it was Fuscone?”

      “Who else?”

      Fair point. “Why aren’t I tied up in a bathroom? I didn’t exactly behave myself, did I?”

      He flinches. I’ve never seen the man flinch before, either. A day of firsts. Flinching implies some kind of vulnerability.

      He puts me back down on the bed and only then opens his mouth to say something, but he’s saved by the phone. “Go back to sleep,” he tells me.

      I close my eyes and pretend, but I’m listening, not sleeping.

      “Frank,” he says, answering it. There’s a long pause, and I can hear Brother Frank squawking through the phone. He sounds panicked. Luca is calm, though, when he replies. “I see,” is all he says when the monologue is done. He’s thoughtful. Unhurried. Frank asks a question; I can hear it in the inflection. “What it means, Frank, is that Tino’s grip is loosening, and Fuscone thinks he’s the chosen one. So keep an eye on it and stay safe until I get back.” Another question. “Me? Why, Frankie, I’m going to enjoy my honeymoon. What else would I do?”

      He hangs up and I can feel him looking at me. My man’s eyes are like lasers; they sting when they hit. “You can stop pretending now,” he says, so I do.

      I struggle to sit up in the bed again and he comes to help me. “I never thought I’d see you playing nurse,” I tell him. There are so many things I want to say to him, mostly of the Fuck you variety, but there’s a bandage over my head and all my struggles are making it shift over my eyes, my face. I pull at it, tugging it off.

      “Don’t do that—great, now you’re bleeding again,” he sighs.

      I’ve wrestled my way to the side of the bed and I sit there, legs hanging over the side, panting. There’s a towel padded up on the pillow where my head was, stained crimson, and when I put a hand to the back of my head, it comes away sticky. Sticky and red.

      I’m still in my shorts, and there’s red on them too, and on my legs. Only that blood is dry. I remember the explosions, the gun going off right next to me. This isn’t my blood.

      And I remember Luca’s face when he burst through that door, enraged and alive with hatred. Hatred for poor old fake-deckhand Tommy, though. Not me.

      Poor old fake-deckhand Tommy who was about to kill me, and I realized in that split-second that I didn’t want to leave this world. Not anymore.

      “Are we—are we going to die on this honeymoon?” I ask.

      And for one of the very few times in my life, I actually give a shit about the answer.
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      “No.”

      Finch looks relieved by my response, but then, strangely, puzzled. He looks down at his legs again, covered in spatter, and nods slowly. He clears his throat and says, “I’d like to clean up.”

      I’ve got my adrenaline under control by now. I had the shakes for a while after…well, I won’t think about that again, not yet, because I feel my temper rising once more. I’m not used to that hot anger. I’m usually much more restrained, and I’m kicking myself for shooting someone right next to Finch, considering the way his mother went out.

      He doesn’t look like he’s freaking out, but how would I even know?

      Frank has assured me that the asshole was Fuscone’s only man on the yacht; the rest are Tino’s. And if any of them have been turned, or if it’s actually Tino who’s ordered our deaths…well, we’ll know soon enough.

      Tino. I hate to think of Sam Fuscone moving against him, but it was only a matter of time. I bet Tino knew it, too; he’ll have something in place.

      At least I know we’re safe for the moment. The chair under the door handle won’t stop anyone really determined to get through it, but I have my gun.

      So, let’s see.

      I don’t really believe this was Tino’s doing. I also don’t believe there are any other enemies aboard, and I’ve taken care of the body. The blood can stay there as a warning in case I’m wrong, and there are others here who would do us harm.

      Finch is safe. That’s all I care about.

      But when I think of what a close thing it was—if I hadn’t been coming back down the dock right then—if I hadn’t caught sight of Finch’s bright bleached hair dancing around in the window and the cloud of smoke filling up that the room—if I hadn’t marched straight there, intending to catch him red handed with his drugs—

      If I hadn’t heard the noise inside the room and Finch’s panicky voice…

      Maybe it’s true, and the saints are watching over us.

      It still surprises me the way my cool exploded, made me burst into that room, literally guns blazing, without thinking about how incredibly dumb it was to let off a shot in an enclosed space like that, and especially on a fucking yacht.

      Finch has his weakness for drugs, but I seem to have mine, too: Finch. That protective, possessive madness rose up in me, an unstoppable force. I’ve never felt that way about anyone, even Frank.

      But now, apparently, Howard Fincher Donovan the Third has found a way to trigger something uncontrolled and dangerous inside me.

      Once I eliminated the deckhand, I shut the door on the mess and half-helped, half-dragged Finch back up to the master suite, where I put him to bed to sleep off whatever shit he’d taken. All those drugs and all that drinking seems to be kept in check with his gym regime, but damn those muscles make him hefty these days. At least I didn’t have to stitch anything up, although I was worried about his head wound. But I’ve learned enough over the years in tending to Frank—and myself—that I’m pretty sure his loss of consciousness was due to the drugs. God knows what the deckhand put in there.

      I left Finch sleeping, locked him in, and went back to collect the body. The rest of the crew—the legitimate crew, as I’m thinking of them—were smart enough to make themselves scarce. So I don’t think any of them saw me rolling a large weighted bundle off the back of the yacht once we got out to sea again. Or if they did, they’re not saying anything.

      I feel as safe as I’m going to in a place I don’t control, and I don’t intend to leave Finch alone for another second. So now all I have to do for the rest of my honeymoon is keep him right next to me, which…is what he actually wants.

      My life just got easier, even if it doesn’t feel like it right now.

      I help him slowly into the bathroom, but I’m relieved to find he’s regaining his strength rapidly. “This is Tommy’s blood?” he asks when we reach the bathroom. It’s all black Italian marble and gold trimmings. I can see my reflection in the darkness everywhere I look.

      Finch is still looking at his splattered legs.

      “Don’t think about that,” I tell him.

      “Are you kidding? I want to fucking Instagram this shit. That asshole was gonna knife me. He got what he deserved.” He looks up at me, licking his split lip. “Besides, this wasn’t just an attack on me, was it? It was supposed to be a sign to you, too.”

      It’s such an incongruous statement that I let out a huff of laughter. But Finch isn’t wrong. This was supposed to be a sign to me, and maybe I need to think about the long game and stop worrying so much about Finch, who is fine, and safe, and mouthy as ever. That’s what I tell myself, anyway, and I try not to think about that red veil that came over my eyes when I heard Finch’s voice, high with fear. But I can’t help it replaying in my head, just for a moment, and my grip tightens around Finch’s arm.

      He winces. “Ease up there, honey,” he complains.

      “Sorry.” I can’t think clearly, and I don’t know why. I need to get away from him, think things through, understand the connections and the possibilities that this move from Fuscone has opened up. “I’ll leave you to your shower.”

      “Nuh-uh,” he says, belligerence in his voice. “I’m having a bath with bubbles that fill this whole fucking room, and you’re gonna get into it with me.”

      I look at the enormous sunken tub; shiny black like the rest of the room. “It’ll take an hour to fill,” I say, but I turn on the taps. There’s no bubble bath, but apart from that, Finch seems satisfied. He insists on me getting in with him and it seems like a reasonable enough request.

      I don’t kill with my own hands very often these days, but when I do, I like to clean off after.

      I set my Sig Sauer and an extra mag in easy reach on the side of the tub just in case we’re rudely interrupted. Finch looks at the gun, but he says nothing. It might be my imagination, but I think his dick gave a twitch at the sight of it. I can’t blame him; it’s a beautiful weapon.

      I help him in and then slide in at the other side, but he swims over to sit on top of me before I realize what he’s doing, nestling his ass into my crotch and arching his back to relax on my chest. He stretches out in the massive tub, toes poking through the water where they float. I slide an arm around his waist and pull him down firmer into my lap, his butt brushing against my bush and my half-thick cock.

      He slings a hand behind his head, around my neck, arching his back so that those bubblegum pink nipples float temptingly just above the waterline. “I guess I could’ve behaved better today,” he murmurs. “But this time I think you deserve a reward.”

      I say nothing, unsure what he means, until he starts brushing that ass back and forth in my lap. The buoyancy only helps; it’s a gentle tease, and I find myself responding despite myself.

      “Stop,” I say at last, and I try to use my serious voice, the one I use when I’m ordering Fuscone’s nephew around, the one even that little shit can’t help responding to. Only Finch, crazy death-wish Finch, doesn’t listen. He keeps grinding on me, the water splashing and rocking in the tub.

      “You’re gonna have to make me stop,” he says, and twists to press a kiss to my cheek, another to the side of my mouth. I grab his waist and push him, turn him, mount him on my lap so he’s facing me. It takes him by surprise but he likes it, and lets out that laugh of his. “That’s not making me stop,” he says, splaying his thighs so he can rub his cock against mine.

      I’m so hard for him. And he wants it. He’s desperate for it.

      I reach down between us and curl my fingers around his cock, just lightly, and he stops breathing. I jack him slowly; moving in the water makes it slower than I’d like—than he’d like, judging by his frustrated moan.

      I’m coming to understand him, I think. It’s not so much that he’s an addict—to drugs, booze, sex, attention. It’s more that Finch is a hedonist in the purest sense of the word, and he seeks pleasure wherever he can find it. He needs it to fill that hole inside of him.

      Only right now there’s another hole I think needs some attention. I let go of his dick and slide my hands around his firm asscheeks, spreading them even wider.

      “You’re so hot,” he whispers, when my fingertip traces over his ring, probing delicately, seeing how fast he’ll open up for me. His head drops forward to my shoulder.

      “We shouldn’t be doing this,” I say. For so many reasons. His disobedience about the drugs; his potential concussion; his lingering high…and he’s a hostage.

      But I still want to do it.

      “I won’t tell if you won’t,” he says, speaking the words against my throat. That gentleness, his vulnerability, makes me harder.

      There’s something strange happening to me. I want to hurt him—see his eyes go wide with a brief shot of pain—but only because I want to comfort him afterwards. I want to be the one who gives him relief. I want to tease orgasm after orgasm out of him along with the pain, to watch him fall apart a million times, to make him open up his heart and soul.

      It sounds very close to what all the songs on the radio say love is like, but I know it can’t be. Not now. Not until it’s safe.

      I wriggle the very tip of my finger into his tight bud, and feel the hitch of his breathing as I do. He pushes down, tries to swallow up my finger, but I’m ready for it, and move my hand away. “No,” I tell him. “You take as much as I’m willing to give you at any one time.”

      He nuzzles into me again. “Whatever you say, husband.” And then he waits patiently, trustingly. It makes me want to tear him apart, but it also makes me gentle.

      I stroke his hole again, again, again, until I feel it quiver, and then I push my fingertip back inside. I wish it was my cock driving into him; but at the same time, I love seeing how he reacts to this, just this, just one finger. It’s heady. It’s sexy.

      I press in further, up to the knuckle. He’s tight and hot around my finger, and his breathing picks up. It’s not an act. My other arm is curled around him, keeping him close, and I can feel his heart beating under my hand. I start finger-fucking him, little movements, just to tease all those lovely nerve endings, and he moans into my neck.

      “You like that?” I ask. I want to hear him say it.

      “You’re so fucking hot,” he whispers. “I need your cock.”

      I’ve heard that before, from any number of men, but it’s different with him. For one thing, I believe him. He really does need my cock. When I look into his eyes, they’re desperate. And it’s intoxicating, his complete desire for me.

      When we’re like this, he trusts me.

      His ass is clenching on my finger, showing me exactly what he could do to my dick if it were in there. I pull out and press two fingers back in. He can take it, lube or no lube. He’s begging for it. I lean forward so he drops back, his nipples coming up towards my mouth, and his ass sliding all the way down on my fingers. He gasps when I close my teeth around one of those tempting nipples, and I tease it with my tongue, with my teeth, with my lips. I don’t know that I’ve ever been with such a responsive guy before.

      His pink-tipped cock, the same color as his nipples, is straining upward in the water. I wriggle my fingers inside him, feeling around, trying to find the right spot, and I know I’ve found it when he cries out.

      “You like that?” I ask again, abandoning his nipple for the moment.

      “I like you,” he says, giving me that familiar Finch smirk, but I wipe it off his face with another pass of my fingers over his most sensitive spot.

      “That’s good,” I say, “since you’re tied to me for life.”

      “Is that what’s bugging you?” he asks, and I see now that he’s not quite as sunk into his hedonistic spiral as I thought. Interesting.

      “Nothing’s bugging me.”

      “Then why did you act like such as asshole this morning after we had such a nice night?”

      “You still don’t get it, do you?” I ask, twisting my fingers. “Our marriage is a tool for Tino to keep control, and all it’s done for us is make us targets. You saw that yourself today.”

      He stilled when I started talking, but now he moves again, fucking himself on my fingers, little movements like he’s asking permission. “I never thought you of all people would miss the possibilities. This doesn’t—fuck—” I’m stroking that spot again. “This doesn’t have to be a bad thing, you know. Life gave you me, baby. Why not make lemonade outta me?”

      I’m not sure what he means, but I’m intrigued.

      He pulls himself back up, hands around my neck, his body glistening under the cascade of water, and then he runs his hand over the old scar on my arm, the jagged edges where he sewed me up himself, over the bird tattoo. “I could be so good for you, baby. Won’t you give me a chance to show you?” he asks.

      Only he doesn’t ask me. He begs me. Oh, he has my number, alright.

      “What exactly can you do for me?”

      “Well,” he says, pulling away from me. “First of all, I can make sure you don’t regret marrying me and giving up all other men, like Tino commanded.” And with that, he stands up in the tub, water sluicing down his body. He wades away from me, turns, and bends from the waist to balance on the black marble side of the tub. He looks back at me over his shoulder. “You like?”

      His ass is a masterpiece, and he knows it. But I don’t plan on feeding his ego, at least not yet. “I mean, I’ve seen it before…” I shrug.

      “Oh, you ain’t seen nothing yet, baby,” he says, winking at me, and then he slides a hand over one cheek, and spanks it.

      I can’t deny my cock is interested. And then as Finch slides his other hand down and pulls apart his cheeks for my viewing pleasure, my cock begins throbbing, demanding. My mind is fogging up with desire for him. Finch’s cheeks are wide open now, his asshole clearly visible. It’s the same pretty pink color as his lips, as his nipples, as the tip of his cock. It’s slightly puffy from my ministrations, and so, so inviting.

      I sigh and relax back against the tub. If he wants to give me a show, I won’t dissuade him. He’s keeping his cheeks spread with one hand now, and with the other hand, he’s playing with his hole. His chest is pressed against the marble as he probes at his ring with two fingers, just like I had inside him a few minutes ago. His balls are delicate, elegant. No big swinging sack for Howard Fincher Donovan the Third; no, his junk is as refined as the rest of him, even if he tries his best to act like trash. I watch him fucking himself on his fingers, hear his moaning—even if it’s put on, it’s still hot—and I stroke myself while I watch.

      He works his way up to three fingers, then four, and I think he’d go further, dislocate his own wrist if he had to, but I say: “Stop. Pull your cheeks apart again.”

      He does, and I get to see the pretty pouting of his hole, clenching itself on nothing.

      “Put your cock in me,” he begs. “I’ll milk it so good.”

      It takes all my self-control not to launch myself dick-first into his ass. “Turn around,” I say instead. He obeys, leaning against the marble tub, his legs spread wide. “Jack it,” I say. I want to see how pink that lovely cock gets. “So this is what you can do for me?” I ask after a while, raising a challenging eyebrow. “Show me your ass, and then jerk off?”

      “Can’t show you my talents if you won’t put your cock in me,” he says, pouting.

      I stand up. I have a few inches on him, but he seems to shrink in on himself as I wade the few steps over to him. “What did I tell you this morning?”

      He casts his eyes down: submissive, or playing it. “I take what I’m given and I say, ‘Thank you, Luca.’” He looks up, lashes spiky little stars from the water clinging to them. “I just thought you might like to watch me play with my ass,” he murmurs. “I can suck you if you prefer.”

      I want in his butt so bad I think my knees are going to start shaking. Imagine that, the big bad mobster reduced to a quivering wreck at the idea of getting my dick in someone.

      I can’t do it right now, though. Not after the day we’ve had. So I decide to teach him a different lesson. “Get on your knees,” I say.

      He looks me dead in the eye then, to judge my tone, and I can see the calculations running in his brain. Then slowly, as the force of my will rolls over him like gravity, he sinks down in the water to his knees, and pays his respects to my cock.
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      My man just needs someone to show him what’s possible, sometimes. Like five years back, when I showed him New York City laid out like a buffet for the eating. Here and now I knew he wanted my ass, so I showed it to him—also for the eating, if he was so inclined.

      But I think I like what he has planned even more. His cock is butting into my chin, and I open my mouth to take it in. This is how he used me the very first time, five years back, so maybe I’m wrong, maybe he could take or leave my ass, and this is his favorite thing.

      I don’t think so, though.

      I think this is about teaching me my place in this strange little hierarchy. So I open my mouth, and he dips in, shallow, just pressing his silky cockhead against my tongue, and then pulling out. He’s holding his cock at the base. It’s long; he’s got impressive girth, too, curving up towards his belly. It’s exactly the kind of cock the rest of those mobsters wish they had and don’t, and which they suspect, morosely but correctly, that he has.

      And now it’s mine. Mine until death. I mouth towards it, wanting its reassuring weight on my tongue, wanting the proof of his desire for me. But he grabs me by the hair, pulling my face up. It stings, just a little. I can tell he’s not doing it to hurt me, just to show me that he can. And then, with his other hand, he lifts his dick and softly slaps my face with it.

      I start in surprise; it’s not that it’s painful, it’s just unexpected. And my face is admittedly still tender from Tommy the Thug giving me that huge slap before. I stare up at Luca, wondering what his point is. Wondering what he’s trying to show me, because it’s definitely something, and I want to learn this man.

      He stares down at me, his blue eyes electric but unreadable, and then slowly, deliberately, slaps his cock against my other cheek as well.

      “That’s the only slap you need to remember from today,” he says, and then I get it. What I’m going to remember from this motherfucking shit of a day is not getting slapped around by Tommy, or the multiple bangs to my head, and it certainly won’t be Tommy getting his fucking face shot off with ten rounds.

      No. My husband’s cock will be the only thing I remember from today.

      “Stand up, angel.”

      I do, my legs barely functioning now. He pulls me close, one arm around my waist, keeping me steady, and with his other hand he gathers our cocks together, so I can feel his warm, wet flesh against mine. And then his mouth descends onto mine.

      He kisses like no one I’ve kissed before. I’ve never known anyone like him, and at the same time, he’s the only other person in this world I’ve ever truly known.

      He kisses with abandon, with passion, with a warmth that never seems to be echoed in his eyes, and I crack mine open just to check on that. But his are closed, shut tight, like he can keep out the rest of the world, and his hand is tugging me, taking me right up close to the edge almost straight away.

      “I’m gonna—” I choke out. “Baby, I’m gonna—”

      “Come on,” he says, and jacks me right over the edge. I go off like a bomb in his hand, and grab at him, clutch like I’m drowning, panicking, and maybe I am. He keeps working me until it’s almost-almost-painful, but then he explodes too, painting my belly and chest with his cum.

      As he washes me down and jokingly makes me kiss his soft-but-still-impressive cock and say thank you to him, I can’t help but wonder where all this is going. He towels me off like a precious object, and wraps me in the softest, fluffiest robe I’ve ever felt, and then he leads me back to bed. “Can we fuck some more?” I ask hopefully, but he shakes his head. He smiles when he does it, at least.

      “You need a nap before dinner,” he says. “And so do I. I function best on seven hours of sleep a night, and I haven’t been sleeping great the last few weeks.”

      “Why?”

      He gives me a look like he doesn’t know how to answer that. “I guess I was nervous about the wedding,” he says at last, and he says it with a dead straight face, so I can’t tell if he’s serious or being ironic. “But I slept better than I ever have last night, with you in my arms.”

      He can’t be serious, surely.

      He pulls me into the bed with him, wraps me up securely in his long limbs, and I breathe against him. I can feel his heart beating against my back, strong and consistent. I could get used to this, I think, before I can’t hold on to thinking anymore.
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      I don’t know what time I wake, but I wake tumbling out of his arms. I think something woke us—yes, there it is again, a tentative knock on the door. Luca is sitting bolt upright, his gun pointed dead at the door, not wavering.

      “Who is it?” he shouts.

      “It’s Nunzio, signor’,” someone calls back. “You asked me to alert you when your dinner was thirty minutes out. My wife tells me it will be thirty minutes from now.”

      Luca stares at the door, face blank, and then clicks the safety back on the gun. “We’ll be there.”

      “Scusi, signor’, mi scusi, but ehhh…” Nunzio wavers again, and he sounds nervous.

      “What is it?” Luca barks.

      “I cannot find one of our deckhands, Tommy?”

      “He disembarked at port.”

      There’s a pause, and then Nunzio says, “Grazie. He was not a good deckhand.” We hear his feet retreat from the door.

      “I think you actually scored points there,” I tell Luca. But he doesn’t stop watching the door handle, and now neither can I. Is it going to turn? Is the friendly Nunzio really another assassin?

      After a minute, I get bored of watching the non-moving door handle, so I roll out of bed and head towards the connecting door, which has also been jammed with a chair. Luca flashes out of bed, and grabs me back. “No,” he says.

      “I need clothes if we’re going to dinner,” I say, shrugging. “They’re next door.” Because of you, you motherfucker, I don’t add. He’s the one who insisted on separate rooms.

      Luca gives me a long up and down look, as though reminding himself of my nudity, and then nods once. “I’ll go first,” he says.

      “I thought you said Brother Frank cleared the crew?”

      “He did. But I haven’t.”

      “Soooo…are we gonna hole up in here behind locked doors or are we going to dinner? Because you just said—”

      “Shut up,” he says, but it’s weirdly polite, the way he says it. “I’ll get your clothes for you.”

      I cross my arms over my chest. “You can barely dress yourself, baby. You can scope out my room, make sure no one’s hiding in there with a stiletto, and then I’ll get my fucking clothes.”

      I’m half expecting a slapped face for that level of mouth, and his eyes are gleaming dangerously. But he just shrugs, and pushes me behind him as he approaches the connecting door.

      There’s no one in my room, but I could have told him that. I pull out my distressed jeans that I bet cost more than Luca’s whole wardrobe, and tug them on, ignoring underwear. His eyes linger on my ass as I head to the closet for a shirt—I can see him watching in the mirror.

      Yeah, he wants it.

      I pull on my shirt and run my fingers through my hair. It’s longer than I usually wear, and my roots are coming through. But I think Luca likes it this length. I think he likes that he can grab me by it, move me where he wants me.

      Control me.

      He thinks he can control me, anyway.
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      Like all honeymoons, I assume, ours seems to pass too quickly. I keep Finch with me twenty-four hours a day, allowing him only bathroom breaks, meals and sleep. But we spend most of our time in bed, which I suppose is pretty standard for a honeymoon. Once I’ve admitted to myself how much I crave him, I want to spend as much time inside him as I can while we have the time here together.

      Because when we get back to New York, I’ll have to be much more restrained, at least for a little while. I’ve told him this, touched on it so he doesn’t start thinking this is what our life will be like: endless orgasms and luxurious yachts.

      Yeah, the sex is great. But that in itself is a problem. I find it harder and harder to hold back feelings, useless as they are. My brain only seems to work these days when I think about Finch, about what his face looked like when I twisted my fingers like that, about the noise he made when I put my tongue there, about how he laughed at something I said, about how his eyes look different colors depending on the light…

      While Finch sleeps I’ve been trying to plan, trying to think ahead and figure out what Fuscone’s next move will be, but I’ve become lazy. Lazy and drunk on my new husband. It’s a recipe for disaster, and I know it, but I still can’t bring myself to care about anything that might happen when Finch is with me now.
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        * * *

      

      But by the last day, I’ve tried to put some distance between us. Finch is snappy, too, short-tempered about little things, and I know it’s because he’s worried about New York. I’ve told him a few times that things will be different there, and I don’t think he really believed me until he saw me start to change, start to pull my old persona back on with practiced ease. On the Maddalena I was gentle, but by the time we boarded the jet, I was Luca D’Amato again. It was a relief to find I could still be that way, that the old me hadn’t drowned under a rising tide of emotion.

      To Luca D’Amato, the only thing that matters is business.

      Our arrival back in New York is met with minimal attention; Frank is the only one to pick us up, and that’s the way I wanted it. There’s been another surge of infighting among the Families, and even Fuscone’s focus has been diverted by it—for now.

      Frank found a new apartment for me and Finch, like I asked him to before the wedding. It’s nothing fancy, but it is easy to defend and has minimal entries and exits to the building. Best of all, Fuscone doesn’t know where it is, and by the time he does, I’ll have my defenses in place. Finch’s face when we walk in—up seven flights of stairs, since the elevator’s broken—is somewhere between stunned and mutinous.

      “Jesus wept! I’m not living here,” he says, dumping his suitcases in the doorway. We came straight from the airport, and he’s still grumpy because I wouldn’t let him drink more than one bottle of Cristal on the plane. “What the fuck?” Finch asks, turning to me.

      It’s a railroad apartment, which is how I wanted it. Fewer places to hide, and we can hole up in the bathroom if we have to and defend our position. But it’s old and it’s dirty; the furniture is from the seventies and the kitchen is hazardous.

      “Now you’re starting to understand the real situation you’re in,” I say to Finch casually. I wander through the place, schooling my face. “It’s not all yachts and champagne, angel.”

      Mother Mary, this place is bad.

      I mean, it’s what I wanted, but Frank doesn’t exactly have a woman’s touch when it comes to picking a home. I almost regret not telling him to take Celia with him when he went hunting for it, but then I remind myself: it doesn’t matter what it looks like, it only matters if it’s useful.

      “Yeah, I’ma go back to that Central Park West place,” Finch snorts, and picks up his bag.

      “Frank, get out.”

      Frank touches a finger to his forehead in farewell, and makes a face at me that Finch doesn’t see. I lock the door behind my brother, and turn back to my still-pissed-off husband.

      “You try to keep me here and I’ll just fucking jump off the roof one night when you’re sleeping,” Finch snorts.

      I walk right up to him, crowding him against the door Frank just walked out of, and put a hand around the back of his neck, stroking my thumb along his hairline. “You still don’t get it, baby bird? You’re a prisoner in this marriage, and this is your cage. But I’ll be in it with you. Perhaps you can take some cold comfort from that.”

      He pulls away from me, but I put my arm up against the door so he can’t wriggle past. The problem with Finch is, I believe he would throw himself off the building just to spite me.

      “Where do you propose we live?” I ask him.

      He quits squirming at that. “Well, shit, that Central Park West place was okay,” he says. “Or NoHo is cool.”

      “The Central Park West place is Tino Morelli’s property,” I tell him. “And I can’t afford NoHo. Not yet, anyway.” One day.

      “Sure, but I can afford it,” he says belligerently.

      I chuckle at that, but it’s out of pity. He really doesn’t get it yet. “No, angel, you can’t. Not anymore. Anything your daddy used to give you will go straight to Fuscone now, and it’s that cash that’s keeping you alive and Fuscone off our backs. For now. Not forever, but for now. So no more fancy living, angel. I’ll have to move up in the world first.”

      “I won’t fucking live here,” he says darkly. “I’d rather die. Shit, Luca. I gave up the drugs, my friends, my whole fucking life, and now I have to live in a rat-infested shithole as well? Nuh-uh.”

      Here’s the thing.

      Tino offered to arrange a townhouse by the Park for the two of us as a wedding gift, but there’s no way in hell I’m living in a place financed by him. I respect my Boss, but I don’t trust him fully. Maybe the yacht was clear, but there’d be wires and cameras all over the townhouse. I gave Tino my thanks and I kissed his hand when he made the offer, that morning we left for the honeymoon, but I told him I’d have to think about it.

      Besides, if I give in to Finch now, he’ll know he can wind me round his little finger whenever he wants.

      “You can put up some chintz curtains,” I tell him, standing aside to wave down the hallway. “Make it homey.”

      I realize I’ve gone too far when his gold-green eyes fill with tears. I figure at first it’s a tantrum: the rich bitch wants his own way, and he’ll cry and scream till he gets it. But Finch just grabs his suitcase and mutters, “Whatever,” before stalking down to the bedroom.

      I hesitate, wondering how to handle this situation, and that’s not like me, not like the old Luca D’Amato. Usually I know my own mind. But this is tricky. I ponder another moment or two, and then I follow him.

      The bedroom door is closed, and when I open it, Finch is sitting on the bed with his head in his hands, his suitcase unopened on the floor next to him.

      “Angel, I tried to tell you,” I sigh. “This marriage is not supposed to be fun. It’s supposed to be a punishment.”

      He doesn’t look up; he just slumps over onto the bed—which Frank, I presume, has made up with sheets—and closes his eyes. It’s not late, but it’s not early, either, so I leave him there and hope he’ll get some sleep.

      I don’t dare touch him, try to comfort him. It’ll only cloud my mind.

      I set myself up in the living room on the couch with no springs in it, and I’m drowsing in front of late-night TV when I’m woken by something.

      It’s a metal rattling getting louder and louder, and now free-wheeling curse words carry through the apartment. My husband has a mouth on him. I go through to the bedroom to see what the commotion is.

      Just like I thought, Finch is standing at the window, shaking the bars. “Why the fuck are bars even on windows this high?” he hollers at me.

      “I asked Frank to put them on.”

      “Why?”

      I lean against the door jamb, rubbing sleep out of my eye. “Because I know you, angel, just like you think you know me. Oh, I know all about you. Your depressive episodes, the PTSD, the suicide attempts—you think I’d leave you an easy option out the window? No way. You’re stuck with me till you get old and gray. But on the plus side, I’m sworn to protect you. That life with me? I guarantee it’ll be a long one.”

      Finch just lays himself out on the bed again and goes back to sleep. I spend the whole night on the sofa. If he wants to try the front door, he’ll have to go past me, and I’m a light sleeper.

      But nothing disturbs me in the night, and the next day I tell him Celia’s coming around to see him. He seems to like her, at least, and it does seem to lift the deep black mood to dark gray. “You’ll also meet your new bodyguard,” I throw out casually. But he doesn’t seem to care. I have work to get back to, thanks to the unrest starting up again in the city, but I wait around until Mikey gets there.

      “I know you,” Finch says to him. Finch hasn’t showered; he slept in until ten, so I had to pull him out of bed to introduce him formally to Mikey.

      “Yeah, we met,” Mikey says, offering a hand.

      Finch just looks at it. “How many guys have you killed with that hand?” he asks, but he says it without any tone in his voice.

      Mikey grins and drops his hand with a shrug. “I lost count,” is all he says.

      “Behave yourself,” I tell Finch, and then I give the door keys to Mikey. “He doesn’t leave today. Celia’s coming around. She’ll cheer him up.”

      “I’m right here,” he says, scowling. “Don’t talk about me like I’m some kid.”

      “Stop acting like it and I will,” I tell him. I look at Mikey again. “You hear me? Even with Celia, he doesn’t go out. Not today.”

      “What about the fucking chintz curtains?” Finch asks.

      A horn sounds off in the street; it’s Frank. Thank God. I’ve had enough of Finch and his bitching for now. I turn my back and walk out without another word. Mikey shakes his head and makes like part of the wallpaper, like he doesn’t approve of the way I’m treating my new husband. But just for today I need Finch to stay there, to behave, to sit it out so I can get the lay of the land.

      Two weeks I’ve been out of New York. Two weeks is a long time in our business. Allegiances shift, money moves, people disappear. And my head is still stuffed up with Finch, like cotton balls.

      I just need a day to clear my head and get the position of all those chess pieces set up in my mind again.
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      “How was the honeymoon?” Frank asks, waggling his eyebrows.

      “What’s the situation with Fuscone?” I counter. He knows better than to talk personal when we’re out on business.

      “Aw, you’re no fun,” he grouses, and then he gives me the rundown.

      Inter-family wars have stirred up again and with them, old cracks within the Morelli family. Fuscone’s never been happy that he wasn’t made Underboss rather than Paul Marino, and he’s never been shy about saying it, either. And on top of that, a long-standing feud over territory boundaries has stirred up again between the Morellis and the Clemenzas. Fuscone has as many ties to the Clemenza Family as he does to the Morellis. If the Morelli Family falls, Fuscone still stands to gain.

      For now, though, he seems to be playing on Tino’s side. For now.

      It’s all very complex and completely petty at the same time.

      “Anyhow, Tino wants to see you,” Frank finishes, wheeling the car around the corner.

      “When?”

      “Now.”

      I give my brother a sharp look. This is news he should have told me sooner.

      Frank stands on the brakes and we come to a stop an inch away from the car in front. He’s a shitty driver, which is why I usually prefer Mikey to take the wheel. But needs must. I couldn’t get hold of my first choice of bodyguard for Finch—not yet—and I figured Mikey might be a good fit. He’s good-natured, but he can put his foot down when he needs to.

      “I didn’t know till just this morning,” Frank tells me defensively. “Just now when I pulled up at your place. Anyway, aren’t you gonna tell me how the missus is doing?”

      “Shut up, Frank,” I sigh. “And show some respect.”

      He chuckles and takes another corner on two wheels. “Well, Celia’s into him. She always wanted a gay BFF, and that was never gonna be you, was it?”

      We arrive at Tino’s place. He lives in a fancy-but-not-noticeable area of the city, and there are cameras all over the place—his own and the Feds’. Today there are two Morelli guards out the front, too. Things must be serious. Frank gives a grim look at me.

      “It’s getting serious.”

      “I can see that.”

      “It was you he asked for,” he says. “I’ll wait here.”

      “I don’t like you out here in the open.”

      He shrugs. “No one’s interested in a foot soldier.”

      I grip his shoulder. “I am,” I tell him. “You’re not allowed to die, Frankie. Not while I need you. Understand?”

      I leave him laughing.

      The two guards know me; I recognize them from a different crew and give them the nod. Usually I’d go right in, but my husband’s advice about treating underlings better is sticking in my brain for some reason, so I pause. “It’s…Nick, right? And Bobby?”

      I can’t quite remember which is which, but they nod, looking surprised.

      “How’s it been out here?” I ask. I can’t recall if either are married or have kids, otherwise I’d ask after them. So I stick to business.

      They stare dumbly at me before one of them says, “Real quiet, Mr. D’Amato, real quiet.”

      “Let’s keep it that way,” I say, and they nod again. I attempt a smile, but quit it when it only seems to provoke terror. “Well, Mr. Morelli is expecting me, I believe.”

      Nick, or maybe Bobby, opens the door for me, and I’m greeted in the hallway by Angelo Messina, who gives me a nod before he holds out his hand.

      “I’ll take the gun today,” he says calmly.

      “Come on, Angelo, you know me.”

      “I’ll take the gun today.”

      I hand it over, and he locks it away before taking me through the house to the conservatory, where Tino likes to take his breakfast. For Tino, that means espresso and biscotti. He’s reading the papers—he gets them all, even the tabloids—and his first cigar of the day waits on a satin napkin next to his coffee. He stands up when I approach, smiling happily, and kisses me on both cheeks.

      “Don Morelli, you look well.”

      “My boy!” he booms. “It’s good to see you. How was the Maddalena, eh? Did she behave for you?”

      I have to be careful here. Does he know about the assassin? It could be a veiled threat, or it could be a request for information, or it could be just general small talk to break the ice.

      “She’s a lovely yacht,” I tell him politely. “We’re indebted to you for allowing us—”

      “Please, please,” he says, waving away my niceties. “We are Famiglia. What’s mine is yours. Come, sit. You want espresso?”

      I accept his hospitality, and we chat about mundane things while the house staff come and go, bringing more coffee, more biscotti. Only once they’ve gone and Angelo has retreated into a corner does Tino fold up his paper, light his cigar, and look at me closely over his half-glasses.

      “I hear you had some troubles out on the ocean,” he says in a low voice.

      “Nothing I couldn’t handle, sir.”

      He leans forward in his chair. “Oh, I have no doubt of that, Luciano. I heard from Nunzio that one of the new hires didn’t work out so well.”

      I study Tino’s face and I think about the lack of wires on the Maddalena. While he could be screwing me over, threatening me, I don’t think he is. “It might be a good idea for Nunzio to revisit his hiring principles, Don Morelli,” I say, inclining my head.

      He gives a laugh, and then gets serious. “I’m sorry that happened to you on your honeymoon, my boy, and Nunzio asked me to extend his apologies also. I am sorry and I am concerned.”

      I shrug. “Fuscone was never going to like your play with the Donovan kid. But now he’s a man down, so I guess we’re even from my perspective.”

      Tino frowns. “You think this was Fuscone’s work? Perhaps. If so, he moved against me when he moved against you. It is true that Fuscone has become…a problem while you’ve been away.”

      I pause, thinking things over. “Perhaps your consigliere can advise—”

      Tino waves an impatient hand. “Scarpetti and Fuscone share a grandfather. Scarpetti is a financial genius and he gives excellent advice. But in this matter, I cannot go to him. This is why I come to you, Luciano. You made a case for your lover—”

      “He’s not my lover,” I say at once, and then bow my head. “Forgive me, Don Morelli, I mean no disrespect.”

      Tino gives a slow nod. “No apologies needed, Luciano. You defend your charge; you call him husband, not lover. That’s as it should be. I’m glad to see you take your role seriously. And how is the Irish lad?”

      “He is…” I hesitate. I don’t want to add fuel to any fires, and I don’t know if Tino is just being polite, asking after Finch. “He’s adjusting.” That seems safe enough to say.

      Tino nods sagely. “It will take him some time. And you treat him well, you hear me? Now, about Fuscone. What would you advise?”

      There’s one obvious route, but the last thing we need right now is another round of internecine warfare in the city, so killing Fuscone is not an option. Not without also killing Scarpetti and all the men loyal to Fuscone’s faction, certainly. Decimating the Morelli ranks with bloodshed would only further disturb Tino’s hold on power.

      I say slowly, “There is one way to remove Fuscone that will not result in a war. It would mean giving up some small areas to him, but there are several pockets where it seems more trouble than it’s worth to hold on to our influence. And it would also give us an opportunity to get in some new blood, too.”

      Tino picks up what I’m putting down. “You suggest I release Fuscone and give him my blessing to head up his own family.” I nod. “But it may seem that I am rewarding him, retreating from him, giving in to him,” he points out, tapping his lip in thought.

      “Then make it clear you are not.”

      “And how do I do that, Luciano?”

      It’s time to reveal my cards. “By making me your Underboss.”

    

  







            Chapter Twenty-Four

          

          

      

    

    






FINCH

        

      

    

    
      The view out the bedroom window is of a brick wall. There’s not even any windows in that wall, so I can’t perv on anyone, or signal for some help, or just dance around nude and give someone a show. The only other window in this place is in the kitchen, and it looks onto the street, but Mikey won’t let me get near it. He’s as bored as I am, but he handles it better.

      I can’t sit still. I shit, shave and shower, but after that, there’s nothing to do except watch daytime TV on a box that I bet is older than I am, and Luca doesn’t even have cable.

      How does he live?

      There’s no internet, either, but that doesn’t matter since I’m still not allowed to have a phone. What do these fuckers think I’m gonna do, rally the Irish Mob to launch a rescue?

      Yeah, right.

      No one in Boston would put their life on the line for me. If anything, I bet my Pops is relieved he got rid of the deadwood. Meanwhile, Luca doesn’t think I have anything to offer because I don’t know anything about my own family.

      And on top of all that, apparently I’m broke.

      It’s enough to make a boy feel a little despondent. Even an effervescent little hottie like me. I wonder what Mom would say if she could see me now?

      I spend the morning pacing up and down the apartment, wondering how anyone could really live their life in something the size of this. The walls are closing in on me. And then, thank God, the blessed Saint Celia arrives with her little bag of tricks. She’s careful to show me away from Mikey when his back is turned, and gives me a wink.

      I know I promised Luca, but I’m going crazy stuck here with nothing to do, nothing to keep my mind occupied…and apparently this is my life, now. This is how it’s going to be for a long time to come, according to Luca.

      And if I’m really honest with myself, maybe I just want a safety net if things get too much for me. I don’t like the way Luca knows all about my shitty past. Suicide attempts, he called them. But they really weren’t. They were just…accidents. Like sticking my thumb out on the side of the road to see if Death might pull over and give me a ride.

      He never did.

      So I clasp my hands and mouth Thank You! at Celia before stashing the pills quietly in the back of my underwear drawer. It seems as good a time as any then to unpack my honeymoon bags into the empty dresser and closet. Celia helps, dusting out the drawers for me and cooing at my clothes as she pets them. “You’re a real snappy dresser,” she says wistfully. “I wish Frank would give me more of an allowance. Maybe we could go to the outlet stores sometime?”

      “No time like the present,” I tell her with a grin. Celia might have more leverage than I do with Mikey. “That sounds like a great idea. We could go do lunch somewhere, then drive to the outlets and spend the afternoon spending our husbands’ money.”

      She claps her hands, delighted, and then whirls off to the lounge room. “We wanna go out, Mikey,” she tells him. “Can you drive us?”

      Mikey, who’s on the sofa reading an old copy of a Stephen King novel, shakes his head. “No can do, Mrs. D’Amato. I’m under orders to keep Mr. D’Amato here locked down.”

      “It’s Mr. Donovan,” I say. “And Mr. Donovan needs to go out or he’ll fucking explode. Va bene?”

      Mikey shakes his head again. “No bene, kid. Your husband’ll have me skinned alive if I don’t follow orders.”

      I tilt my head, wondering if that’s hyperbole or just the plain truth.

      Celia pouts and whines, but it has no effect on Mikey. I expect he’s used to it from his own old lady. Eventually she gives up, and says she’ll go grab lunch for us to eat it. There’s a deli on the corner that does a great salad, she says.

      “Sounds good, babes,” I say. “No carbs in mine, okay?”

      She’s thrilled that I seem to be a fellow keto disciple, and to get her out the door, I have to promise we’ll have an in-depth discussion about the best cauliflower recipes when she gets back.

      “I’ll get something for you, too, Mikey,” she sniffs over her shoulder. “I guess.”

      I just wanted Celia out of the way for a few minutes so I could take the edge off. If she knows I’m popping, she’ll want to as well, but I saw Celia in that state during the wedding preparations, and there’s no way Mikey won’t know what’s going on. I can handle myself better, and besides, I need something. I can see that yawning black hole opening up in front of me again and I need something to bring a bit of light in.

      If this is how Luca thinks I’m going to live my life, he’s got to be crazy. I can’t be shut in like this, day after day without end, not in a place that makes me want to saw my own throat open with a butter knife. It’s fucking depressing is what it is, and I can’t be here like this and not have something to make it bearable.

      I go into the bathroom, which is between the lounge and the bedroom, and after slamming and locking the bathroom door, I fish out the pills from my underwear drawer. There’s a full bottle, but they’re not as potent as I’m used to when I check the label. So I shake a bunch into my mouth, and then drink them down straight from the tap in the bathroom.

      I even remember to flush the toilet as an alibi before I come out again, looking innocent as the Baby Jesus. But Mikey doesn’t even look up from his novel.

      Celia comes back laden with bags and plastic bowls, and we spread our feast across the coffee table in the cramped living room-slash-kitchen, and the teeny-tiny card table that I guess doubles for a dining table. There’s no place to put anything bigger. Mikey takes his baloney on whole-wheat gratefully, and makes a home on the sofa, and Celia and I shuffle the card table over nearer to the sink, to talk carb ratios. She’s really into it, and I know nothing although I pretend to. The pills kick in pretty fast, so I’m reduced to nodding and smiling. Eventually Mikey turns on the TV to catch a Judge Judy rerun, and Celia gives me a narrow-eyed stare.

      “Did you…” take something? She finishes by mouthing the words only.

      I shrug. “Just a couple.”

      “Oh, honey,” she whispers. “I meant to tell you before you took any, I put them in an old bottle, so what’s on the label is not what’s in the can, okay? They’re heavy duty. So you be careful with the dose, okay?”

      I can barely nod my head this time. “Sure, babes. I’ll be careful.” It’s become really fucking hard work to lift the fork to my mouth.

      “Honey, you don’t look so good,” Celia says nervously, and I feel like things are beginning to slide.

      “M’okay,” I mumble, but the room seems to go topsy-turvy.

      “Mikey!” Celia shrieks, and damn, Mikey moves fucking fast, has his gun out pronto. Then he looks at me and holsters it again just as fast and moves to catch me as I fall towards the floor.

      The last thing I hear is Mikey muttering, “Shit, shit, shit—”

    

  







            Chapter Twenty-Five

          

          

      

    

    






FINCH

        

      

    

    
      I don’t like hospitals. I choose to take a firm stance against them.

      Hospitals never helped no one that I know; once you’re in, you might as well kiss your ass goodbye, and when I die, I want to do it fully conscious with my feet on the ground.

      So it’s a fairly fucking disagreeable experience to wake up in a hospital, let me tell you.

      At least it’s dim in here. The beep beep beep of the monitors is insanely annoying, though, and I start looking around to see if I can turn them off. There’s a dark mass in the corner, but I can’t make out what it is. I try to reach out a hand towards the machines to flick the off switch somehow, but I’m weak like a kitten.

      Like a baby bird.

      Only the black mass is moving, getting closer now, coalescing into—oh, shit.

      “Luca,” I say hoarsely. “What are you…” I devolve into silence. It’s exhausting trying to talk. How have I not noticed this before? I’m never gonna talk again.

      Luca comes right up, leaning over me. “You stupid little shit,” he says, gripping my hands tight. “Do you know how goddamn worried I’ve been?”

      I look up at him, trying to make out his face, only the room is really too dark. “Where’s Mikey?” I ask. “It wasn’t his fault.”

      Luca’s mouth goes into a thin white line, his lips pressed together as tight as they’ll go. “Mikey and I will be having a conversation later.”

      “Not his fault,” I say again, and it’s such an effort to say anything right now. Ugh. I want to sleep. But I won’t have poor Mikey’s blood on my hands, so I force myself awake. “Don’t…don’t be mean to him.”

      Luca gives an incredulous, quiet laugh. “How the hell did you get hold of the drugs, anyway?” he asks.

      I have to think that one over. “Mm. Not Mikey.”

      “No, I know that. Mikey wouldn’t be that dumb.”

      “Mm. I had them…from before.”

      “No, you didn’t,” Luca says calmly. “I searched your bags myself after we got into my place, and there wasn’t anything in there. I even found the ones you stashed in the lining of your bag, and flushed them myself.”

      Shit. I don’t want him to know about Celia. He’ll cut off my only supplier. “Thatsa…’vasion of privacy…”

      “Was it Celia?” he asks patiently, only there’s something running under that patient voice.

      “Noooo,” I say, shaking my head on the pillow.

      He lets out an angry breath. “So it was Celia. I told Frank to make sure—”

      “Don’t kill Celia,” I say sadly. “She’s a nice girl. She does keto and she likes my clothes. And she’s my only friend.”

      “I’m not going to kill Celia,” Luca tells me, pulling out his phone and calling someone. “I’m going to kill Frank.”

      I doze in and out of sleep, but I’m woken a while later by Luca, shouting in the hallway outside my room. I’ve never heard him shout like this before. I can only make out a few words. “…you to control your goddamn wife, Frank!”

      And I hear Brother Frank’s baritone, low and conciliatory. I wonder if security might come and throw Luca out if he keeps making a scene. There’s something I never thought I’d be hearing: my controlled, cold husband losing his temper so completely. And with his own brother, too.

      The door to my room bursts open and I watch between half-closed eyes as Luca stalks in, rubbing the back of his neck like there’s a pain there. Frank comes in after him, and he’s followed by a nurse, only Frank shuffles her back out again, saying, “He’s fine, it’s fine, we’re fine, he won’t shout no more,” and the nurse looks skeptical, but she goes.

      Luca is looking out the window. “Where’s Mikey?” he asks at last, glaring out the glass pane. I can see lights reflecting outside, blue and red. I guess it must be another guy being brought into the hospital to die.

      “I told him to lay low for a few days,” Frank says, in what passes for a quiet voice for Frank. “Bro, I never seen you like this before. Celia never meant no harm; you know she needs those pills for her anxiety.”

      Between my eyelashes, I see Luca whirl around on him and take a deep breath to keep yelling, but he glances at me and remembers I’m asleep. Only I’m not. I listen with the greatest interest as he whisper-shouts, “I told you not to let Celia near him if she had anything on her. Not only because he’s a fucking addict, Frank, but because I knew he’d try to off himself.”

      “You really think I was trying to die?” I ask, and they both freeze and stare at the bed, at me. “Hi, Brother Frank.”

      Frank comes over smiling and friendly, lays a hand on my shoulder. “Hey there, principessa, how you doing? Feeling any better?”

      “Get out of the way,” Luca snaps, pushing his brother aside. He lays a hand on my forehead. “He’s still clammy. Go get that useless nurse; she can actually work for her living tonight.”

      “I’m fine,” I protest, trying to bat away his hand. “And don’t be an asshole to the nurse, Luca. She gets paid shit money to do a shit job. Anyway, I just need to sleep,” I add.

      Luca brushes my hair off my forehead in a strangely motherly gesture. “Of course,” he says softly. “Frank, get out. Go and get Mikey from wherever you stashed him. You can tell him his Caporegime wants to see him.”

      “His—his what? Hey, Georgie, does that mean Tino bumped you up?” Frank booms.

      I notice Luca winces at the volume, just like I do. “Quiet,” he says, only he doesn’t really mean it. I can tell it means something good, from the way Frank is grinning and clapping his brother on the back.

      Luca, however, doesn’t look particularly pleased about it. He just nods. “The crews are being rearranged, and Tino’s made me Capo of my own. I can handpick my men.” He gives me a glance. “We’ll discuss it later,” he says to Frank, when he sees me hanging on every word.

      “Discuss it now,” I say at once. “I wanna hear all about my baby’s promotion.”

      Luca’s lip twitch, just for a moment, and then he’s back to his old self. “I told you, Finch. I won’t discuss business in front of you. Ever.”

      I roll my eyes. He wouldn’t have spilled anything at all in front of me if that were really true. Frank’s grin is about to split his face in half, but he tries to wipe it off. There’s a pause, as though Luca is waiting for my reaction.

      “Of course, husband,” I say, with a placid smile. “The less I know, the better.”

      I seem to have said the right thing. Luca flicks a hand at Frank. “Go,” he says. “We’ll discuss things later. And get your wife under control, Frank. I mean it,” he adds, with a dark look.

      That knocks the smile from Frank’s face. “Yeah, yeah,” he mumbles. “Hope you feel better soon, principessa,” he says to me, and then he’s gone with a wave.

      “I’ll let you sleep,” Luca says, but I catch his hand.

      “I want you to know, I wasn’t trying to…What I mean is, this was an accident. Please don’t blame Mikey or Celia.”

      He raises one eyebrow. “I don’t,” he assures me. And then: “I blame you. You’re the fool who put that shit in your body.”

      My fingers clench on his. “It’s not easy, this,” I say sharply, and then I start coughing. He helps me lean up in the bed and rearranges the pillows behind my back. Then he brings me a cup of water and a straw. “Thanks,” I croak, once I can talk again. “Anyway, like I was saying—”

      “You think I don’t know?” he sighs. “I understand it’s difficult for you. It’s difficult for me, too.”

      “Fuck difficult for you,” I snap. “I can’t handle that fucking apartment, Luca. It is a prison cell, and I would rather die, even though this definitely wasn’t an attempt at that—”

      “It won’t be forever,” he says, frowning. “All I wanted was a few days to get the lie of the land, a few weeks to make my plans. I wanted you somewhere quiet and safe while I figured things out.”

      “That’s not what you said,” I break in stubbornly. “You told me this was my fucking life now, and I’d better get used to it.”

      He looks me over. “I suppose I did,” he says at last. “Maybe I should have been clearer. Would that have made a difference?”

      “Yes, it would have made a fucking difference!” This fucking guy!

      He nods. “Well, then, I guess I apologize.”

      I get the feeling he doesn’t apologize very often, because after he says the words, he tugs at his cuff. His stupid polyester cuff. He sees me looking at it and must read my mind, because he crosses his arms and looks annoyed.

      To annoy him more, I give him a toothy grin. “Apology accepted. Only, you have to tell me exactly when I’m going to be allowed out. On my own, too. No Mikey.”

      My husband turns to prowl about the room. “First of all,” he says, in this calm voice that tells me he is furious, “I don’t have to tell you anything. You are a marital hostage, angel, which you seem to keep forgetting. Second, you will never be allowed out alone. You will always have a bodyguard with you, because there are people who really, really want to see you dead.” He stops and glares at me, and I can’t help pressing back into the pillows under the force of his gaze. “And lastly, it certainly won’t be Mikey. He was only with you today because I couldn’t get anyone else at short notice. Mikey’s a good soldier, because he does what he’s told, but I obviously need someone with more smarts to keep an eye on you.”

      “I’m a wily one,” I agree. Luca rubs a hand tiredly over his face. “Why can’t you be my bodyguard? Isn’t that why Tino made you marry me? To protect me? As well as to control my Pops, obvs.”

      “I will protect you,” he says. “Protecting you is my top priority and my number one goal. You have my word on that. But I can’t be with you constantly, because I have a job to do. And that job is to make your life safer, before you say anything else.” I shut my mouth. I had been going to say something. “I was hoping to jump a little higher than I have, but being made Capo is better than nothing. It means I can make you safer.”

      “What’s a Capo?”

      His eyebrows shoot up. “And to think, you’re the great-grandson of the most feared Irish mobster in Boston,” he says. “Although I suppose it’s a term specific to our lot. A Caporegime leads a crew.”

      “I thought you already led the Fuscone crew,” I say.

      He shakes his head. “Fuscone was our Capo. In name, anyway. In reality, he left the day to day operations to me, although he hates me.”

      “Then why’d he let you run things for him?”

      He gives a wolfish smile. “Because I’m very good at it,” he tells me. “And because Fuscone is lazy, stupid, and incompetent, but he knows how to make himself look good by using his underlings.”

      “And now you’ve been made Capo for realsies? That sounds like a good thing.”

      “It sounds like it, yes. That is what Tino intended: for it to sound like a good thing.”

      I pick up on his tone. “But it’s not a good thing,” I say slowly. “Why not, baby? I thought you wanted to move up the ranks.”

      He moves restlessly again, frustration in his movements. He tugs at his cuff again; the suit doesn’t fit him well. I think about mentioning a tailor, but figure it’ll just trigger him at this stage.

      “How about this,” I say, when it becomes obvious he’s trying to find a way to talk to me without actually talking to me. “I’ll sleep, and you talk your business problems through with yourself, just to be saying it out loud, you know? Like, to help you think it over.”

      He regards me with cool eyes and then slowly his lips turn up. “Just talking to myself, hm? Alright.”

      I ostentatiously close my eyes, and listen to Luca prowling the room.
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LUCA

        

      

    

    
      “I made a play today that failed, and I’m trying to think through why it failed, and what the repercussions will be.”

      That’s how I start, and at first it feels dumb to be talking aloud to myself, without looking at Finch. But his idea isn’t bad.

      The less he knows about the business, the less danger he’ll be in. But he’s in it up to his neck, anyway. So perhaps in this case knowledge will be power.

      “Tino Morelli asked for my advice. Now, though, I’m wondering if he asked merely to see what my plans were, or…” I trail off, my mind working the problem over.

      “Or what?” Finch asks. His eyes are open again.

      I never share my thoughts with anyone, but I’m frustrated and angry and tired, and if there’s one thing I know about Finch, he’s no fool. He is, as he says, wily.

      Also, this particular business does concern him. Fuscone’s determined to kill us, and if Finch can see anything that I miss, it might end up saving us both.

      So I come and sit down on the edge of my husband’s hospital bed and tell him a bedtime story.
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        * * *

      

      My Don’s face did not move as I made my proposal to him.

      “Making me your Underboss will send a message to the other Families, and to Fuscone as well—that your blessing to split into his own entity is, in fact, a banishment. Making his most hated enemy your Underboss will send a message he can’t miss.”

      Augustino Morelli might as well have been a wax statue; even the finger that had stroked his lip stilled while I spoke. Then he closed his eyes and thought, but that movement to close his eyes was the only movement he made.

      “I appreciate your candor, Luciano,” he rumbled at last. “It is a bold move you propose. But I think…at this time, you need to learn more.”

      “As you say,” I said after a moment, and bowed my head to hide my expression. I’d overplayed my hand. “I have much to learn, it’s true. If I might ask, sir, where would you suggest I first turn my attention?”

      And with that, Tino gave me an up and down look. “When you reach a certain level in this Family, you become a symbol more than a man. You understand? You will dine with politicians and judges; rub shoulders with the wealthy and powerful. But you would not do this as Luciano D’Amato. You would represent me.”

      I nodded. “I always seek to represent you as respectfully and effectively as I can.”

      Tino chuckled. “Luciano, we must know our strengths. You are not what they call…how do they say it? Ah, yes: a people person.”

      It takes all my willpower to keep my mouth shut.

      I’m a killer and a criminal. Of course I’m not a goddamn people person.

      “I can learn.”

      He waves his hand. “Of course you can learn. But it will never come naturally to you. Your strengths are in your mind, your keen understanding of tactics and strategy. You will make an excellent Caporegime, and that, my boy, is what I will make you now. Eh? Well, what do you say?”

      I bent to Tino’s proffered hand and kiss it with reverence. “You honor me, Don Morelli.”

      But what I was really thinking was: this old man is a coward. He does not want to push Fuscone; he does not want to take risks. He thinks making a gay man one of his Capos is an extraordinary thing, a forward-thinking thing, a step that will raise his profile, piss off some people.

      But if Tino Morelli had a younger man’s vision, he might see what is possible beyond his immediate need.
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        * * *

      

      “You think Morelli is underestimating you?” Finch asks thoughtfully.

      “Of course he is,” I scoff. “I would represent him far better than Fuscone ever could.”

      Finch casts a critical eye over me, and I begin to wish I hadn’t started talking about this at all. “Well,” he begins. “We’ve already talked about the suits, D’Amato. They’re atrocious.”

      “I can learn,” I snap. “I can dress up in a suit as well as the next man, I just need to have the money first to—”

      But Finch is shaking his head. “Style is not about throwing on a suit, baby. Besides, why waste your time learning about men’s fashion? Do you have an interest?”

      “Of course not. But if it means—”

      “Then outsource, baby. That’s what smart people do. They find the cleverest or best people in their fields, and rely on their judgements.”

      I glare at him. “And whose expertise are you suggesting in this instance?”

      “Mine, of course,” he says with a cheeky grin.

      It’s infuriating, but at the same time, I am relieved to see his smile return. His color is returning to normal, as well. He was so pale when I first saw him. When I first rushed to him.

      God, Mikey is lucky Finch pleaded for him. Not to mention Celia. Even Frank should be thanking this silly kid for speaking up.

      Finch reaches over to lay cold fingers on my wrist, and I automatically take his hand between mine and rub it to warm it up. “When we were in that warehouse just a few months back,” Finch says, “do you remember what you said to me?”

      I shrug. “I remember Sam Fuscone’s nephew looking for a beatdown from me.”

      Finch ignores that. “You wondered if we might have compatible goals. You thought we might be useful to each other. Well, I can be useful to you. You even said it yourself on the yacht: you wanted me to pick out some clothes for you.”

      What he says is not untrue, but that just makes it more annoying. I did ask him to lend me his sartorial expertise. And truth be told, I used my husband’s advice only today, when I tried to make small talk with those guards at Tino’s house. And it worked, kind of. On my way out, they gave me a respectful nod and said, “Mr. D’Amato,” as a goodbye.

      “It’s not just the clothes,” I admit now. If Finch ever uses this information against me, I can always say he was addled from the drugs he accidentally overdosed on. I’m still not fully convinced it was an accident, but I’ll let it go for now. “Tino pointed out that my people skills could do with some…refining.”

      Finch starts laughing at that, his uncontrollable laugh that forces tears to his eyes. This time it just starts him coughing, and the nurse eventually comes in to glare at me.

      “I’m okay,” Finch wheezes, as she tries to check his vitals. “I’m laughing, that’s all.”

      “Mr. D’Amato,” she says, turning to me with the kind of glare my Nonna used to give me. “Someone much higher up the chain than me allowed you to be here with your husband, even though it is not protocol in the unit to—”

      “Oh, please don’t send him away,” Finch pleads, and I don’t know how he does it, but within sixty seconds he has Nurse Ratched twisted all the way round his little finger.

      Speaking of fingers, I grab his hand and glare at him, and then the nurse. “Where is his wedding ring?” I demand. I’m appalled at myself that I’ve only now noticed its absence.

      Immediately, the nurse is bristling again at my tone.

      “I’m sorry,” I say, the words coming out stilted. “Only my husband is very precious to me, and that ring is a symbol of my…regard.”

      At that, she actually smiles. Perhaps I’m benefiting from Finch’s training without even realizing. “Of course, Mr. D’Amato,” she says. “We had to remove it when he came in for safety reasons. But it’s right there in the drawer next to his bed.”

      I pull open the nightstand drawer and see Finch’s ring sitting in there, as she says. “Thank you,” I tell her, dismissal in my voice, and at that, the smile wavers, but she finally leaves us alone. Once the door is closed again, I grab up the ring and ram it back on his finger. “This stays on. Always,” I tell him in a low, insistent voice. “Understand?”

      He makes a face. “Why’re you so worried? Think someone’s gonna snap me up if you don’t keep a ring on it?”

      I hold his hand up in front of his face. “This ring shows you’re mine. It’s a sign that anyone who touches a hair on your head will have me to answer to. As long as you wear this ring, no one will harm you—unless they want to die themselves Understand?”

      Finch goes pink. I can see it even in the dim lights of the room. “I understand,” he says at last. “I’ll keep it on. Only I’m not the one who took it off this time.”

      “Then don’t ever do something this dumb again, so they have to take it off for you,” I growl.

      His green-gold eyes search my face. “Alright,” he says at last. “No more drugs.”

      “I’ve heard that before.”

      “Well, this time I mean it.”

      “Do you?” I ask. “Because if this shit happens again, you’re going to rehab. And not fun rehab, like a retreat or something. Real rehab, where they dry you out for a month before making you go to twelve-step meetings for another six months, and then you go to a halfway house. Understand?”

      “I understand,” he says after a moment. “But I have a condition attached to my sobriety.”

      I shake my head. “You don’t get to make conditions on this one, angel.”

      His face lights up with a grin. “You don’t even know what it is. Maybe I just wanna blow you or something.” At my raised eyebrow he says, “I want you to keep telling me what your Don said, about where you need to improve. What’s he expecting of you?”

      I give an irritated snort. “Who knows. That Sam Fuscone, he’s a fool, but he’s got a nice traditional family, and his wife makes a mean scaloppini. Tino likes his Capos to have wives who can entertain.” We’re one of the smaller Families, but one of the richest and most influential. And a lot of that influencing seems to happen over private dinner parties.

      “Oh, baby,” Finch says, a slow, wicked smile spreading over his face. “I was fucking born to entertain. Only we can’t have big shots over to that shitty apartment,” he adds.

      I press my lips together, wondering if I should tell him this last bit. Am I really going to accept Tino’s offer? He pressed the townhouse on me again, and it took every bit of cunning I had to ask for time to think it over without insulting him. But negotiating the complex web and expectations that come along with gifts and favors has defeated better men than I, and I wanted to be sure to think through the implications.

      But I see now that Finch has a point, and I wonder if this was also Tino’s point.

      “So, about where we live…” I begin with a sigh, and Finch’s eyes light up.
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        * * *

      

      Once we’ve moved into the new place, my clothes look even worse, hanging there in the wardrobe next to Finch’s suits. Even I can see the difference in the quality, feel the difference when I take one of his cuffs between my fingers and rub the material. It makes my cheeks burn to think that I’ve been going around in my suits telling people they’re designer. Anyone with a passing knowledge—anyone who’d ever actually touched something classy, like Finch’s clothes—they must have known.

      Finch is in his element. Watching his eyes glow with relief and joy when we drew up in front of the new building made it worthwhile to know I’d have to waste my time debugging the damn place, and then again regularly every time one of my crew comes over.

      You can never really tell where allegiances lie in this business.

      But after Finch has run up the front steps and burst into the place like a kid on Christmas morning, Frank comes over to give me his initial report and I get my first surprise.

      “It’s clean,” he murmurs. And at my skeptical look: “I’m telling you, bro. It’s clean. I checked it myself. Not a peep on the scanners.”

      I love my brother, but I don’t trust anyone to do as thorough a job as I can do myself. So I take the scanner and I spend the first three hours going through the whole place, upstairs and down. Where Finch is rejoicing over the furnishings, I’m checking under lampshades.

      But what Frank says is true. Not a single camera, wire, or bug to be found.
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        * * *

      

      “Thank God,” Finch breathes, as we come to the master bedroom. There’s a massive bed with a half-canopy, the whole room a subtle blend of shades of chocolate, walnut and beige. Finch grabs my hand and pulls me quickly to the bed, falling backwards on it so his bodyweight drags me down with him. We’re alone up here, but Frank and Mikey are downstairs, and I don’t want either of them seeing or hearing anything from down there.

      But Finch’s face is so close to mine where I’ve fallen on top of him, I can’t help it—I’m half-hard in my pants already.

      “This is where we’re meant to be, honey,” he murmurs, and his clever hands are already stroking over my back, my neck, holding on to me in a parody of lovemaking. He wriggles his thigh between mine so I can feel he’s hard, too. “This is the place our dreams start to come true.”

      “A few curtains and pillows and you think you’re in fucking paradise,” I sigh. “This might be a gilded cage, baby bird, but it’s still a cage.”

      “But not literally,” he says, pouting. “You’ll let me out from time to time, won’t you? Even if I have to have a gigantic Italian shadow tagging along behind?”

      “Occasionally,” I say, because I find I can’t deny him anything when he’s this close to me. All I can think of right now is our honeymoon, and the copious amounts of sex we had. I haven’t touched him since we got back; haven’t had a chance, between the fight we had our first night back and then his hospital stay.

      What surprises me even more is how much I want him—my appetite for him is growing instead of waning. Usually I tire of a lover after two, maybe three go-rounds. But Finch is different. I’ve tasted every inch of him, come in him, on him, even just near him while we were on that yacht together, and I’m still hungry for him.

      I hear heavy footsteps coming up the stairs, and leap off the bed. Finch just stays as he is, disheveled and smiling.

      “Hey, Brother Frank,” he greets the intruder. I mean…my brother.

      “Hey, principessa. You settling in?”

      I don’t know if I like the easy rapport that’s developed between these two. It’s dangerous. Besides, Finch is my husband, and Frank should show him some fucking respect.

      “Knock it off with the princess stuff, Frank,” I growl, but he just chuckles.

      “Ah, Georgie, it’s meant with love. Well, guards are outside and swapping over at midnight for second shift. You should be safe enough. Guess I’ll leave you two to christen the bed.”

      “Fuck off, Frank!” I snap.

      “Ciao, Brother Frankie!” Finch trills.

      I’m too irate to say anything more as Frank leaves, waving a hand over his shoulder. The front door slams, and I go down to lock it after my brother. When I look out the curtains at the front entrance, I can see Mikey and another soldier smoking there on the stoop, standing guard.

      Mikey is off Finch Duty for sure, but Frank persuaded me to give him a second chance as a house guard. Mikey’s life will be forfeit if he does screw up, and I made sure he understood that. Finch’s new bodyguard, Marco, starts tomorrow. He was my first choice anyway, and I think he’ll be able to handle Finch’s charms.

      Speaking of which…

      I go back upstairs to the bedroom and find Finch lying naked, stroking his cock in a nest of pillows on top of the satin sheets.
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FINCH

        

      

    

    
      Luca stops in the doorway and leans against the jamb, looking me over. I just keep playing with myself. I’ve waited far too long to have the man again, and what with my hospital stint and the guards always tramping through the old apartment and the way we haven’t been able to fuck since the honeymoon…I’m full to bursting.

      “You certainly seem to approve of the place,” he says in that sardonic voice I’ve come to love.

      “Oh, I do,” I tell him. “And now that we’re finally, really, truly, fucking alone again, I think it’s time we get on with the business of being married.”

      And what do you know, Luciano D’Amato is not entirely made of stone-cold marble. I can see the interest building in his polyester suit pants.

      I wave my dick towards him. It’s wet and shiny already, glistening in the overhead lights. I don’t have the world’s largest cock, but I’d bet my family’s fortune it’s one of the prettiest. And the way Luca is staring at it, I can see he thinks just the same. “Come on, baby,” I beg. “All this chastity play is only hot when you let me pop at the end.”

      He comes towards me slowly, unbuttoning his shirt, tugging it over his shoulders and throwing it on the floor. I give myself another full, slow stroke as I take in his chest, his silky pelt, his defined abs and the sculpted V-dips that point invitingly into his pants. I want his body; I want him more, but I’ll settle for the flesh if that’s all he’s willing to give right now.

      “You said,” I pout. “On our honeymoon.”

      “What did I say?” he asks, and his fingers play over the button on his pants.

      “You said we’d have an arrangement for our physical needs.”

      His fingers stall, and if I weren’t watching his face so closely, I’d miss it: the flash of regret. Yeah, I’ve wondered about that. I wasn’t sure at the time, but now I know. He didn’t mean those cruel words.

      He was just trying to keep my feelings at bay.

      I lift my hand to my mouth and give it a long, slow lick, tasting myself, getting my palm wet, and then go back to stroking. He watches every movement.

      “I did say that,” he acknowledges. “I did indeed say that.”

      His fingers are moving again, flicking open the button, unzipping his pants, letting them slide off his hips. He’s wearing boxer briefs underneath and I can see his cock, full and heavy, pressing against the cotton.

      I slide my feet up so my legs are bent, falling open, and reach down with another hand to stroke my balls, pet them, lift them up so he can see my hole.

      “Well, do you want this?” I ask him softly.

      He palms his cock over his underwear, rolling it under his hands, looking me up and down. “It’s tempting,” he breathes out.

      It’s as close an admission as I’m going to get. “Come on, then,” I say. “Come on and make me scream your name.”

      His eyes light up with determination. He spins around and for just a second I think he’s walking out on me, but he slams the door shut, locks it, and comes back, shoving off his underwear impatiently as he does. Fuck, I love watching his cock swing as he walks. He’s thick and still filling out, so it wags like a tail as he crawls onto the bed, on top of me.

      My hands go up automatically to his arms, one closing over the scar and the bird tattoo, and I pull him in to kiss. He almost-but-not-quite hesitates, but he gives in, and I celebrate my little victory by slipping him the tongue.

      Luca kisses as hard and reckless as he fucks; he’s all-in with tongue and teeth, sucking on my lower lip. He pushes my head back so he can nibble his way down my neck, bite my earlobe, sink his teeth into the dips around my clavicle… He’s hungry for me, and he can’t hide it.

      I can feel his dick slapping into mine as he moves above me, and I wrap my legs around his hips and wriggle into position until I can feel his cockhead against my hole. “Fuck me,” I beg.

      He shifts position, reaching out with a hand to the nightstand, only the bed is so fucking huge he can’t reach. He curses, and I laugh. “Just push in, baby,” I say, feeling a perverseness. “Hurt me.”

      He shakes his head, and crawls off me towards the nightstand, where I guess he’s already stashed the lube. I shuffle down to grab his hips as he snakes past me and nose around his cock, gobbling it down when he pauses to rummage in the drawer.

      I hear him let out a groan, and he freezes in place to let me give him a good sucking. He’s stacked down here; even his ballsack is big and meaty, and I give it some attention too, just about gargling on the damn thing. My spit is going everywhere, and my own cock is aching at the thought of having him in me again.

      “Come on,” I mumble, my face mashed against his junk. “Fuck, I need this inside me. Come on, husband.”

      I think he actually likes it when I call him that, because his dick quivers against my lips. Or maybe it was just him, moving, because he pulls me back up on the bed, manhandling me into position. “Pull your legs up,” he demands. I’m on my back, so I wrap my arms under my knees and oblige him.

      My precum is dripping all over me, as usual, and he swipes a hand through it, adds lube, and then turns his attention to my asshole. It’s like he’s fascinated by it, he’s staring so hard. He presses two fingers straight in, without warning, just to see if I can take it.

      I can. Who does he think he’s dealing with, here?

      “That feels good, baby, but I bet your cock would feel even better,” I tell him.

      “If you’re going to try to flatter me, be better at it,” he snaps back.

      I grin. Okay. If he wants to explore my butthole so bad, why not? It’s his right, after all. Now that we’re married and one flesh and all that jazz.

      I like thinking about that.

      “You want to tease me, baby? That’s fine. But give me something to suck on while you do,” I say.

      “At least it’ll shut you up.” He swings his long legs around, crouching over me. His cock is long enough that I can suckle on the tip of it like a pacifier while he stays up on hands and knees, playing with my hole.

      His fingers are working me, but it’s not to stretch me, or not only. He seems genuinely bewitched by my ass, by how deep he can get his fingers into me, how sensitive my ring is, how hard I can clench. “You’re a pretty little thing,” he sighs at last, almost begrudging.

      “You’re a lucky son of a bitch,” I agree, and it makes him snort. I wish he’d laugh more often, this husband of mine. He’s got a wicked, dry sense of humor that creeps out from time to time.

      I give his shaft some strokes, pulling him into my mouth like I’m milking a cow. His hips dip lower, and his cock fills my mouth, presses my tongue down, slipping in until I can taste his musk at the back of my throat. He’s at full hardness now, the skin hot and taut. I can feel his heartbeat pulsing against my tongue.

      All at once, he’s had enough foreplay. He pulls out of my mouth, spins around, and lines up his crown with my eager hole. His eyes catch mine as he starts to push in, and I groan as he breaches me. It doesn’t hurt at all, not after all his stretching of me, but it hits me somewhere non-physical this time.

      It’s the same way I felt that night on our honeymoon, that connection beyond our bodies. Like his soul is staring out at me from those cool ocean eyes.

      He closes, squeezes them tight like he’s in pain, and he doesn’t open them again while he fucks me, not until he shoots, snapping his hips hard against me, his eyes wide and staring into mine.

      While he’s still in me, he reaches down and jacks my dick. It’s a lazy hand job, but it does the trick, and it’s not long before I’m making a mess all over myself, arching up into his grip, gasping out his name.

      Afterwards, when I roll onto my side and try to put an arm over him, he slides out of my embrace and off the bed, grabbing his clothes off the floor.

      “I have to shower,” he tells me. “And then I’m going out.”

      “What? Where are you going?”

      “Business.” He won’t look at me. “I’ll be back late. Don’t wait up for me and don’t hold dinner back.”

      And then, just like that, the motherfucker unlocks the door and walks out on me.
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LUCA

        

      

    

    
      I lose my goddamn mind when I’m alone with Finch.

      What I planned to do once he was settled and happy and all the boys had fucked off: write out a list of potential crew members to run by Tino.

      What I did: spent an hour in bed plundering his body.

      Every time I look at him, I want to give him the world. I want to do everything in my power to make those eyes shine gold, gleam green, light up with joy. God help me, I want to make my husband the happiest man on earth.

      But I can’t. I need to remember the bigger picture. Maybe one day when our enemies have been dealt with…but to make sure that day comes, I need to be able to think. To plan. To strategize.

      I take a long walk around Central Park, and the night air helps cool my blood. I’m familiar with the Park at night; I cut my teeth in the New York gay scene cruising in the Ramble. It occurs to me I’ll never be able to do that again. But thinking about those days doesn’t make me nostalgic for what I’ve lost.

      If anything, I feel happy about what I’ve gained.

      I stop at the Alice in Wonderland sculpture on the way back and think about how my own life has been turned upside down. It’s only when I find myself grinning at the Cheshire Cat that I come to my senses.

      “Stupido,” I mutter to myself. What the hell am I doing, letting my thoughts creep back to Finch? I need to hold back those emotions that are threatening to creep up and over the walls I’ve built around them. Now is not the time to let emotions baffle and bemuse me.

      We’re not safe, not yet.

      I make sure I get back late, hoping he’ll have taken the hint and gone to bed. Thankfully, he has, although there’s a note on the kitchen counter when I go in there to make myself a sandwich.

      I ordered takeout. Olive Garden. That’s what you Italians eat, isn’t it?

      And when I look in the fridge, just like he says, he’s ordered food from Olive Garden.

      I’d never tell Tino Morelli or anyone in my crew this, but I actually do like Olive Garden. And I’m fucking starving, so I dive right in, even though I’m bristling at the sarcasm.

      To keep my clear head, I don’t spend the night in the master bedroom with him. When we moved in, I made sure Finch saw me set up another bedroom down the hallway. It was smaller than the master, but still bigger than any bedroom I’d had in my life. It has a bed and a desk in it, and that’s all I need. Predictably, Finch objected to it.

      “But we have a bedroom, right down there, for both of us. And a big bed for us to fuck ourselves silly in every night.”

      Frank, who had come upstairs with us to have a look around the townhouse, turned tail in the doorway and walked off down the hall. I looked down into Finch’s face.

      “I work late most nights, angel. I don’t want to disturb you when I come home.”

      “You won’t. I want you to wake me up.” The pout had returned.

      “I won’t stay in here every night, only if I’m out really late,” I’d said as a compromise, because it was hard to deny Finch anything when he was looking at me with those eyes of his.

      I go to my own room now and lock the door behind me. I need to keep my head clear, keep hold of the ideas I’ve had during my walk in the Park. When I’m just about to fall asleep, I hear padding feet in the hallway outside, and the door knob twists.

      “Luca?” His voice is soft, uncertain.

      I don’t reply.

      After a moment, the footsteps retreat.
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        * * *

      

      The next morning I’m out early, before Finch has a chance to catch me. Marco is here, thank God, and I let him into the kitchen to wait for Finch.

      “Let me know if the bird flies the coop,” I tell him. “You go with him everywhere, Marco. Drive him wherever he wants to go. But you let me know who he’s with, who he meets, where he goes. You hear me?”

      “Sure thing, boss.”

      Boss. I like that.

      As for me, I head out to where Frank is waiting for me in a car. “What’s on the agenda today?” I ask as we take off from the curb.

      “Good morning to you, too,” he growls. Great. He only gets cranky like this when Celia’s bitched him out about something. “We’ve got debts to collect and tears to make, Georgie.”

      “But I haven’t picked my crew yet. Who’s on the job?”

      “That’s something you’ll have to take up with Tino, I guess. Nothing a plebe like me can do about that.”

      “What’s crawled up your ass this morning?” I sigh. Frank’s bad moods are sullen and childish, and I hate when he gets in them. It’ll make him fucking unbearable all day.

      “Cee’s bugging me to raise her allowance,” he grumbles. “Since she started hanging out with your lovely lady, she’s got a taste for luxury.”

      Frank is literally the only one I would ever let get away with calling Finch names like that. But even I reach the end of my patience sometimes. “You keep making fun of him like that, our friends today won’t be the only ones in tears, Frank. You show some fucking respect. That’s my husband you’re talking about.”

      Frank is quiet for a while after that. “All I’m saying,” he says at last, “is that your husband is putting ideas in my wife’s head. But I’m the one who has to pony up the cash.”

      I’m not any happier than Frank about this blooming friendship between Finch and Celia, if only because of her ready stash of prescription drugs. But better that he’s with her than with his old friends, I guess, and I haven’t seen him popping pills since he got out of the hospital. He’s been too excited about the move.

      “We’ve got too many problems right now for Cee’s shopping to be a concern. Get your wife under control, Frank. You’re the man of the house, aren’t you?”

      Frank gives a dark chuckle. “You got no idea, little bro, how hard your life’s gonna get now you have someone waiting for you at home. Just you wait a month, and then we’ll have another chat about it.”

      “Whatever. Who’s meeting us for the collections?”

      “I told you, how should I know? You’re Capo, aren’t you? If you haven’t organized a crew yet, then I guess it’s just those damn D’Amato brothers out on their own today.”

      I’m about to lose my temper, when I realize that Frank is right.

      I’m Capo.

      I’m the one who tells people where to go. I’m the one who organizes everything. And if I haven’t pulled a crew together by now, I have no one to blame but myself. I have goals in mind, things to raise with Tino, but so much has been happening that I haven’t even had time to celebrate my promotion yet.

      Or the fact that I never have to take another order from Sam Fuscone as long as I live.

      I resolve to write out that list of names and talk it over with Tino as soon as possible. In the meantime…

      “You know what? I had a shitty night. You had a shitty morning. Why don’t we take out our frustrations the old-fashioned way?”

      “Yeah?” Frank glances over at me with a grin. “Just like old times, eh? I’ll hold ‘em, you work ‘em.”

      Maybe a Capo doesn’t need to get involved in the dirty work, but today I find I want to.
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        * * *

      

      When I get home that night it’s late again, and there’s no Olive Garden waiting for me in the fridge this time.

      Quiet, I tell my complaining stomach, as I survey the poorly-stocked fridge. When I move up higher in the chain, maybe we could hire a chef like Tino. I assume party-boy Finch is no home cook. I wonder what he ate for dinner. Then it occurs to me: I can check.

      I shake out my right hand as I contemplate the slim pickings in the kitchen. It’s been a while since my hand hurt like this, but it’s a familiar and welcome ache. Frank and I are a good team, and while my knuckles are going to be bruised tomorrow, I found peace and satisfaction in the work we did today. It reminds me how important it is for me to pull a crew together, as soon as possible. But first I slap together some bread and cheese, sit at the kitchen counter to eat, and check on the Finch Report.

      Under Marco’s watchful eye, Finch went to the gym in the morning, the only one I approved him for, because it’s owned and operated by one of the Morelli Family’s allied clans. Had lunch out at a café. Dropped by Celia’s place in the afternoon, but she was on her way out to see her mother, and Finch declined the invitation to go along. He came back here, made Marco play cards with him, then made dinner for himself—eggs. Hm. Ten o’clock, Finch went to bed. Marco handed off to the night guards at midnight.

      Nothing to report since then.

      I close the email and try to put Finch out of my mind. I have important shit to do before I sleep, like finalizing that list of names for my crew.

      The soldiers are easy enough. I know the men I want, the ones who are loyal to me already, the ones who appreciate my work and treat me with respect, even from outside Fuscone’s crew. Then there are the men who hate Fuscone as much as I do, or maybe more. Then there are the ambitious ones, the ones I know who are smart and shrewd, the ones who don’t care if their Capo is queer as long as working in my crew aligns with their interests.

      Then the most important one, the man I’m going to need as my own second-in-command, just like I was for Sam Fuscone. Someone to give the orders when I’m not there, my 2IC to keep the troops in line.

      I know Frank wants to be that for me, and of course I’ll find a role for my brother. He’s loyal, he’s unquestioning, he’s tough. He’s great muscle, built wide and thick, with a natural scowl.

      But he’s not a leader, my brother.

      I love him and I’ll do anything for him, but I want my commander to be someone who can persuade and charm, not just threaten and punish. I want a counterpoint to my own personality. Frank is likeable enough, but he’s only got one tool in his toolbox, and that’s violence. I need a clever man, not just a violent one. I want someone to keep me on my toes, someone who’ll tell me like it is, not what I want to hear. Someone with their own ambitions so I can reposition him in my place when the time comes, and I move up the hierarchy.

      An ally in the wars to come. Because I can see what’s coming, and I need to find a way to take advantage of it.
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        * * *

      

      I don’t finish my strategizing until well past two, but once in bed I still can’t sleep. Half an hour later I get up, deciding that I need a glass of water, and while I’m down in the kitchen I can check that the night guards are still awake outside. I wouldn’t put it past them to sleep on the job, even though they know it would end badly for them.

      But when I peek through the curtains in the foyer, I see the night guards out there, alert and awake, just like they should be. I’m glad, because I’ve included these two in my list of potentials.

      I head back upstairs, but when I get to the door of my room, I pause.

      Just down the hallway my husband is sleeping in our marital bed.

      My own words come back to me, and I flush in the dark hallway, even with no one to see. You’re a good fuck. We can make some sort of arrangement for our physical needs.

      My body aches just thinking of him, like it’s crying out for Finch: to feel his hot skin against mine, the clench of him on my cock. I already miss the way he gasps at my touch.

      But I need to keep my head together, too.

      In the end, I turn away from my bedroom door and head to the master suite. I’m half afraid he’s done exactly as I did, and locked the door. But he hasn’t. The door opens silently as soon as I twist the handle, and I can hear his steady, slow breathing. He’s deeply asleep, the kind of sleep only children and the innocent enjoy.

      I slide into the bed trying not to disturb him, but he wakes with a start. I stifle his cry by pressing my lips to his, rolling on top of him and pushing his legs open with mine. Within a breath, he goes from fear to desire, and moans around the tongue in his mouth. When I pull away, he begins to mumble a question, but I put my hand over his mouth, my fingers dipping in, letting him suck on them.

      When they’re soaked, I take my fingers from his mouth and push them between his legs, wriggling under his balls impatiently to get to that hole I’m so desperate for. I mean to make it fast, careless. I mean to bring us both a quick release, but I can’t. I get lost in the wonder of his body despite myself.

      I make sure he comes first this time, making it good for him, making him cry out my name, and I don’t try to stifle him when he comes, letting him call out his thanks to me before I let go myself, filling him up, whispering his name into his neck like a private prayer.

      Afterwards, I hold him close until his breathing returns to its deep steady rhythm.

      And then I slip out of the bed and go back to my own, where sleep finds me at last.
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FINCH

        

      

    

    
      Fun fact: there’s not much to do when you’re a marital hostage to the Morelli family, especially with no phone, no internet, and no goddamn hobbies.

      There’s a TV, but I can’t seem to find the comedies funny or the dramas interesting. Besides, Marco likes to watch ESPN all day and gets antsy if I turn over to anything else. There’s a library, but I’m not much of a reader, although Luca is, judging by the number of books I’ve seen lying around the house over the last few days, always open, in the process of being read. Real boring shit, like biographies of dead Romans or modern entrepreneurs. But I never seen Luca himself, just these remnants of his reading.

      I find myself wondering what the hell I used to do all day when I was free as a bird, stretching my fine finch wings over the great City of New York. Because I can’t remember much of substance, but I was never alone.

      Not like this.

      I used to go to the gym most mornings, or for a run with some buddies. Then I’d have lunch with more friends at my favorite cafés—a different one each day, to spread the love around. I’d hang with an arty crowd in the afternoons who were looking to procrastinate, maybe chill in Central Park; if anyone I knew had a job, sometimes I’d crash their workplaces and see what they were up to. Nights were for partying, for chasing highs, for finding a warm body to spend a few hours with.

      Everything I did revolved around reducing any time alone so I didn’t have to think. And if I ever did find myself alone too long, I could kill the panic with a benzo, maybe watch some porn and jerk off.

      These days I don’t see many people. These days there’s too much time to think.

      I’m only allowed to go to one specific gym where all the Italian types hang out. It’s got none of the high-tech machines I’m used to, and it stinks like a gym locker. No artisanal teas or smart water after a workout; no hot men to stare at and maybe hook up with in the showers, not that I’d want to these days. But even if one of these dudes were actually into it, none of them would dare to approach me. Marco hangs around like a cold I can’t shake off, glowering at anyone who even nods at me.

      And all of them, without a doubt, recognize me as Luca D’Amato’s husband. I can hear his name whispered around when they think I’m not listening. They all look for the ring on my finger, just to see if it’s true, and then I might as well be a dirty sock in the changing room for all the attention they pay me.

      Marco comes with me to the cafés for lunch, sitting there right next to me so that even when old friends come up to say hi, he’s an intimidating void of warning. It’s embarrassing, and people have started just staying away from me now, so after a week I don’t bother going out for lunch. I get it to go, and make the smallest of small talk.

      I try dropping in on Celia a few times, but she’s actually busy. She has shit to do, even though she doesn’t work and she has no kids. Who knew? She does a bunch of volunteer work for the local Catholic church, which seems really boring and mostly involves washing and ironing donated clothes. Once Marco and I go with her to do the grocery shopping, and it’s like stepping into another world. Celia seemed to enjoy having me there, and I guess it was better than watching her sort clothes, but grocery shopping only happens every two weeks.

      So after a few weeks I just don’t bother going out anymore.

      I send out for food or make my own depressing sandwiches. I still go to the gym, because I’m vain, and I refuse to let this hard-won body go to seed just because my life’s on a downward spiral.

      Every day I feel like I’m drying up from not having that regular contact with people. I terrified the postman one day, waiting for his footsteps outside and then flinging the door open before he could put the mail in the slot. I tried to invite him in for coffee, but he looked like he thought I was a serial killer or something. I guess the two hitmen at the door and Marco looming behind me in the entryway didn’t inspire confidence.

      Marco’s okay. He’ll talk to me if I talk to him, but he’s mostly into sports. Sometimes I go out on the stoop and talk to the guards there, but they either shut down conversation or talk in monosyllables. Plus, they keep calling me Mr. D’Amato, and it pisses me off.

      “It’s Mr. Donovan, you fuckers,” I said the other day, and stormed back inside.

      I wonder how they covered that in their daily report to Luca, because I know they email him about everything I do. I even invited Marco into the bathroom with me the other day to inspect my toilet leavings.

      He declined, but I bet Luca still got a report about the offer.

      And as for that fucker I married, he’s like a ghost in this house. He gets up early so he’s gone by the time I wake, and he never comes home before midnight. If this were a normal marriage, I might have trust issues about the whole thing. I might think he’s getting tail elsewhere, maybe some boy toy he’s banging out in Brooklyn or something.

      But I know he’s staying true.

      How do I know? Well, maybe it’s because I know my man, and whatever else he is, he’s loyal. He made a vow to be faithful, and he’ll keep it.

      There’s that.

      But there’s also the fact that he’s been sneaking into my bed at night like I’m his piece of ass on the side instead of his ball and chain. I’ve become accustomed to the nightly shift on the bed, Luca sliding under the covers and pressing up against me silently, his body begging for me.

      Some nights I wonder what he’d do if I stayed turned away, didn’t arch back into him or open my legs for his hand to slide up my thighs. But I’d just be spiting myself if I rejected him. I still want him, even when he puts his hand over my mouth or swallows up my questions with kisses. I don’t try to talk anymore. It’s like he wants plausible deniability or something, and hearing my voice would make it real…would break the spell.

      The sex we have in those darkest hours of night is like nothing I’ve experienced before. Sometimes he’s rough, sometimes he’s gentle, but there’s always something underneath it, something unspoken that he’s determined will remain unspoken.

      It’s only those unspoken words that are keeping me here. I could disappear in this City because I know it as well as I know him.

      But I still have faith in what we could build together. I still have patience.

      For now.
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        * * *

      

      And now here we are today, which is a red-letter day because there’s a real live function to take up the morning: the Morelli Family Wives have organized a welcome brunch for me.

      “Most of them see each other regularly, almost every day sometimes,” Celia tells me on the way. Marco’s driving us, and we’re in the back seat of his car. “They meet at the hairdresser or get mani-pedis, or have brunch, or throw parties for their kids. I’m so busy, though, I don’t always have time to catch up, and I’m kind of unpopular right now after I had to miss two kiddie birthdays in a row. I was…busy.” She looks away as she says it, and I wonder.

      I know Celia loves kids. She’s forever talking about her sister’s kids and even taking care of them sometimes. But she and Frank have none of their own.

      She turns back with a bright smile. “But every now and then they have something special, like today. They wanted to welcome you, honey. So gird your loins.”

      It feels less like a welcome and more like running a gauntlet once we arrive the house where it’s being held. Mimosas flow and the Wives give me the eye in little groups, faking smiles when I catch them looking, or when they have to come up and chat to me. But soon enough they forget about me and fall into the real business of the day: gossiping about their home lives, about each other, and—most of all—about the Mistresses.

      The Mistresses are the most regular and common topic of conversation at these gatherings, according to Celia, who keeps up a running commentary about everyone I meet. She finds the whole thing as ridiculous as I do, or almost. But then, Frank worships the ground she walks on, and everyone knows it, so she doesn’t have much to add when the talk turns vicious and Mistresses are slandered.

      See, in this Famiglia, cheating men are never to blame. They’ve been led astray by whores, bitches, sluts. Never by their own dicks, and when I suggested that maybe their men need to keep it in their pants to one little group of Wives, it went down like a lead balloon.

      “Angie is Joey’s wife,” Celia whispered to me after we moved on hurriedly, like that explained it. She shepherded me over to the snack table, which no one was near.

      “So?”

      Celia’s eyes went round. “Joey Fuscone is…uh, you know what? Maybe you should ask Luca about him. We shouldn’t talk about their business.”

      But she spills all about where Joey’s getting his dick wet, and then she dishes about Joey’s uncle, Sam Fuscone as well. Apparently he has a regular thing with a woman out in Queens called Loretta, and Loretta’s got a few other fish on her hook, too.

      Ah, Celia’s a font of information. Lucky, since I couldn’t ask my husband about any of this even if I wanted to, because I never see him. But of course, I do know the names. Joey Fuscone is the jerk who punched me when Luca’s men abducted me all those months back. And Sam Fuscone’s the one who wanted me dead in the first place and started all this shit.

      Changed my life completely in just a few short months.

      Any slight regrets at suggesting to Angie Fuscone that maybe, just maybe, Joey’s an asshole, have been extinguished.

      At first, the Wives don’t quite know what to make of me, especially after my first mini-altercation with Angela Fuscone. But Celia’s delight in me and the way she shows me off like I’m a fun new accessory soon buys me a pass with the rest of them. Even Marie Fuscone, whose house we’re in, tells me privately that she’s “just fine with queers getting married,” and that she keeps telling Sam to “stop being such an old stick-in-the-mud about it.”

      For all Marie’s talk, I didn’t see her at the wedding. I didn’t see any of these wives, except Celia. But no, that’s not quite true—I do remember seeing that beautiful girl who’s currently hovering around the back of the room, not talking to anyone, looking like a puppy on the verge of tears.

      “Who’s that?”

      Celia looks over where I’m subtly pointing and makes a sympathetic expression. “Oh, that’s Connie. She’s Tino’s, um…companion.”

      “You’re telling me a dreaded Mistress has infiltrated this gathering?” I hiss dramatically.

      Celia giggles, but she looks nervously around to make sure I haven’t been overheard. “No, silly,” she whispers. “Tino isn’t married. He says he’ll never get married, but he sure treats his ladies like he’s married to them.”

      “Until he gets tired of them and picks up a younger model?” I guess.

      Celia says nothing in reply, just changes the subject, but I can see I’ve guessed right. And I can see that Connie isn’t popular with the Wives, even if she’s supposed to be an honorary spouse. No, top dog here is Marie Fuscone; even the other Capos’ wives give way to her. She’s Head Bitch in Charge.

      And that’s a problem, because I assume it reflects Sam Fuscone’s status as well. Marie’s the one who calls the shots over each and every other wife in the place, and it’s obvious that Connie is the runt of the litter despite being tied to the Alpha Wolf, Tino Morelli.

      But Marie’s position stems from fear rather than love. There are dark glances cast her way when she’s not looking, and I hear snatches of bitter conversations that would make Marie’s hair curl even tighter if she ever heard what some of these women were saying about her.

      I make my way boldly over to Connie, Celia trailing along behind me nervously. Tino’s treasured companion looks incredible in her tight, deep-red dress that sets off her black hair and dark eyes, plus a square-cut neckline that makes the most of her sizeable assets. “Prada?” I ask, smiling.

      She jumps like she’s not used to being spoken to, her mineral water sloshing around in the glass. “Oh!” she squeaks. “Yeah.” And then she smiles, and her whole face lights up with warmth. “It’s lovely to meet you, Finch. Um, hi Celia. You look lovely today.”

      “Thanks,” Celia says with a tight smile. Apparently talking to Connie is not the Done Thing.

      But I like to do my own thing.

      After a few minutes of chitchat with Connie, I can see why Tino likes her. She’s gorgeous, but she’s more than that—kind, funny, not exactly clever, but canny in that street-smart way. I can see, too, why the Wives dislike her, try to keep her stamped down under their ugly shoes. Connie has Tino wrapped around her little finger.

      By the time Celia and I are driven back home, I feel like I’ve got a brand-new ace up my sleeve. Even my Pops, who doesn’t like me much, recognized the help I could be in feeding information back—not that I have, and I certainly don’t intend to. But Luca doesn’t see me as a potential source.

      There are a whole set of shadow politics and rivalries going on among the Wives that I bet my butt Luca has no idea about. And even if he did, he’d dismiss it; just women’s chatter, right?

      But he’d be wrong. There’s information I found out today about his men that could be useful to him…

      If I choose to share it.

    

  







            Chapter Thirty

          

          

      

    

    






LUCA

        

      

    

    
      It’s been a difficult few weeks.

      Between getting up early, staying out late, creeping into Finch’s bed in the middle of the night and then back to my own…well, I haven’t been getting much sleep. Worse, my conversation with Tino about my crew a week ago didn’t run to plan. Oh, he gave me permission to choose whoever I wanted, but with one big, fat, unwelcome caveat: Joey Fuscone had to be one of them.

      It’s the closest I’ve ever come to disrespecting my Don, and only Angelo, hovering nearby with his holstered guns on display, allowed me to keep my cool.

      I took a deep breath and got as far as “Sir, I can’t—” before Tino waved his hand.

      “Do not fight me on this, Luciano. Samuel Fuscone asked it of me the day I made him Underboss, and I could not refuse him his one request. So: Joseph will be part of your crew; Samuel will be happy with his position; and you will run a tight ship with these men of yours. Yes?”

      I struggled to keep my thoughts private, but Tino guessed them all the same.

      “You think I am doing these things to make your life difficult, Luciano?”

      “Of course not, Don Morelli.”

      His face darkened. “I’ve given you so much over these last few months. You begged for the life of the Irish boy, and I let him live. You wanted to move up in the Family, and I made you Capo. Now you come to me so late to talk about your crew, you toss your head when I ask you to do me one small favor? You should have been able to tell me which men you wanted as soon as I made you Capo, and then we would not be where we are.” Tino slapped his hand down on his desk. “What are you doing with yourself, wasting time in bed with your new husband, eh? What’s happened to that brain of yours?”

      I hated to admit it, but the old man was right. I’ve been distracted by Finch, which is why I’ve been limiting my contact with him. I should have had a crew list ready to go, I should have been thinking about all these things. I contemplated that, staring at my shoes on the richly-woven rug in Tino’s study, and then I apologized unreservedly.

      He waved it off. “I don’t want your sorries, I want your actions. Don’t disappoint me, Luciano. I see potential in you, but you squander it by thinking only one move ahead. When you were a child I told you about our forebears, those great Roman generals, emperors, princes. They were men who planned three, five, ten moves ahead; they had contingencies for every occasion. I stocked your library with their books for a reason. Sharpen your mind again, run your crew, and—” He leaned forward in his chair. “Don’t slip up again, or I might be forced to review this arrangement we have with the Donovans. If that kid is making you stupid—”

      “Not at all, Don Morelli,” I said smoothly.

      But my heart was just about choking me.

      I told Finch he would stay alive until the Boss ordered otherwise, but I never really thought Tino would order him killed. Not after saving him once; not after Donovan started playing the game again.

      But Tino is right. I need to plan for every contingency.

      So after our meeting concluded I took a walk in Central Park and I asked myself: what would I do if Tino ordered me to kill Finch?
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        * * *

      

      I’ve taken Tino’s advice and read again about the Caesars, the military commanders, the strategists of ancient times. And then I’ve looked through a range of other books—how to succeed in business, how to influence, how to negotiate.

      Most importantly, I gathered my new crew together and we’ve run a few jobs. Nothing too challenging, just to make sure the wheels turn as they’re supposed to. Frank is my operational lead, and he’s happy with that. The men are working well together, all except for Joey Fuscone, who clearly hates me even more now.

      I can’t blame him. He was expecting to get moved up to Capo himself when Sam made Underboss. But Joey’s still a grunt, still doing as he’s told, and even worse for him, I’m his superior. I’ll be keeping a close eye on him, and I’ll assume he feeds everything back to his uncle. I’ll also instruct my brand new 2IC to keep Joey blind.

      In fact, I’m trying to persuade Vince Catalano from another Morelli crew to be my 2IC right now in my study.

      The good thing about living in this townhouse is that I can invite people over without being worried what they’ll think of my place. Before Finch, which seems a million years ago now, I had a tiny one-bedroom place in a shitty part of town, but close enough to Manhattan that I could get there fast when I needed to run a job for Fuscone. I never let anyone come over, and not just for security reasons. The railroad apartment I made Finch stay in those first days we got back from the honeymoon was actually a step up for me, apart from the décor.

      But now I can greet my men from behind my desk in my own study, just like Tino does. I can bask in the look on Catalano’s face when he walks in the door, shown up by one of the guards. I want to poach Catalano from another crew, and I can see he’s tempted, but something’s holding him back.

      “I know what the problem is,” I tell him bluntly. “You think working my crew puts a target on your back. You also think people are gonna call you queer, because you work for one.”

      He shrugs.

      “Let me explain this in terms you’ll understand.” As Capo, I get to allocate what split my crew get from our jobs. Fuscone always kept the lion’s share for himself, of course, but I want to make sure my men know I’m looking out for them. When Catalano hears my proposal for his split, he’s suddenly a lot more receptive to my ideas.

      “Think it over tonight,” I say, walking him down the stairs. I clap his back and see him out, and when I turn back around I see Finch leaning over the balustrade at the top of the stairs, watching. Listening.

      Naked.

      I knew I heard quick footsteps along the hallway just before Catalano and I left the study.

      “You should be in bed,” I say, turning off the light in the entrance. I walk up the stairs towards him, and he stares at me the whole way up to the landing, like he’s challenging me. I stop in front of him and close my hand on his wrist, gently but with meaning. “You don’t eavesdrop on business, angel,” I tell him softly. “You hear me?”

      He doesn’t even try to pull his wrist out of my grip, just opens his eyes wide like he’s totally innocent. “I would never, Luca. Only I thought maybe you should know…”

      I wait, but he says nothing. “What is it?” I demand impatiently. I need sleep. He’s acting out, so I decide then and there I won’t visit him tonight. He needs to learn to stay out of my business.

      “Vince Catalano and Sam Fuscone share a mistress.”

      Shit. I understand the implications immediately, but... “How the hell would you know that? If you’re just making shit up—”

      “I’m not making it up.” He does pull his wrist away then. “I’ve been trying to tell you, husband: maybe I don’t know anything about the Donovan family business, but I can be useful to you in other ways. When I went to brunch the other day with the Family Wives, I learned a lot. Including that tidbit I just shared.” He turns and saunters down the hallway, and I can’t take my eyes off his ass. “Maybe if you had dinner with me tomorrow, I could let you in on a few more secrets.”

      Before I can go after him, make him tell me what he knows, he’s reached the master suite. And after he closes the door I hear for the first time the key turning in the lock, the bolt sliding home, a wordless rejection.

      I hear my brother laughing in my head, his words coming back to me.

      You got no idea, little bro, how hard your life’s gonna get now you have someone waiting for you at home.
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        * * *

      

      I leave as early as usual the next morning, and it’s my firm intention to avoid Finch as much as possible, just like I’ve been doing lately—successfully, up until last night. But his words ring in my head as much as Frank’s laughter did when I was lying there trying to sleep. What else has he found out from these women?

      One thing’s for sure, Vince Catalano is out of the question for my crew. I can’t chance him spilling secrets during pillow talk that might wind their way back to Fuscone. I text him and tell him I’ve had to reconsider percentages; it’s an easy way to get him to decline rather than having to get rid of him.

      When the dinner hour rolls around, after I’ve met again with my crew to hear how thing are going, I decline the general call for after-work beers.

      “I want to get back home,” I tell Frank quietly.

      He waggles his eyebrows at me.

      “What do I keep saying about respect?” I sigh, but there’s no heat behind it. He drives me home before heading back to the bar. “Make sure those morons don’t get too drunk, okay?” I remind him before I get out of the car.

      “Sure thing, little bro.”

      The night guards are there as usual, and I make sure to say hello and ask how they are before I go in. They chat back willingly enough.

      See? I can be a fucking people person, I think as I hang up my jacket in the hallway. Marco is sitting in the living room, staring resolutely at a Yankees replay. When he sees me, he leaps up.

      “Okay from here, boss?” he asks eagerly.

      I wonder if Finch has been too much for him today. I’ve never seen Marco so happy to leave. “Finch been giving you problems?” I ask.

      I’ve never seen Marco smirk before, and I won’t be in a hurry to see it again. “Not me, boss, no. Good luck.” He gives me a wave and bolts before I can ask him what he means, and I lock the door behind him.

      “I’m in here, husband,” Finch shouts, and I follow his voice and my nose into the kitchen. Something smells good.

      Something also looks good. I’m greeted by Finch’s bare ass as he stands at the stove, stirring sauce in a pot.

      He turns and assesses me coolly. There’s a small part of me that’s thankful his junk is covered by the apron tied around his waist. A larger part of me wants to rip it off, push him over the counter and make him squirm for me.

      The rest of me is just curious. “You always cook naked?”

      “Not always. Just for Marco.”

      I make an involuntary movement, and Finch catches it, raises an eyebrow.

      “I’m kidding, husband,” he says, but his tone is still distant. “Still, he could’ve stayed. There’s enough here to feed an army.” He turns back to the stove and dumps pasta into another pot of boiling water.

      I come around the kitchen island and look over his shoulder at the sauce.

      “Puttanesca,” he says. “Since you’re treating me like your puttana every night.” He turns to grab some chopped herbs and adds them to the dish. “Get it?”

      Treating him like my whore?

      My first instinct is to deny it, but I pause, reflecting. “What do you mean?” I ask carefully.

      He whirls around on me, his jaw tight with anger. “What the fuck do you think I mean?”

      He’s pissing me off now. “I keep telling you, I’m working. So I’m sorry if I can’t play house with you, baby bird, but it really shouldn’t come as a surprise.”

      He gives a furious chuckle. “Oh, believe me, you’ve lost any capacity you had to surprise me.”

      I bite my tongue. I’m not going to get into an argument with him. “I’m here, aren’t I?” I say mildly. “Can I do anything?”

      “Sure. Set the fucking table, if you can figure out the silverware.”

      I grab out a handful of cutlery from the drawer and throw it on the small kitchen table, but then I catch myself. I’m not going to give into this petty bullshit. So I do what he says and set the table, just the way my Nonna taught me when I was a kid.

      “Why don’t you pick a wine, too?” he asks over his shoulder, nodding at the cellar door. When we moved in, Tino had set us up with the beginning of what Finch called a very passable wine collection.

      “Look, I know what you’re trying to do,” I begin.

      “Just get the wine,” he says. “Hurry up. Pasta’s just about done.”

      I have no idea what to pick from the scores of bottles in the small cellar, except that it should probably be a red. Red wine with red sauce…right? Now I’m even questioning that. I grab the first red wine I see and by the time I come back up, Finch has served dinner. He pulls off the apron and throws it on the counter before sitting down at the table.

      “Why are you naked?” I ask, sliding into my own seat.

      “Because it’s the only way I can keep your attention. Here, pass it over.” I hand him the bottle and he opens it expertly, then pours a splash of wine into my glass. “Taste.”

      This is beginning to get very irritating. “I’m sure it’s fine.”

      “Open your mouth, take a sip.”

      Perhaps he’s become bored. He’s bored, and he’s trying to provoke an argument just for something to do. I drink the mouthful, shrug, and put my glass out for more. “Tastes like wine to me,” I say, when it becomes obvious he’s waiting for something. “Can we get on with this?”

      If possible, Finch’s face gets even stonier. “Sure. I don’t want to keep you from your oh-so-important business.”

      I sit back with a sigh. “What do you want from me, Finch? I have to make sure we’re safe. That’s what I’m doing.”

      He stabs his fork into the pasta. “Eat,” he mutters.

      For an Irish kid, his pasta puttanesca is actually pretty good, but he just grunts when I tell him that. The table is covering his nudity but it’s hard not to stare at his pretty pink nipples.

      Maybe he’s right, even if I hate to admit it. I do pay more attention to him when he’s naked. I try to focus on the food, but the heavy atmosphere gets to me in the end. “If you don’t want me in your bed, you only have to say so.”

      His head whips up and he points his noodle-laden fork at me. “That right there. That’s the fucking problem. It’s not my bed. It’s our bed. Why have you been such an epic douchebag since we moved in here? And don’t feed me any more bullshit, I can’t take it,” he spits, as I start to speak. “Just tell me what the hell your problem is.”

      Frank was right. I had no idea what marriage was going to be like. I consider lying, but why should I? If Finch wants to know, I’ll tell him. “Alright. You make me stupid. Being around you, I can’t concentrate on anything.”

      He stares. “Welcome to the honeymoon phase of a marriage, you moron. It’s supposed to be that way.”

      I don’t bring up the fact that we’ve hardly had a traditional courtship so far. Instead, I put aside my emotions and lay it out plain. “If my mind is on you, it’s not on business. If my mind’s not on business, something will get by me. If something gets by me, you’re dead.” I eat a few more mouthfuls while I let that reality settle in Finch’s brain.

      He stares at his food for a while before he resumes eating, and finally I seem to have said something right, because he begins to thaw. “I went to a brunch with the Wives the other day,” he says at last, conversationally, like we’re any normal married couple catching up about what we’ve been doing.

      “It’s nice that you’re making friends in the Family,” I say politely.

      “Shut up and listen,” he replies, and I’m so taken aback that I actually do.

    

  







            Chapter Thirty-One

          

          

      

    

    






FINCH

        

      

    

    
      After I’ve spilled everything I learned from one little brunch with the Wives, I sit back and finish my glass of wine. I’d never tell Luca this, but the Zinfandel he picked from the cellar is actually a pretty good match for the food. I’m sure it was entirely accidental, though.

      Luca is thinking. At first he was amused, even dismissive, but by the end of my story he was listening carefully, eyelids flickering like he was making computations behind his eyes.

      At last, he lets out a long breath. “I never knew any of this.”

      I wait for it.

      “Thank you,” he says after a while. “This is…useful information.” At my look, he adds, “And I would never have heard any of it without you.”

      “There we go,” I say. “You’re starting to get it. Now, why don’t you clear the table and I’ll serve up dessert?”

      He does as he’s asked, taking the dishes to the sink while I rummage in the fridge. I turn back to him with a can of whipped cream and watch him try to keep his eyes above waist level.

      “You’re going to sleep in our bed from now on,” I say, like I’m a hypnotist giving him orders.

      “Am I?” But he smiles as he says it.

      “Yes, you are. And you’re going to come home for dinner every night. If you wanna go out committing crimes after dinner, that’s fine. But you’ll be here every evening for a sit-down meal with me.” I walk up to him and press the can into his hand. “Understand?”

      He presses his lips together.

      “Especially this Friday night,” I go on. “Because we have guests coming over.”

      “I didn’t tell you to invite anyone over for dinner,” he says, frowning even harder.

      “I thought that’s what you wanted me to do. Look pretty, make friends, entertain, just like all the other wives. Right?”

      “I don’t want to waste a night making small talk, Finch. Not to mention the fucking logistical nightmare it’d be to make sure they’re not wearing wires or carrying weapons or anything like that…No. Call it off.”

      “Hm. Well, Tino will be disappointed,” I say casually. “I invited him to dinner to say thank you for everything he’s given to us. He’s bringing Connie, too. You know none of the Wives have ever bothered to invite Connie to dinner? Tino always brings her, of course, but she was just ecstatic to get her own real invite from me, instead of being an unnamed plus-one. But sure, I guess I can call the whole thing off.”

      I have him, and he knows it.

      “Finch,” he sighs, and then looks at the ceiling like he’s at the end of his tether.

      “It’s a power move, baby. You gotta respect me for making it.”

      There’s a long pause before he admits defeat. “What time on Friday?”

      “Seven for drinks. Dinner at eight. But you’d better be home by six to shower and dress for dinner. And I promised Tino we’d show him our honeymoon photos. I’ll get them printed tomorrow.”

      “Fine,” he says. “Now what the hell is this can of cream for?”

      “Oh, that? That’s for dessert.”

      And with that, I turn and lean on the island counter, pulling my asscheeks open for him. There’s a deep silence behind me, so I glance over my shoulder and give him a sly smile.

      “Come on. Cream me, baby.”
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        * * *

      

      When I wake up the next morning, Luca is still there next to me, his arms around me, his nose pressed up against my shoulder.

      It’s the first moment I’ve truly felt like a married man since the honeymoon.

      As usual, Luca goes out to work, but not before we have breakfast together. And this time I can see his work isn’t just an excuse, like it has been for the past weeks.

      I really do think he meant it, that he finds his mind keener if he keeps his distance. But that’s not good enough for me. He’ll have to find a balance. Besides, regular sex can only be a good thing, right? Keep his brain ticking over and his balls lighter?

      As for me, I set about making plans for Friday night. When I bounce out the front door to see Luca off, Marco is just pulling up, and actually grins to see me.

      “Naked cooking worked out okay, huh?” he asks in a low voice, while Luca is busy getting his coat.

      “Never underestimate my ass.”

      Luca just about runs out the door, until I grab him and make him kiss me in front of the guards and anyone else who might be watching from the streets. His cheeks color up, but he doesn’t try to push me away. I stay out onto the stoop to wave goodbye to him, and to Brother Frank, who’s picking him up. Frank gives me an enthusiastic wave back.

      I turn to Marco after we watch them drive off together. Faithful Marco. Luca’s loyal dog. More importantly, my driver. “We’re gonna have a busy day today, Marco. Hope you’re ready for it.”

      We hit a florist, a linen supplier, a restaurant—Tino’s favorite in the city, which makes his favorite food—one of my favorite stores to order something special for Luca, and then to the hairdresser, where I get my roots touched up by a pro. I want everything to be perfect on Friday night. I want to show Luca exactly what a good little househusband I can be—and how far we can go if we work together as a team.

      Luca comes back for dinner that night as ordered—even a little earlier, and I get on my knees for him the second we’re alone.

      “That was quite a welcome home,” he says breathlessly afterwards.

      “I’m using positive reinforcement,” I tell him cheerfully, and laugh at his expression.

      I even persuade him to take me out rather than eating at home, to a local Italian place that Marco told me has Morelli Family ties. Luca still insists on a booth in the back of the restaurant where he has a full view of the door and bathrooms, and we have not only Marco sitting across the room from us, but two more of Luca’s crew show up as well, one near the door and one near the kitchen.

      Not many customers hang around once they get a view of who’s sitting in the restaurant, but I make Luca leave a sizeable tip.

      “I can’t afford—” he starts.

      “We can’t afford not to keep people on our side, husband. Besides, you’re Capo now, right? Earning more?”

      “That doesn’t mean we have money to throw around, Finch.” But he still does as I suggested and bumps the tip up.

      My husband’s attitude to money is ingrained in him. But then, mine is also ingrained in me. And now that things are looking up at home, I feel like I want to spread myself around town a little more than I have been these last few months.

      “I fancy a shopping spree today, Marco,” I tell my bodyguard the next day. “I’m going to shower and get ready, and then I think we’ll pick up my sister-in-law, and drive up and down Manhattan for the day. What do you say?”

      Marco grins. I guess the prospect of driving me around town is more interesting than staying in, waiting for something to happen. “Your wish is my command, Mr. D’Amato.”

      It’s only after I go back upstairs to get ready that it hits me: I didn’t correct him, didn’t insist on being at Donovan, not a D’Amato. I look down at the ring that I never take off now, not even to wash my hands, on Luca’s insistence.

      Maybe I really do consider myself a D’Amato now.

    

  







            Chapter Thirty-Two

          

          

      

    

    






FINCH

        

      

    

    
      Celia is fucking thrilled to hang out with her new gay BFF, and I’m fucking thrilled to have someone new to talk to. Marco is up in the front, but he’s done his best to look like a legit bodyguard today instead of a Mob heavy. All credit to him, he scrubs up well.

      “Frank won’t be happy about me using up the credit card again,” Celia confides to me after our third stop. I’ve taken her to all my favorite couture places, and then conceded to Celia’s deep need to visit Saks.

      “What are our husbands for if not to get angry about our spending?” I ask airily.

      Celia offers me a pill for the third time today, after taking one herself. I’m about to decline for the third time when I figure she’ll only keep pushing them on me. So I shake out a handful and shove them in my pocket. “For later,” I tell her. “I’m taking a break after my trip to the hospital.” That should shut her up.

      “You sure had us worried that day,” Celia says, eyes going round for a second as she remembers. “Hey, I hope you got ahold of Connie okay?” she asks, changing the subject. Celia is the one who gave me Connie’s phone number, after suggesting I extend my invitation to Tino Morelli through Connie instead of direct. It was a clever suggestion on Celia’s part, but I figure she liked the idea of getting one over on Marie Fuscone.

      Celia’s phone rings as Marco pulls away from the curb, and she squeals when she sees the name. I do a double take: Maggie Donovan.

      “We swapped numbers at the wedding,” Celia tells me, before answering my sister’s call.

      I’m still not allowed to have my own phone. I’m not sure if it’s still a thing, or if Luca has simply forgotten that I don’t have one. It occurred to me to lift Celia’s from her when she wasn’t looking one day, but I didn’t.

      I’ve found myself feeling strangely free without a phone.

      None of my old friends can contact me. And I’ve totally lost any sense of FOMO now that I can’t get on social media. I don’t have any accounts under my real name on Insta, Facebook, or the rest of them—even I’m not that dumb. When your Pops is Howard Donovan and your Mom was killed by a contract hit, you keep your head down and you make sure you stay out of other people’s photos too, as best you can. But I still liked to internet-stalk my friends’ accounts from time to time, and all those celebrities who seem to have nothing better to do than post pictures of their fabulous lives.

      It all seems so pointless now, looking at those other lives.

      Celia is chattering away to Maggie, and I’m thinking about the weird capacity for women to form instant, life-long friendships over little more than a shared liking for the same lipstick, when I hear my name and tune back in.

      “Sure, Finch is right here with me now. We’re riding around Manhattan in a town car, making our husbands go bankrupt.” Maggie says something in reply and Celia continues, her voice less chirpy now. “Um, sure, maybe. That sounds like a neat idea. Let me just run it by Finch.” She puts the phone on mute and her eyes are worried when she looks at me. “Maggie’s in town. Did you know?”

      “I did not.” Maggie Donovan wouldn’t deign to share her schedule with me. Besides, how would she even contact me?

      “She wants to see you,” Celia says hesitantly. “She suggested we pick her up, have lunch together. Um…”

      Ah. Maggie Donovan has found a way to contact me.

      I know what Celia’s worried about. After my little overdose incident, Celia got read the riot act by Brother Frank. It must’ve been serious, because Celia is irrepressible when it comes to Frank, and does what she wants ninety-nine percent of the time. When it comes to me, though, I guess she’s been told.

      Maybe she’s even been told I’m not allowed to see my family. But I haven’t been told that, and I have no intention of letting anyone decide who I can and cannot see.

      Not even Luca D’Amato. Besides, I’m curious why Maggie even wants to see me.

      “Sounds like a plan,” I say, smiling innocently.

      “Um,” she says again. “Would Luca be okay with that, do you think?”

      “Why wouldn’t he be?” I don’t blink, don’t look away, until Celia does.

      She unmutes her phone. “We’ll swing right by and pick you up, Maggie,” she says, trying and failing to sound as cheery as she did when she first answered. “I know, right? Yeah, can’t wait…see you soon.”

      I sit back and look out the window, and I can’t help smiling to myself as Celia gives Marco the new address. Celia D’Amato versus Maggie Donovan. The warmth of the Italians versus the charm of the Irish.

      I wonder which side I’m actually on.
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        * * *

      

      Maggie greets Celia like a long-lost school friend, and the way they dive into conversation, you’d think they’ve known each other that long. Maggie is staying at the Grand in our standing suite, and makes us come up when we arrive. I know exactly why, because I know my sister. It’s to show Celia that the Donovans don’t play second fiddle to anyone. Celia D’Amato will wait on Maggie Donovan, and she’ll fucking like it.

      I make Marco wait outside the door, too, although he looks dubious, but Maggie has our mother’s autocratic nature, and the way she ignores him and simply shuts the door on him resolves the issue.

      Hired Help are not welcome in the presence of Margaret Fincher Donovan.

      Celia, as intended, looks intimidated by the room and the view out the window over Central Park. I have a sense of déjà vu and remember Luca staring out this same window, like he’d never been so high up in his life before. Frank D’Amato does well enough for his wife, but he doesn’t have money like the Donovans. That’s what Maggie wanted Celia to know when she invited us up here to her room.

      Celia gives a timid smile when Maggie urges her to try her new perfume, just come in on shipment from France and not for sale here yet. Yep, Maggie plays her like a fiddle, keeping Celia in her place while pretending to give her a hand up.

      It’s mean, and I refuse to share the catty smile Maggie sends my way behind Celia’s back.

      “You know what would be fun?” Maggie asks, making her eyes go wide and sparkly. “Why don’t you have a look at the new couture I just got from Milan, Celia? See if there’s anything you like? Try it on? We have time before lunch, right?”

      Maggie looks at me. I know that look. She wants a moment alone.

      “Plenty of time,” I sigh, and Maggie just about shoves Celia into the walk-through closet, then shuts the door on her.

      “Take your time!” she calls, and then hurries over to me. “Here,” she says, pressing a phone into my hand.

      I look down at it.

      “It’s encrypted, don’t worry. Pops wants to call you tonight.”

      “Why?”

      “Why do you think? He wants to hear what intel you’ve dug up.”

      “Intel? Jesus, Maggie, I’m not James Bond.”

      She gives me a derisive glance. “No, you’re certainly not. But surely you’ve heard some of their plans. You’re in a key position, baby brother. With your help, we could bring the whole Morelli Family down.”

      I give her a sharp look. “What do you mean, bring them down?”

      Maggie gives me a smug smile. Celia shouts something through from the closet. “Try some of my jewelry too, honey,” Maggie calls back. Then she returns to hissing at me. “Once you’ve got enough evidence, we’ll get you away from D’Amato and take you back to Boston. Then you can testify to the Feds about all the terrible things your darling husband has done.”

      “I haven’t seen my darling husband doing any terrible things,” I say. It’s true enough. Even shooting Tommy the Thug on the Maddalena was in my defense. It wasn’t cold-blooded murder or anything, and besides, I haven’t told anyone about that particular incident.

      Nor will I.

      “Then make shit up,” Maggie says impatiently. “Tell them what they want to hear, and help them get the D’Amato brothers over a barrel. They’ll turn on Morelli, and then it’s all over. And you’ll be free to live your life however you like.”

      I stare at her, incredulous. “Who exactly came up with this—and I use the term loosely—plan?”

      “Me,” she says coldly. “I told Pops what we should do, and he agreed.”

      “Uh huh. Well, listen, I don’t know that you two have really thought this shit through. If the Morelli crime family could be brought down by—”

      “Shh,” she whispers harshly, as Celia tries to open the closet door. Maggie slams it shut again.

      “It’s a dumb plan, is all,” I say in a normal voice, as Celia tries the door again. Maggie has to let her out this time.

      “What’s a dumb plan?” Celia asks, looking between us. She’s squeezed into a horrific sequined minidress.

      I wait a beat, just to see my sister sweat, and then I say, “Maggie wants to go out for lunch, when there’s a perfectly good restaurant in the hotel.”

      “Ooh, that might be fun!” Celia says, ever-anxious to please. “Um, I think I might be a size up from you, Maggie. I can’t get this dress to zip shut.”

      “It’s hideous, anyway,” I tell her. “Sequins are so last year.”

      “It’s Chanel,” Maggie snaps. “So fuck you.”

      She says no more about the alleged plan, but makes sure I stash the phone in my pocket when Celia’s distracted again by the view over the park.

      “Remember,” she says in a low voice. “Tonight. Eight o’clock. Pops will call.”

      “Sure, I’ll remember,” I tell Maggie, smiling. “Eight o’clock. Pops will call.”

    

  







            Chapter Thirty-Three

          

          

      

    

    






LUCA

        

      

    

    
      Finch is running his mouth this evening at dinner, talking about what he’s been doing with his time the last few days. He’s so good at acting like we’re some normal couple catching up over a lovingly-prepared dinner (pasta puttanesca leftovers), that I almost let it pass me by when he mentions he saw his sister today.

      “What did you say?” I break in.

      “I had lunch with Maggie and Celia. Celia was worried you wouldn’t like it, but—”

      “I don’t like it.”

      “Maggie is my sister, Luca.”

      “I told you on our honeymoon: you have a new Family now.”

      He puts down his fork and leans back in the chair. “And I told you,” he says softly, “that I’ll always be loyal to you. To you and Brother Frank. And in that vein, I have something to show you.”

      He shifts in his seat and for a moment I wonder if he’s about to show me the business end of a gun. But when his hand comes back into view, he has something even more dangerous: a cell phone.

      He puts the phone down on the table between us, then picks up his fork again. “Maggie gave it to me,” he says through a full mouth. “Apparently there’s some big plan for me to rat on the Morelli family, and then I get to return to the bosom of the Donovan clan.”

      I study his face, looking for signs. Signs of what, though? Regret? Contempt? Hatred?

      “Do you really think I’d ever let them take you from me, baby bird?” I ask at last.

      “Do you really think I want to go?” he shoots back.

      I stand up, walk around the table, and grab a handful of his hair, tipping his head back so I can look into his face. “You’re mine. Until death.” I wrap my fingers around his neck, reminding him that even his death is in my hands.

      He swallows, his throat moving under my grip. “I know that,” he says hoarsely. “That’s what I’m saying. I told Maggie I don’t need rescuing.”

      I let him go after another moment, and go back to my seat.

      “Jesus,” he complains, patting his hair back in place. “You need to work on your trust issues, buddy.”

      “What I need to do is have a word with Marco.” My heart is thundering in my ears and I can’t think straight. How did I miss this? How the fuck is this news only coming to me now, that my hostage husband spent the day holed up with his goddamn sister? “You won’t be seeing Celia again, either. When she’s not fucking aiding and abetting your suicide attempts, she’s helping you escape.” I slam my fist down on the table on my last word.

      Finch just chuckles. “Don’t blame them, baby. You told Marco yourself to take me wherever I wanted to go, didn’t you? Besides, he sent you his daily report on me already. It’s not his fault if you don’t check your emails regularly. And Celia, well, she just wants me to be happy.” He puts his fork down in his empty bowl and locks his fingers under his chin, looking at me. “What you don’t understand, husband of mine, is that you are my escape. Pops has no real interest in taking me away from you. In fact, he thought I might be useful; that I’d snitch on you given the chance. But I will never leave you. I will never betray you. And—” The phone starts ringing. “—now I’ll get to prove it to you.”

      He puts a finger to his lips, signaling me to keep quiet, and then answers the call, putting it on speaker. “Hiya, Pops,” he says brightly.

      “Howie. So Maggie got you the phone.”

      “She did, Pops, and she told me there was some crazy plan for me to turn on Luca and somehow take down the whole Morelli Family.”

      My hands clench into fists, and I grit my teeth to stop from saying anything.

      After a pause, Howard Donovan asks, “Are you alone, son?”

      “I sure am, Pops,” Finch replies. “And I wanted to tell you, forget the plan, okay? I’d rather be in New York than anywhere else on earth, and I’ll never be safer than I am now. Luca D’Amato is protecting me.”

      “Luca D’Amato is a two-bit gangster who’s only got as far as he has because his Boss has a thing for him. The same Boss who had your mother killed.” Finch goes pale at that. “And now you’re telling me you’d rather suck Italian dick than avenge your mother?”

      Finch puts his head down so I can’t see his face. “Are you really sure it was them, Pops?” he asks quietly. “You’ve never said before that it was them.”

      “It was the Morellis,” Donovan says stubbornly. “And if you were any kind of man, you’d start that payback by killing D’Amato in his sleep. But I know you won’t. You’re soft, Howie. It should have been you that died that day, not your mother, bless her soul.” Donovan’s voice is rising, but cracks as he tries to shout. “God cursed me when he sent you into my life. Now you listen to me, and listen good! Don’t contact me or Maggie or anyone in this family until you’ve got something worthwhile to tell us!”

      The line goes dead.

      Finch sits there with his head down for a moment. I say nothing. I’m still trying to figure out if this whole thing is some scheme, something to make me believe again that Finch is on my side.

      “Wow. You think he’s gonna write me out of the will?” Finch looks up, and his grin is full of pain.

      This was no setup. I can see the truth of it in his eyes, the hurt, the bewilderment, the anger. He might have known deep down that his father was an asshole, but now he has proof definitive. Besides, he didn’t have to show me the phone. He didn’t have to tell me about any of this.

      Finch stretches out his arms, hands flat on the table and looks at his wedding ring. “Well,” he says to it. “I guess I burned my last bridge. You get that, right?” He glances up at me. “You’re it, now. My last, best hope.”

      “Morelli didn’t take out your mother,” I tell him. There’s something in me that just wants to see his pain ease. Make him see he made the right choice when he chose me over his father.

      “You don’t know that. How could you? It happened years before you were even in the Family.”

      “I guess I don’t know it,” I concede. “But I can’t believe it. Tino is old-school. He wouldn’t take out a hit on a civilian like that, and besides, the Commission would never have agreed to it. Something like that, taking out the wife of an Irish Mob Boss? Tino would have had to run it by the Commission, and they would have told him no. Too risky, too likely to stir up retribution. And Tino plays by the rules.”

      Finch just shakes his head. “My Pops is no Mob Boss. He’s legit. We might have had ties back in the day, but—”

      “Angel. Your Pops was head of the Donovan Family before your mother died. How do you not know this? He ran Boston for years. He got out after your mother’s death, but…” I stop, because the logic is coming around to bite me in the ass. If someone wanted Howard Donovan out of the fight, they found the way to do it.

      But not Tino. I won’t believe it.

      I want to keep talking about Finch’s mother, keep trying to figure it out, but I don’t want to press him. He’s had enough unpleasantness for one evening, and some of it has been at my own hands. I reach across the table and put my fingers over his. “I made a vow. I will protect you. Even against my own people, if it comes down to it.”

      He nods. “I know you will. And I’ll protect you.”

      I hide my smile at that, and then remind myself: there was a time, long ago, when he did protect me.

      Finch stands and begins to gather the plates.

      “That really was a good sauce,” I say awkwardly, following him back into the kitchen. “You gonna make that tomorrow night for—” I break off. Stupid.

      “You can say his name,” he tells me as he begins stacking the plates in the dishwasher. “Make it for Tino? No, baby. I will not be forcing my attempts at a classic Italian pasta sauce on the Godfather himself.”

      “I didn’t know you could cook.” I want to change the subject. He seems okay now, but who knows what the fallout of that phone call with his father will be? I just pray he doesn’t have a secret drug stash in the house.

      “Puttanesca’s the only thing I can make. Mom taught me when I was a kid. It was her favorite.”

      Great. In my attempts to avoid mentioning Tino, I’ve managed to bring up the dead mother. I clear my throat. “Can I help with the dishes?”

      “I don’t think your Italian machismo will allow you to,” he says seriously, then smiles. “Sure. Hand me that dish over there.”

      When we’re done stacking the dishwasher, we face each other over the kitchen island. It’s a comfortable feeling, despite what’s gone down tonight. I can’t take my eyes off him.

      “Are you gonna kill me in my sleep?” I ask lightly. “Because if not, I was thinking, maybe I won’t go back out tonight. Maybe we should just have an early night.”

      “Heavens.” He puts a hand to his heart. “You mean make love to me, your husband, in our bedroom, in our bed?”

      I smirk. “Yeah. That’s what I mean.”

      “Sure. Since we’re married and all, I guess it’s allowed. But first, I have a surprise for you. Don’t frown, baby, you’ll like it.” He comes around the island and holds out his hand to me. I take it, and he pulls me out of the kitchen towards the stairs.

      “Pro tip,” I tell him as he leads me up to our bedroom. “Never tell a Family man you have a surprise waiting for him.”

      Finch grins over his shoulder at me. “Even if that surprise is sexy?”

      Eyes on his ass, I say, “Hm. Maybe then it’s okay.” But when we make it to the bedroom, Finch doesn’t head straight for the bed. Instead, he goes over to the closet and takes out a long black garment bag. He hooks the hanger on the door, unzips it, and pulls the insides out, as careful as I picture those ancient Roman auguries disemboweled their animal sacrifices.

      He glances back to me and gestures me over. “Feel this.”

      I take the material between my fingers. It’s soft. Classy. Expensive. Everything I’m not, but Finch is. “Nice,” I say. “You get this on your shopping spree with Celia?”

      “It’s for you,” he says patiently. “This one, and four more. I took your measurements from the wedding tux. Hope you haven’t gained too much weight since the wedding, got comfy now that you’re a married man.”

      I don’t know what to say. I check the label, wondering, hoping.

      Finch chuckles. “You take his name in vain so often, I figured you should finally own some Armani suits. Now you can quit damaging his reputation with those clown clothes you insist on wearing.”

      I glare at him then. “Those suits are fine for day-to—”

      “No, they’re not, and I fucking threw them out. Trash collection came this morning, so they’re long gone. Say hello to your new life. I got you shirts, socks and underwear, too.”

      “Where did you get the money?” I snap, frustrated.

      “Well, darling husband, there’s this trick the ultra-rich like to use, called living on credit. I charged it all to my Pops’ store account. I did plan to tell him tonight, but he went all nuclear on me. So fuck him. He can have a surprise, too.”

      I always thought Howard Fincher Donovan the Third was the apple of his daddy’s eye. How wrong I was. Still... “He kept you hidden. After your mother, I mean. Got you out of Boston and into New York.”

      Finch picks up my thought process. “I kept myself hidden. I’m the one who stayed off social media. I’m the one who knew when I had to get out of town. He pushed me out to New York so he never had to see me. No. I owe him nothing—didn’t even inherit the Donovan family baby blues. So now do you understand? I’ve broken ties with him, with all of them. I’m not Howard Fincher Donovan the Third anymore. I’m Finch D’Amato from now on.”

      He presses up against me and I drop the Armani suit-sleeve, clutching at his body out of instinct alone. “I’m yours,” he says, his voice low with desire. “Until death.”

      I kiss him for that, take his mouth and ravage it like I’m planning to do with his body once I get him in the bed. I pull at his clothes, get him naked as fast as I can. There’s something about him that makes me crazy, makes me rage inside where normally I’m like ice.

      “We’re going to do great things together,” he sighs, as I push him down on the bed, kissing down his neck, biting, marking my territory. “The clothes are just the start. Tomorrow night, you’ll see what I can do for you.”

      “Tomorrow?” I pull back, blinking. Shit. Of course. In all the Armani and naked Finch, I’ve forgotten about the dinner tomorrow night. “Oh, Tino.”

      “Yes, Tino,” he laughs. But then his smile drops. I try to kiss it back on his lips, but he turns his head. “Baby, when Tino is here tomorrow night…can you do something for me?”

      “Anything.” I actually fucking mean it, which is the scary thing. But it brings the smile back to his lips, so it’s worth it. “What do you want me to do?”

      “I want you to ask him.”

      He doesn’t have to say what he wants me to ask. It will be difficult to find a non-offensive way to ask it: Hey, Boss, did you whack some Irish broad back in the day? But it’s important for me to know, too. If there’s a story there, I want the details. I need to know exactly what my Boss is capable of, the skeletons in his closet. I need to protect my back as much as Finch’s.

      Without me, he’s dead.

      I lean in to kiss Finch’s trembling mouth.

      “I’ll ask him,” I promise.

    

  







            Chapter Thirty-Four

          

          

      

    

    






FINCH

        

      

    

    
      Just like I reminded him this morning, Luca is back by six on the dot, so I can make him shower, shave, and dress in his brand-new Armani suit. I’ve dumped the Old Spice along with the old suits, and got him Armani cologne to go with his new look. He even lets me pull his stupid, stuffy tie off and artfully arrange an open collar on his shirt.

      “There’s a reason I didn’t buy you any fucking ties,” I say when he worries, with a strange insecurity, that Tino Morelli might be offended at him not wearing a tie. “Have you ever seen Tino Morelli wear a tie?”

      “He wears cravats,” Luca points out sullenly.

      “Yes, but that’s because he’s like, a hundred. You’re young, hot, and you look like a fucking store manager when you wear a tie.”

      It took some bargaining, including the promise of the world’s best blow job that night, but Luca finally agreed, and went down without a tie.

      “Should I set the table?” he calls.

      I laugh, until I realize he’s serious. “No, baby; it’s all organized,” I call back from the living room.

      “But nothing’s set up,” he says anxiously. I follow his voice to the kitchen, where he’s staring around wildly, and take his hand.

      “We’re in the formal dining room tonight,” I tell him gently.

      Luca frowned at me. “But the kitchen is much nicer. That dining room is so dark and…the kitchen is friendly. Homey.”

      Something squeezes my heart to hear him say that. “We don’t want homey tonight, babe. We want formal.”

      “We do?”

      “We do,” I confirm, leading him across the foyer and into the formal dining area. It’s already been dressed with damask and fine china.

      “The table’s not very big.”

      “It’s an intimate setting,” I agree.

      “Are you sure you’ll be able to bring the food over from the kitchen okay? Shouldn’t we just eat in there?”

      It takes everything in me not to sigh or roll my eyes at him. This husband of mine has a lot to learn. “We can’t entertain Tino Morelli at the kitchen table, baby. We need to show him respect first. We can show him familiarity at his next visit.”

      “But are you sure—”

      “Luca,” I say, taking his hand. “Trust me on this one. And sit down with me now, so I can show you what silverware to use with each course.”

      He hesitates, but then nods. “And tell me what I should say about the wines?”

      “And tell you what you should say about the wines.”
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        * * *

      

      Tino and Connie arrive right on time, and Luca jumps at the sound of the doorbell. “He’s here! I’ll get the door. Do we go straight to the dining room or—”

      “Bring him in here.” We’ve been waiting in the living room, standing by the fireplace. “Drinks in here first, small talk, a few honeymoon photos. Then dinner.”

      One day, I think to myself as Luca goes off to answer the door, and please God, let it be soon, we will have staff who can open the door for us, cook for us, do our laundry and take care of those pesky, petty, everyday needs.

      They are the kinds of things Luca doesn’t even consider, the things he does by rote, because he’s never lived a real life of luxury.

      But I have lived that kind of life. And I intend to again. When I’m done with him, Luciano D’Amato will rule this City.

      I hear Luca open the door and greet our guests. Their conversation floats through and I smile to myself when Tino says, in genuine surprise, “Luciano! You look wonderful!”

      When Luca brings them into the sitting room, I’m standing to attention, ready to greet them in my own Armani suit. Hey, Luca’s not the only one who likes a bit of Giorgio.

      My mouth is immediately full of Connie’s black, curly hair, as she flings herself into my arms, and kisses my cheeks three times. I know Luca thinks she’s just another of Tino’s flings and as stupid as the rest apparently have been—to hear Luca tell it, anyway. But I can see that Connie is a player, and I know she’s aiming for the big league. I have to respect that. And if she ends up where she wants to, Luca will have to respect her as well.

      Luca takes Tino’s coat for him and I take Connie’s and we go together to put them in the coat closet under the staircase. While there, I give Luca a quick kiss on the cheek, just to make him smile. There. He looks less like a brooding bad boy when he smiles, and more like a pleasant dinner partner.

      When we go back into the living room, where Connie is exclaiming about how beautiful everything is, Tino opens his arms for me to step into them. He hugs me close, kissing me three times, and then takes my hands. “Finch, is it?”

      I nod. “That’s what they call me.”

      “It is good to see you looking so well, eh? No more of these terrible drugs. No, you look after yourself now, for the sake of your husband. And Luca is treating you well?”

      Luckily for Luca, I can honestly say that he is right now. “He’s everything I could ever want in a man,” I say. It’s the plain truth. Tino can see that, I think, because he just about tears up, and pulls me in for another hug, holding me close so I can smell the cigar smoke caught in his hair.

      “We are so happy to have you in our Famiglia,” he says, pulling back, but holding me by the biceps. “I have much respect for your father, and I knew your mother when she was a girl. We grew up in the same neighborhood, if you believe it. She was a very pretty young girl, such beautiful hair. She had her pick of the men, and she chose well with your father.”

      “Thank you,” I say to Tino, because I don’t know what else to say. I knew Mom grew up in New York. It’s one reason I love this city. But I’m not sure why Morelli has brought it up. I give Luca a significant look when Tino and Connie turn away to sit on the couch to remind him.

      I want to know the truth. I don’t know what I’ll do if Tino Morelli really did order that hit, but I need to know.

      Everything goes perfectly. From the aperitifs to dessert, the meal runs smoothly. Luca sounds knowledgeable about the wines I’ve chosen, although Connie sticks to mineral water. Tino is delighted that I’ve ordered his favorite courses from his favorite restaurant. And then the pièce de résistance: after-dinner Romeo y Julieta cigars for Tino and Luca to enjoy upstairs in the study.

      “Us girls can look at more of your honeymoon snaps,” Connie squeaks to me, utterly without sarcasm.

      “That sounds great!” I squeak back, and give Luca a wink at his warning glance.

      And so Luca and Tino tramp slowly upstairs, and Connie and I hole up in the sitting room again, but rather than look at any more boring photos of the open sea from the deck of the Maddalena, I get Connie to let me scroll through her Instagram feed. It is truly astonishing to me how easy she’s making it for any interested person to track her movements and—more importantly—Tino Morelli’s.

      I resolve to do everything in my power to keep my face off social media, not to mention out of the papers.

      I’ve been stifling yawns for about half an hour when Connie grabs my hand and looks wistfully at my ring. “Must feel nice to belong to someone like Luca.”

      “It does.”

      “Safe.”

      “Yes.”

      She squeezes my hand and leans in sharply. “Can I tell you something personal? Something secret? About me and Tino?” she whispers, eyes imploring.

      I resolve that I will never confide in anyone about me and Luca.

      “Sure!” I say, with my wide, friendly smile.

      “I’m pregnant!” She slaps her hands across her mouth afterwards, and then drops them to give me a beaming smile. “Only six weeks. Tino told me not to tell anyone, but I figured I could tell you, since he wants you and Luca as godparents.”

      “He—does? And wow, uh, congratulations!”

      “But it gets so much better than that,” she rushes on. “We’re getting married!” She claps her hands silently, bouncing on the sofa. “We’re just waiting for the right time to announce it, and I don’t even have an engagement ring yet. But soon. I can’t wait. Oh, God, Finch, I love him so much, and can you believe it? I’ll belong to the most powerful man in New York City!”

      Talk about overselling it. It’s not that Tino’s not powerful; but the Morelli Family might not have much of a future if the fractures continue to grow. Connie obviously doesn’t listen much at the Wife gatherings—and that means Tino is missing information as well.

      But while I’m thinking all this, my mouth is saying something different. “Oh my Gawwwd,” I whisper-squeal. “Connie, that’s amazing! Does anyone else know?”

      “Oh, hell, no,” she says at once. “All those Wives hate me—except you and Celia.”

      I feign astonishment. “That’s not true. Surely.”

      She nods her head so hard I fear it’ll drop off. “It is, I swear to God. They pretend to like me, but they know if—when Tino and I get married, I’ll be top bitch. It’ll shake ’em up.” She chatters on, and I watch the clock.

      They’ve been up there three quarters of an hour now. I’m itching to know if Luca’s asked about Mom.

      I can’t stand it any longer. I break into Connie’s long monologue. “I think I’ll go see if the boys need anything.”

      “Oh, they’re fine. Like I was saying—”

      “I’ll just run up and check. And you know, use the bathroom. I’ll be right back, Connie.”

      “Ooh, I could use a visit to the little girl’s room—”

      “There,” I say bluntly, pointing to the downstairs bathroom. The last thing I want is Connie shadowing me around the house when I do what I’m about to do. “And Connie, sweetheart—you need to fix the face a little.” I make a motion around my face and she looks horrified.

      “Oh my God, this is a new foundation. I just knew I should’ve stuck to my usual!”

      I wait until Connie is safely locked into the bathroom along with her handbag and makeup fixings, and then I sneak upstairs as quietly as I can and make my way down the hall to the study. The door is ajar to let out the smoke of the cigars, so I flatten myself against the wall and listen hard.

      Tino’s rumbling voice is easy to discern, easy to understand. I have to creep even closer, though, to hear Luca’s lighter, quieter words.

      “…and I can see this husband of yours is making something of you, Luciano.”

      “He is, Don Morelli,” I hear Luca reply, a hint of rueful laughter. “It’s past time, perhaps.”

      Tino laughs at that, a deep chuckle that ends in a wheeze. I hope Connie has plans to get herself written into the will along with that ring on her finger, because Tino doesn’t sound like the healthiest guy. “I always knew you had it in you. But tell me—Finch—what is he like?” Tino is eager. Interested.

      Luca, when he replies, sounds a little taken aback. “He is…wild. Crazy. Lonely. Lost. But he’s also someone who learned how to survive, despite all the money he grew up with. I think this life with me—with us, in the Family—will suit him.”

      “That is good to hear. Very good to hear. And are you making him happy, Luca? When we talked about keeping him, you assured me you would make him happy. Is that still the case?”

      There’s a long pause, and I picture Luca’s face, still and calm as he always is—except for when I get under his skin.

      “I believe he is as happy as he can be, given the circumstances.”

      Tino gives a long, grumbling murmur. “You promised me, Luciano. You promised me. You said he would be happy. I would not have agreed to this if I thought he would not be happy.”

      Whaddya know, Tino Morelli’s a big old softie.

      “I did promise you, sir, and I’m doing my best. He’s off the drugs. He’s made at least one friend—Celia, she adores him.”

      “Celia’s a fine woman,” Tino agrees.

      “But nothing I do can change the fact that he’s a hostage—political, marital. He did not come to our Family of his own accord. He only married me because he had no choice.”

      I want so bad to burst into that room and shout That’s not true!

      I don’t.

      Tino asks, “Has he tried to run?”

      Another pause. “You know about the overdose incident. I believe now that it was an accident. He hasn’t tried to run from me. In fact…”

      There’s another long pause, and for a moment, I think Luca is going to skate over Maggie, the phone, Pops’ phone call. But then he gives it up; tells Tino all about it.

      There’s silence after Luca has finished telling tales on me. “I had hoped he would be useful to us…” Tino sighs.

      “He knows nothing about his father’s business,” Luca says regretfully. “Beyond his father’s direction for him to kill me. But his father has kept him out of the family business. I’m not sure why.” I wonder if Luca is about to segue into asking what I want him to, about the hit on Mom, but then Tino replies.

      “His father has his reasons. As I have mine for the things I do. You keep him happy, Luciano. Do you hear me? I don’t want him running off, going back to Boston. He is too important to me…to our Family.”

      “I’m doing my best, sir.”

      Tino made an explosive noise. “Fah! Your best? Have you told him you love him?”

      “Certainly not,” Luca says, sounding as cold as I’ve ever heard him.

      “And why are you holding back? Let him know he is loved, and let him love you—because he does, yes, Luciano, he does. It’s clear in his face every time he looks at you.”

      This time when Luca speaks, it’s stilted, almost angry. “I can assure you, Don Morelli, he doesn’t love me. Nor I him. And—and I never will. I’m not a man who loves. It’s an emotion I decided to put aside at a very young age.”

      Tino makes a wheezing, gasping noise, which I realize after a minute is him laughing. “Alright, Luciano. You might fool yourself, but you cannot fool me.”

      I’m glad Tino finds it funny. I don’t. And I don’t bother to hang around any longer to hear Luca’s response.

      I’m so fucking tired of his bullshit.

      Maybe I should just get the hell out of here and take care of myself for a while, like I’ve been doing for years.
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LUCA

        

      

    

    
      Someone is shaking me.

      “Bro! Bro!”

      I’m swimming through syrup, and I can’t break the surface.

      “Georgie!”

      With a snarl, I lash out, and force my eyes open.

      “Fuckin’ finally,” Frank chokes. He grabs my wrist to pull my hand off his throat. He’s leaning over me. Where am I? “What the fuck is going on, Georgie? Marco called me soon as he arrived this morning. Guards out the front like sleeping beauties, you snoring away in here like you ain’t got a care in the world—and where the hell is Finch? You two have a fight or something? He make you sleep on the couch?”

      I sit up at once, grabbing at the sofa arm to steady myself as my stomach lurches. My mouth tastes bitter and cottony, my head is stuffy. Bright sunlight is streaming through the curtains.

      “Where’s Finch?” I rasp.

      “Marco’s looking around for him…”

      I’m trying to remember what happened last night. Dinner. Cigars. Tino and Connie left late. After that, things are murky.

      I try to stand, but my legs won’t cooperate. “Where. Is. Finch?” I ask again.

      Frank helps me up. “Marco and I didn’t wanna go up and bust into your bedroom or anything. But maybe he’s in there?”

      I take a deep breath, willing my body to respond, and I start towards the foyer. Frank has to help me up the stairs, and for once I let him, because I need to get there fast.

      Upstairs, the house is silent. I feel the beginnings of something in my stomach, building up. It’s not an emotion I’m used to: terror. With Frank by my side I make for the bedroom, although I know there’s no one in there—no one living, anyway. I can’t feel the presence of a human being on the other side of the door.

      My heart is beating faster and faster. I call Finch’s name outside the bedroom, my voice hoarse. There’s no response. As I open the door I don’t know what would be worse—to find Finch in there, or not. Because if he is in there, he might have…

      But Finch is not in there. The bed is still made from the day before—or today—I can’t tell.

      “What time is it?” I demand.

      “It’s six-thirty,” Frank tells me. “Seriously, bro, what’s going on?”

      “If I fucking knew I’d tell you!” I shout, my voice breaking. I’m overcome with a coughing fit, and Frank takes a step back, blinking at me.

      “I’ll text Celia,” he mutters. “She might have heard from him.”

      While Frank contacts his wife, I stumble around from room to room upstairs, checking each room as methodically as I can in my sluggish state. There’s no sign of him anywhere, but his toiletries are still there, along with the burner phone his father gave him, which should tell me something if only I could get my brain to figure it out. I slap the heel of my hand at my forehead, trying to wake myself up, and then drench my head under the cold tap.

      God. It’s freezing, but it helps.

      I think things through again. Finch’s belongings are still here, so either he’s leaving everything behind him, or he’s coming back. Or something else might have happened. Someone might have…

      I need to find my phone. Where the hell is it?

      I half-stumble back downstairs, the night before coming back to me now in fits and starts, and my heart squeezes tighter and tighter as I remember.

      Tino and I were in the study. I could have sworn I heard footsteps outside in the hallway, but when I went to check, no one was there. I’d hoped I was wrong about it. I wouldn’t have wanted Finch to hear what I’d said about not loving him.

      Because it wasn’t true. I realized that the moment I said it. Despite my best intentions and all the walls I built up, Finch just frog-leaped right over them.

      I just didn’t want to admit it to myself or to anyone else, not while we were still in danger. Not even to Tino, who told me I was being paranoid for checking the hallway, and then he’d told me…he’d told me something else.

      Something important.

      Something right at the edge of my memory.

      After Tino and Connie left, I followed Finch into the kitchen, where he’d taken the dirty dishes after dessert. So I go there now, and more memories come back to me. I’d never felt happier in my whole fucking life. Everything was finally coming together for me. Tino had told me something, taken me into his confidence…

      “You did it,” I’d said, and I came up behind Finch and wrapped my arms around him.

      Was it my faulty memory or had Finch paused before he turned around in my arms with a bright smile?

      “We did it,” he’d said.

      “Let’s face it, angel—it was mostly you.”

      Yes. There had definitely been tension in his body, but I’d put it down to nerves when he said next: “Did you ask Tino about my mom?”

      “I did, in a roundabout way. He denied it. Said whoever ordered that hit on your mother never owned up to it, but it wasn’t anyone’s recognizable style at the time.”

      “Hm.”

      There was something I wanted to tell him; I was bursting with it. Tino had warned me to keep it to myself, but I’d already decided I was going to tell Finch as soon as Tino and Connie left. But before I could speak, Finch offered me a glass.

      “Here, drink this.”

      I took the glass from him. “More cognac?”

      “More cognac. You deserve it. We can toast to our happiness.”

      And I’d clinked my glass against his and drunk it. I’d never tasted cognac before last night, but I’d felt so smooth sitting there in my study with Don Augustino Morelli, smoking cigars, drinking that amber liquid, hearing this big bombshell revelation…

      I drank the second cognac Finch gave me in the kitchen, and I remember nothing after that.

      Marco is still thundering around the townhouse, looking in all the rooms three times, four times over, under beds, in closets.

      I lean against the kitchen island, staring at the floor, trying to get my useless brain to work. And then I see my phone on the kitchen floor, screen cracked. But it still lights up under my fingers, and I send up a grateful thanks to Mother Mary.
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        * * *

      

      Outside, just as Frank had said, the night guards are lying piled up against each other, snoring their heads off. They look like a couple of guys who had had a big night and decided to sleep it off the doorway.

      Fury rises up in me as I contemplate them. I draw back my foot and kick one of them hard in the gut. He wakes, wheezing and spluttering, and stares up at me with an injured expression, as though I were the one at fault.

      “What the fuck do you two think you’re doing?” I ask him calmly.

      Frank is hovering around on the doorstep, making distressed noises, but doesn’t intervene. I pull back to kick the guard again, but he scrambles to his feet unsteadily, almost toppling over the balustrade on the stairs that lead up to the front door.

      “If anything has happened to Finch, I’ll rip out your fucking heart and make you eat it.”

      He goes white. “I swear to God, Mr. D’Amato, we—we were watching—I don’t know what happened—”

      “Celia ain’t heard from him,” Frank said, checking a text that pings through.

      “Your wife is a liar, Frank.”

      Frank goes just as pale as the guard, who’s shaking his dozy friend awake now. Celia’s also still giving Finch drugs, apparently, but I don’t say that. I don’t want the guards to know I’ve been caught out as well, doped by my own husband. Let them stay ignorant for now.

      Marco pushes past Frank to give his report. “I’ve checked the whole house, Mr. D’Amato,” he says. “Everywhere. He’s not here.”

      Things are starting to become clearer, my head is starting to become clearer, but then my phone begins to vibrate. I grab it up hopefully, but it’s not Finch calling—and how could he, of course, since he doesn’t have a phone, thanks to me.

      I can’t beat myself up about that mistake right now, though, because Angelo’s calling. Tino’s bodyguard. It’s too early in the morning for any kind of social call, and besides, I’ve never had any social interaction with Angelo Messina. He’s all business, all the time, just like me. I answer, but before he even gets it out, I know what’s coming.

      “D’Amato, listen up,” he says, no time for pleasantries. “Fuscone’s planning an attack. Get to Tino’s right now with all the backup you can. Only bring the men you trust—no one loyal to Fuscone. Understand?”

      “I understand.” I end the call, and look at Frank, who’s on tenterhooks. “It’s time.” I’ve been expecting this for so long I couldn’t really call it a surprise. In fact, I’ve been looking forward to it.

      But Finch is missing.

      Tino has given me a direct order to come to him, and come now, and if I don’t, it’s like declaring my allegiance to Fuscone—or worse. The Family will think I just waited it out. I’ll be branded a coward or a vulture if I don’t go, and go now.

      But Finch is missing.

      “You three,” I snap at the guards and Marco. “Round up my crew, except for Joey Fuscone, and if you do see him, fucking kill him. I’m serious. And contact the crews on the Lower East Side too, and anyone else you know who hates Sam Fuscone. Then get the fuck over to Tino’s. There’s an attack coming—Fuscone and his allies.”

      “What about me, Georgie?” Frank asks. “And…what about you?”

      “You and I? We have a little bird to find.”

      “But—” Frank starts, and then stops when he sees my face. I know what he’s thinking. What they’re all thinking as they look at me, worried and confused and torn.

      But I made a vow to Finch that I would protect him, and I won’t break that vow.

      “Georgie,” Frank mutters, and pulls me back inside the house. He knows better than to question my orders in front of anyone else. “What’s going on in that head of yours?”

      “It was Finch who drugged me last night, and the guards.”

      “No way!”

      “Way. With, I might add, your wife’s pills.”

      Frank does his best to change the topic of conversation from Celia. “Well, shit, if Finch is part of all this, get hold of him later and teach him a D’Amato lesson. But right now we should get to Tino’s, protect our Boss, and deal with the fallout later.”

      I shake my head. “I don’t know exactly why Finch did this, but he’s loyal to me. He is,” I insist at Frank’s skeptical face. “And you know how I know?” Normally I wouldn’t bother explaining my thought process to Frank, but I need him on my side, fast. “Because he’s still wearing his wedding ring. If Celia ever decided to fuck you over, what would she do?”

      “She wouldn’t,” he says obstinately. But then, slowly, he nods. “I guess she’d take off her ring and leave it for me to find. But Georgie, you can’t know that for sure.”

      “I do know that for sure, because I also know where Finch is right now. I have eyes on him. And here’s the thing, Frankie, he’s sitting pretty at your apartment, paying an early-morning social call to your wife.”

      Frank looks confused. “But Celia said…” I just look at him. His mouth turns down. “Dammit,” he sighs. Then, alarmed, “You sure you can trust whoever you got on him? What if he’s actually Fuscone’s guy?”

      “It’s not a matter of trust. But we do need to get to them. I want both of them with us while this battle is going down.”

      “But Tino…” Frank trails off, torn.

      “You really think the two of us are gonna turn the tide in Tino’s favor? Half the Family will be there to protect him.”

      “And half won’t,” Frank points out darkly.

      Just a few months back, I’d be at Tino’s side in a heartbeat. But the rest of the night has come back to me, including Tino’s bombshell. Even now I half-think I must have dreamed it, but I know it’s true. It makes too much sense.

      “If it makes you feel better, Frankie, Tino told me last night my first priority should be Finch. So we have special dispensation. Happy?”

      Frank is not happy, but he quits being an obstacle. I know deep down he’s the same as me; his loyalty lies with his own family over the Family. His priorities are me and Celia—and Finch.

      When we come back out on the stoop, Marco is still hovering there, although the guards have disappeared.

      “I gave you your orders,” I snap at him.

      “Boss, I’d rather come with you if you’ll let me. Finch—I mean, Mr. D’Amato—well, he was my responsibility.”

      I study his face. “I don’t blame you for this, Marco. You weren’t on shift last night. Besides, Tino ordered all available men to him.”

      Marco nods. “I get that. But I’m your man, not Tino’s. I’ll go where you tell me. If you think you could use me—”

      “Alright,” I say, cutting him off before he starts getting emotional. “Let’s go.”

      I meant what I said—I don’t blame Marco. I might not be sure why Finch did what he did last night, but I have more than an inkling. And if he walked out because he overheard me denying my love for him, I’m the one to blame.

      I need to find him. I need to tell him that I do love him, that I’m crazy for him, that I’m sorry I ever thought I should hide it or deny it or try to fight it.

      And then I need to protect him.
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      I left the townhouse last night with no real plan. But I’ve gotten so tired of being an emotional punching bag for my whole life: for Pops, for Maggie, now for Luca…

      Enough.

      It wasn’t hard to dope everyone; I used that handful of pills Celia pushed on me during our shopping spree. They were still in my pocket from that day, if a little dusty.

      Luca was especially easy, just throwing back the drink as soon as I offered it. And I’ve been such a model prisoner, I think those night guards might even have let me walk out the front door without putting them out of commission. I’ve been kind to them over the weeks, offering them coffee at night to help keep them awake. Only last night I added a little something extra.

      I want Luca to know that despite what he thinks—what they all think—I’m still my own agent. I make my own choices.

      I’m certainly not some helpless princess in a tower.

      I drugged the whole goddamn lot of them, and I sauntered the few blocks into Central Park and went down to look at the Alice in Wonderland statue, wondering whether it was time to jump down a rabbit hole of my own.

      I could disappear. I love this City and I know it in my bones, just like I know my man.

      I’m not a man who loves, he’d said.

      I’ll admit it stung to hear. But I also knew it was a lie, and I knew then why he told it to his Don, and it just made me so fucking exasperated, I figured I should remind him who he’s dealing with.

      So, like I said, I drugged everyone and I bailed.

      I knew better than to wander Central Park all night or try to sleep there, so I had to find somewhere else to spend the night. The obvious thing to do was go clubbing, because they’re open all night. I was greeted like a friend by all my old dealers, who quickly lost interest when I told them I wasn’t buying tonight. I spent most of the night holed up in a dark corner, biding my time.

      Now the clubs are closed and I’ve made my way via public transportation and my own two feet to the only friend I have left in the world right now. I watch Frank leave—driving like a bat out of hell, so I guess he’s gotten the call about me—give it another fifteen, and then I knock on the door bold as brass.

      Celia, still in her dressing gown, only looks a little puzzled to see me. “Finch? Is everything okay?” Her phone pings, and she automatically checks it, frowning. “Oh, Frank’s asking about you—”

      “Do me a favor, Cee, and don’t tell him I’m here just yet? Luca and I need some time apart to cool down a little. You know how it is, right?”

      “Oh, no, did you guys have a fight? What did that idiot do now?” she asks sympathetically. “Come on in, honey, let me fix you some coffee.”

      I follow Celia into the kitchen, which is about a quarter of the size of our master bathroom. Celia is a good little housewife for Frank, but it doesn’t seem fair to me that one brother should be in this tiny apartment while the other is living it up. Especially not considering how much Celia actually deserves; she’s a peach. I wonder if money is the reason they haven’t had kids yet. Although, the big crucifix in the hallway that we just walked past suggests contraception might not be something they’re into.

      “Sit down, sit down,” she urges me, and I sit at the tiny kitchen table. Celia’s face is only half-made up for the day, her cheeks overly-rouged and her eyebrows too dark and blocky, as usual. Right now she’s the most beautiful thing I’ve ever seen. “Do you need, um, something to take the edge off?” she asks. “Frank’s being weird about my medication lately, and I know I’m not supposed to give you—I mean...” She trails off, the pink of her blush overtaken by the flush spreading across the cheeks.

      “Forget it,” I tell her easily. “Luca doesn’t want me taking anything anymore, so I’m trying to be a good boy for him.”

      She turns on the coffee machine and it gives a loud, complaining rumble before it begins to force water through the filter. “You don’t strike me as the kind to behave.”

      “I’m turning over a new leaf.”

      “Oh, really?” I think it’s the first time I’ve ever heard Celia being sarcastic, and I have to grin.

      “Well, maybe tomorrow I’ll turn that leaf. We had Tino and Connie for dinner last night.” Celia just raises an eyebrow and waits for me to continue as she brings down two old mugs from the overhead cupboard. “It went pretty well, but afterwards I overheard Luca talking to Tino, and he said some shit that I didn’t like. And so, to teach him a lesson, I’m...” I spread my hands,

      Celia giggles. “I get it. You’re showing him he needs to mind his manners. Those D’Amato brothers can be a handful. Nothing wrong with teaching them a lesson or two, just like Frank had to learn when I first got my hands on him. It takes a while to train a man, but it’s worth it in the end.”

      Oh, Celia. I wish I had her simple view of things.

      Her phone begins to buzz, and she looks down at it. It’s Frank again. Celia raises an eyebrow at me. “Should I?”

      “I don’t want you get you in trouble, Cee. Well. Not any more trouble.”

      She shrugs, lets it go to voicemail, and then we listen to the message on speaker together.

      “Celia, this is Luca,” it begins.

      “Oh, shit,” Celia breathes. I don’t think I’ve ever heard her swear before.

      “I know he’s there with you,” Luca’s voice continues. “So I want you to give him a message from me. Tell him it’s not the time to make a grand gesture of independence. I need both of you safe. Stay there and don’t leave the apartment. Frank and I are on the way. And—and tell Finch I…”

      Here, Luca trails off, and I know exactly what he wants to say, but won’t.

      “Tell Finch that he knows me.”

      The message ends, and Celia looks up at me.

      “Well, it was almost an apology,” she says.

      So I know Luca, do I? It’s not quite what I wanted to hear from him, but I guess he was leaving the message on Celia’s phone.

      “Luca sure is scary sometimes, isn’t he?” Celia says nervously.

      “Does it bother you?” I ask.

      “Luca?” She frowns.

      “No, not Luca. Well, not exactly. I mean all of it. The violence. The blood money. The crime.” Celia truly is a sweet girl, and it surprises me that she got herself mixed up with the Mob.

      She can’t meet my eye, staring down at the tabletop and scratching it absently with a fingernail, and that’s when I know. Of course it bothers her. It would bother any decent person, and Celia is nothing if not decent. She deals with it by pretending it doesn’t exist, and when she needs extra help to block it out, she does Good Works for the local church. She avoids the other Wives and she keeps her head down.

      “I love Frank,” she says. “You know? I love him. And he’s a good man,” she insists. “He provides for me and takes care of me, and he even stayed with me when we found out…”

      I put my hand on hers, my fingers warm from the coffee cup. “You don’t have to tell me anything if you don’t want to.”

      Tears come to her eyes, and she shook her head. “If you don’t hear it from me, you’ll hear it from all those other bitchy wives anyway. I can’t have kids. We tried a long time, and then we went to the doctors, and it’s me. I’m the problem. We thought about IVF, but it’s so expensive… I told Frank to leave me, divorce me and get married again, or else take a lover and have a kid with her. I thought maybe God was punishing us for...you know. The business. But Frank stayed with me, the big dumbo. He’s so stupid…”

      “He’s smart. He knows what an incredible person you are,” I tell her. I even mean it, which surprises me. “Anyway, I can see how much he loves you, and how much you love him. God can see that, too. He’d understand why you stay.” And about the pill-popping, but I don’t bring that up.

      “Maybe,” she says softly. “But no matter how much Frank and I love each other, we’ll never be a real family, not in the eyes of all the other Wives with their thirteen kids.”

      A strange anger flares up in me. I just know that one of those horrible Wives said just that to Celia, or more likely, said it loudly behind her back so she heard it but could never respond.

      “You don’t need kids to be a family,” I say firmly. “And fuck anyone who tells you different. Besides, I’m your family, and you’re mine. We are outlaws, aren’t we?”

      “Outlaws?” She gives a puzzled smile.

      “You’re Luca’s sister-in-law, and I’m Frank’s brother-in-law, so that makes us outlaws to each other, doesn’t it?”

      She lets out a little laugh. “I don’t know that it works that way, but…I like the sound of that. Still, I don’t think your Boston family would see it the same way. I don’t think your sister likes me very much.”

      “That’s because my sister is a mega-bitch.” When Celia looks shocked, I laugh. “Well, it’s true. And she doesn’t like me much, either. Margaret Fincher Donovan is stone cold when she wants to be, just like Luca.”

      “Remind me never to get on your bad side, outlaw brother.”

      “Never. As long as you promise me not to listen to what those Fuscone women say to you.”

      She gives a shy smile. “How did you know it was them?”

      I roll my eyes. “Who else? You’d make an amazing mom, Cee, but you’re a straight up amazing woman already. Never forget that.”

      It’s time to change the subject. Celia’s eyes are beginning to swim. I take a big swig of my coffee, and then ask, “Another round? I need a lot of caffeine after the night I’ve had.”

      “Look at me, moaning about myself, when you’re the one who spent all night out on the town just to teach his husband a lesson,” Celia says with a wink, getting up from her seat. “You sit right there, honey, and I’ll get you another cup, and then you can tell me all about how terrible your husband is until he gets here.”

      I’m about to say that that sounds like a plan, when there’s a knock at the door.

      “Ugh, already?” Celia sighs. “Better let them in.”

      She hustles out of the room, while I help myself to another cup of coffee. She makes it strong and dirty, just the way I like it. Just as I hear Celia’s exclamation of surprise, I realize it can’t be Luca and Frank, because Frank lives here. He wouldn’t knock.

      And then Celia screams, and I drop the coffee pot, shattering hot liquid all over the kitchen floor.

    

  







            Chapter Thirty-Seven

          

          

      

    

    






FINCH

        

      

    

    
      For the second time in less than a year, I come back to consciousness only to find I have a bag over my head, a bleeding lip, and a sore gut from where, I presume, someone has been punching me.

      It’s enough to give a guy a complex.

      But then I remember Celia’s scream, and things don’t seem quite so funny anymore.

      “Hello?” I ask.

      There are definitely people in the room. I can hear them breathing.

      My cheekbone explodes in pain and I rock where I’m sitting. Ropes are biting into my wrists and arms, but at least they help keep me upright. Jesus, whoever’s hitting me has a mean right hook. It’s kind of familiar, actually.

      In fact, I’d bet dollars to donuts that it’s Joey Fuscone beating on me right now.

      And then my hood comes off, and I find myself staring into Joey’s ugly, grinning face, until I have to blink away the dust and sweat in my eyes. Any sense of satisfaction at guessing right is fleeting, though, because as I look around the room, I can’t see Celia. I see a group of men staring back at me with murder in their eyes, but no Celia.

      “Is Celia—” I start, but I’m cut off by Joey’s fist, smacking into that cheekbone again. I see black, and I have to take a second to catch my breath.

      “Yeah, you don’t ask the questions here,” he laughs. “In fact, you don’t talk at all, except to scream. Deal?”

      “Deal,” I say, and for that I get another fist to the stomach. I bend double, the ropes cutting into me, as I fight to get my breath back.

      “You don’t talk at all, dumbass,” Joey crows. “Didn’t you hear me?”

      I just keep quiet this time. At least it saves me another punch. I look around, trying to take in where I am. It’s not unlike the warehouse where Luca took me after that first kidnapping, but smaller. I think? I was pretty high that day, but right now there’s nothing standing in between my synapses and Joey Fuscone’s fists to cushion the blows.

      I do know I’m tied to a chair, and my hands are tingling like the blood is struggling to get through to the ends of my fingers.

      “I’m tired of this shit,” one of the other men says, and pulls out a gun. “Let’s just do him now and get over to support Sam. I wanna blast Morelli myself.”

      “Put your goddamn dick away,” Joey barks. “We’re here on my uncle’s orders, and he won’t be happy if you kill this fucker before time. Besides, you know we have a guest on the way to see it.”

      My vision’s stopped swimming, and I take another, more careful look around the room. Still no Celia do I see, but no blood or other evidence of a previous murder. Well, nothing recent, anyway. There’s a dark stain on the back wall at about head height, but it looks old.

      I’m glad Celia’s not here. I hope she’s still alive. I really like her, my outlaw sister. She doesn’t deserve this kind of treatment, that’s for sure. I mean, neither do I, but it’s what life has taught me to expect so far.

      And I’m really starting to wish I’d stayed at home and talked things out with Luca. Even yelled things out.

      Because now I’ll never see Luca again.

      I squeeze my eyes shut as they blur. I won’t fucking cry in front of these assholes. I can feel my old friend Death standing in a back corner of this warehouse, only he doesn’t feel so friendly now. I can even hear his feet coming closer, clicking across the floor—wait.

      Death wears heels?

      I open my sore eyes, blinking to clear them, and I must be having some kind of drug flashback. Walking towards me, like a vengeful ghost coming out of the gloom, is my mother…

      No.

      I squint, force my eyes into focus. Not Mom. It’s Maggie. With her long, pale red hair and close-fitting white suit, she sure does look like Mom did on that last day.

      “Mags!” Joey cries out. “Lovely as ever, and right on time.”

      He puts his hands on her. His dirty, groping hands go all over her as he pulls her in for a kiss, but even worse—she lets him. And I can only sit there and watch, nausea rising in my stomach, head aching and throbbing and feeling three times too big for my body.

      After a moment, Maggie gently pushes Joey’s hands away, gives him a smile that I know is fake, because it’s the same one she always gives me, and takes those few last steps towards me. She looks me over, her face placid. “Hello, baby brother,” she says lightly, too lightly, given the circumstances.

      “Hi,” I croak, hoping I won’t get another punch for talking. But Joey seems too delighted with the scene, chuckling and looking around at his men to see if they get the joke.

      I don’t get the joke, but there obviously is one, because everyone’s laughing. Even Maggie is smiling now, a real smile, though not a nice one.

      Maggie turns to Joey and says, “I’d like a moment alone before we get on with things.”

      Joey claps his hands. “Everyone out!” he hollers, and all the men file out, some complaining under their breath, like they want to stick around and watch the show. Joey hangs around until Maggie goes over to him and whispers in his ear. He tries to press a gun on her but she waves it off.

      “I think we’re quite secure, aren’t we?” she asks, glancing back at me. “And you know I abhor violence, Joey.”

      I start laughing at that, and I can’t stop, getting louder and louder and more out of control until Maggie takes three quick steps over to me and slaps me hard across the face.

      It calms me down, at least.

      “Aw, Maggie,” I slur. “You gonna give me a speech before you kill me?”

      “I’m not going to kill you. I wouldn’t dirty my hands with your blood. No, Joey will get that privilege.”

      I lean my head back, trying to find a position where it’ll stop hurting so much.

      “I ain’t leaving you without protection,” Joey says. “What kind of man would I be if I left my lady alone with—”

      Maggie turns impatiently on Joey, and waves an imperious hand. “Fine. Give me the gun. Then leave us.” Joey doesn’t seem to like being bossed around, his eyes flashing, but he hands over the gun and then makes his way out the door. I guess Maggie has him trained well.

      She follows him right up to the door and then locks it behind him, before coming back over to me. She leans down to take in my face, like she’s planning the next place to wallop me. “That door over there is the only door out of here, just FYI. And I do believe Joey Fuscone hates you almost as much as I do. So even if you somehow get free of that chair, get my gun and shoot me—which we both know you won’t—there’s still no way out. Are we clear?”

      “How long have you been in bed with the Fuscones?” I ask, like that’s the important thing right now. But I can’t hide my astonishment. “And literally, too? How can you even stand letting him touch you?”

      She gives me an allover stare. “I could ask the same of you and your husband.” She just about spits the word out. “And as for how long I’ve been laying my plans…well, this has all been a long time coming, Howie. A long time.”

      I don’t like the way she’s waving the gun around casually, like she doesn’t really know how to hold it. Fuscone took the safety off, too, so if she accidentally pulls that trigger, God only knows where the bullet will go.

      I change tack. “Does Pops know about this?”

      “Pops? What does he have to do with anything? Pops does what he’s told, just like these fool Italians do. Someone had to take the reins of our family, and it certainly wasn’t going to be you, was it?”

      After Mom died, it’s true: Pops kind of gave up on the world. I never saw him much after that, but every time I did he was a little bit smaller, like a sponge drying up on the shore. Even at my wedding he seemed like a ghost of his former self. I guess it would’ve been easy enough for Maggie, always his favorite, to twist him to her will. “Okay. Well, if you want to play matriarch, I won’t stand in your way. You don’t need to kill me to lead the family. Nothing to fear here. I’m a D’Amato now, anyway.”

      She sneers. “I can assure you, I’m not killing you because I’m afraid of you. And it’s been clear your whole life that you’d never be man enough to head the Donovans.”

      “Huh. So…why am I even here? Is kidnapping me part of some revenge plot against the Morellis for Mom’s death?”

      “In part,” Maggie says coldly. “But not in the way you’re thinking of it. And it’s not just business, Howie. Watching you die will be a great pleasure for me.”

      “Yikes. I gotta say, I really didn’t think our sibling rivalry ran that deep.”

      She slaps me again for that, even harder than last time. “You’re no brother of mine,” she says softly, once I’ve shaken off the stars again. “I am my father’s daughter. But you—” She gives me a contemptuous look. “You’re just some mutt. But we wouldn’t even be here if it weren’t for you. If you’d just died when you were supposed to…” She gives a sigh, a fake sigh.

      “You mean a few months back when the Fuscone crew kidnapped me?” I ask slowly. “Or do you mean the time someone tried to kill me on my honeymoon? Or do you mean…”

      “You know what I mean. When I mean.”

      Her deep blue Donovan eyes look into mine, and yeah. I know. “That hit that took out Mom—”

      “Was meant for you. Now you’re finally catching up.”

      “You ordered the hit? But you were only…” I trail off. Maggie was in her twenties when it happened—young, but she knew the family business even then.

      She laughs at me, a tinkling, refined little laugh completely unlike mine. I wonder now if she’s consciously decided to do everything opposite to me. To be reserved, cold, ambitious. To learn the family business, work hard, win by whatever means necessary. “Oh, don’t give me too much credit, darling. Pops ordered the hit on you—on my recommendation, it’s true. But if it’d been left up to me, I would have seen both of you dead. You and that whore mother of ours, may she never rest. But Pops was still in love with the whore, and couldn’t bear to do it. It was only supposed to be you, but things didn’t work out that way, did they? Afterwards, it was too much for Pops, her death. But then, he never had the stomach for what it is we do. He’s weak, Howie, weak like you. He called off the contract on you, said you could live out your life as long as you never came back to Boston. So off you went to boarding school.”

      My mind is ticking over. It explains a few things, but not all. “But Pops reached out to me a few times. He wanted me to go to Harvard, come home to Boston. He gave me his old hoodie and everything…” I decide not to add that I palmed it off on Luca. Probably wouldn’t help my cause right now. Besides, I’m really over being slapped, punched, hurt. I want to get out of here.

      I don’t want to die.

      And that’s the scariest thing of all right now, that I actually want to live.

      “Yes,” Maggie muses. “Yes, you’re right about that. Over the years I could see Pops softening towards you. Start to change his mind. Start to forget. You have a penis, after all, and I don’t. Pops is nothing if not a traditionalist.”

      I’m not going down that road. Besides, I’m still trying to get things straight in my mind. “Did he really blame me so much? Mom’s death—”

      “You’re not listening to me. Pops didn’t hate you because of Mom’s death. He hated you long before that. Hence the hit he ordered on you.”

      “But why—”

      We’re interrupted by gunfire and shouts outside the door.

      Maggie starts, looking towards the door, and then her head whips around and she glares at me. She raises the gun. “You little—” she starts, but before the words come out, there’s an enormous thump, and the door shakes and shudders in its frame.

      “Finch!” a voice shouts, and my whole body turns to jello, my limbs drooping in relief even as my heart leaps in my chest.

      “Luca,” I try to shout, but my voice isn’t strong enough.

      There’s another jolt of the door, and a splintering sound. Maggie reacts immediately, running around behind me to grab my hair, keeping my head still, so she can press the barrel of her gun to my temple.

      And with one last smashing kick, the door bursts open.
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LUCA

        

      

    

    
      I’ve killed a lot of people in my time, but I’ve never actually hated them while I was doing it. I’ve always kept my cool in a fight, and even when my adrenaline spikes, my hands have stayed steady and my mind clear. It’s been that way today, too, plowing through a handful of Fuscone men with my brother, right up until Frank kicked open the warehouse door and I saw Finch sitting there with a gun to his head.

      I’ve never known the kind of red frenzy that’s coming over me now, like I could stretch out my hand and make this whole warehouse blow away just from the force of my will. My first instinct is to rush forward, gun popping, but the icy glare of the woman standing behind me gives me pause.

      “If you come any closer, he dies.”

      Finch’s head is pulled back, his throat bobbing as he swallows, his eyes trying to find me.

      “If you kill him—” I begin, and my voice is shaking with rage.

      “I won’t kill him if you don’t make me.”

      I take a deep breath and force myself to think.

      First of all, I know this woman. Finch’s sister. The eldest—Maggie. The one who gave him the phone. “Did your father send you?”

      Her hand tightens in Finch’s hair and he yelps. “I am not my father’s servant,” she hisses.

      Finch clears his throat. “Maggie’s a queen in her own right,” he says hoarsely, but somehow still snarkily, and I could die of love for him right now.

      Frank, thank God, is keeping quiet, watchful. Waiting for orders.

      “What do you want?” I ask.

      She considers. “I think, for now, I simply want my life. I’ll walk away from this—if you will.”

      I want to shoot her. I have her in my sights, my hand is as steady as ever despite the red veil over my eyes. One shot, right between the eyes. I could squeeze softly here and watch her drop over there.

      But could I do it in time? Her hand looks unsteady enough on the gun even from this distance. And I don’t want to chance a death spasm of her hand, those trembling fingers clamping as she dies.

      “Put your gun down,” I tell her.

      But she must see plain as day in my face what I mean to do. Or she’s just not stupid. She gives a grim smile and shakes her head. “Put your gun down.”

      “Maybe everyone should just put their guns down,” Finch suggests.

      Keeping my eyes on her, I say, “Frank.”

      He only hesitates for a moment, but he bends over and places his piece on the dusty floor, then stands back from it.

      “Now you,” she says.

      “Not yet. First you take a step back from my husband.”

      Her eyes are watchful, but I can see she’s in over her head. Maggie Donovan might want to play this game, but she’s never been so close to the business end before. The bloody business end. Her hand eases up in Finch’s hair and she takes one small step back, but her gun is still pressed into his head.

      I lower my gun, pointing diagonally at the floor a few feet away.

      “Drop it,” she says.

      “No. You lower yours and walk over here slowly. I’ll let you leave.”

      “Put your fucking gun on the ground!”

      She’s terrified, and she should be. The knowledge helps calm me. But Finch looks up at me. “Luca. Put your gun down,” Finch rasps out. “I really don’t want you to kill my sister—” here he tips his head back, trying to get a glimpse of her “—if it can be avoided.”

      He’s asking me to just trust that she won’t shoot him? I can’t do that. Besides, she’s not getting out of here alive. Maggie Donovan is going to die as soon as the barrel of her gun is off of Finch’s head. But Finch’s eyes are on me, one of them swelling shut, but the other shining green-gold.

      “Baby,” he says. “Please.”

      I almost have to fight my own body to do it…but I do it. I lean over and put my gun on the floor, next to my foot.

      “Kick it away,” Maggie says now, her voice shrill.

      “No.”

      We engage in a battle of wills, our eyes locked. I win; there was really no contest. She begins to move away from Finch, still pointing the gun at him as she does. She’ll have to pass between my brother and me on the way out, and I know she’ll get nervy, start waving the gun around at the both of us. As soon as her aim is off Finch I’ll dive for my gun, roll, shoot her.

      She’s close now, coming into triangulation with Frank and me—it’s almost time, her gun is beginning to wobble from Finch’s direction, and I let my muscles tense up—

      “Luca.” Finch’s voice…his pleading, vulnerable tone is like a stiletto right to my heart. I can’t deny him anything when he sounds like that.

      And so, although every atom in my body is screaming at me to eliminate the threat, I step back slowly and carefully from the door and let Maggie Donovan walk through it. Her gun is, as I foresaw, waving around wildly in her hand, from me to Frank to Finch and back to me.

      She’d be an easy kill.

      But I simply watch her go.

      We hear her stop just outside the door, Frank and I, and he raises an eyebrow as she curses quietly. We left every man out there dead, and Joey Fuscone took so many bullets from the both of us that he’ll need to be identified by dental records. After a brief silence, there’s the sound of high heels running quickly away.

      I waste no more time and run over to Finch. He’s slumping over, face screwed up in pain and relief, and his hands, when I grab them, are ice cold. “Angel, angel,” I murmur, pulling at the ropes. “Stay with me. Don’t you pass out on me.” I turn my head and hiss, “Frank! Get a fucking knife!”

      “I got you, bro,” Frank says, pulling out a Swiss Army knife.

      “You’re such a fucking Boy Scout, Brother Frank,” Finch says faintly, his head falling forward.

      “Shh.” I tip his face up, wiping away the blood while Frank saws at the ropes.

      “Shh,” Finch slurs back at me. “M’talking too much?”

      “You can talk all goddamn day after I make sure you’re alright.” I lean in and kiss his forehead.

      “Ow.”

      “Sorry, sorry—” The ropes come loose and Finch falls forward into my arms.

      “Get me out of here,” he mutters into my neck.

      “I will,” I promise. “We’re going home.”
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        * * *

      

      It’s a full twelve hours later before Finch comes to, and as soon as he does, he’s complaining about his bladder. But I know he’s really feeling better when he makes a suggestion about watersports while I’m helping him pee.

      I’ve been concentrating on whether or not there’s blood in his urine, but his hopeful tone makes me laugh in surprise. “Just keep your libido on lockdown for now, okay?” I tell him, and tuck him away in his pants.

      “You’re no fun.”

      I take him back to the bed, where he lies down again with minimal ouches, but then grabs my hand, his eyes wide.

      “Celia?”

      “She’s fine,” I say soothingly, and run my other hand through his hair. “They didn’t hurt her, just tied her up. I left Marco with her and Frank and I came for you.”

      “But where is she—”

      “She and Frank are right here, in the townhouse with us. And I have Marco watching the door. Everything’s fine, angel.”

      He goes quiet, thinking. “Thanks for not killing Maggie, I guess.”

      I say nothing. What is there to say? I should have killed her. It would have been the smart thing to do. I still don’t really understand why he wanted me to let her go.

      “Why didn’t you?” Finch asks.

      “Why didn’t I kill her?”

      He nods. It’s not a question with any blame attached, only curiosity.

      “Because you asked me not to,” I tell him. “And because I love you.”

      Finch goes very quiet at that, even his breath stilling. I reach over and take his hand, his left hand with the wedding ring. His fingers wind through mine, and he smiles.“Sorry,” he says lightly. “I didn’t quite catch that. Say again?”

      “I love you, angel. I love you with everything in me. And for the rest of our lives together, I will never deny that again.”

      His eyes are bright, but he’s still smiling. “I love you, too, baby. Forever.”

      He can’t hold back the one tear that slips out of the corner of his eye, but I don’t mind. For once in my life, I’ve made someone cry with happiness.

      We spend a pleasant interlude making promises in between gentle kisses until he pauses, pushes me back, and narrows his eyes at me at me. “How did you know where they’d taken me?”

      Ah. I thought we might come to that eventually. I’m not sure how Finch is going to take this news, but I don’t want to hide anything from him anymore. I take out my phone, smashed screen and all, and bring up the tracking app.

      He frowns at it. “That’s me? That glowing circle?”

      “Yes.”

      “Did you put a fucking implant in my neck or something? Where’s the—oh.” He gets it. He looks up at me, face darkening. “Oh, you son of a bitch.”

      “Look, the important thing is, you’re safe, and it’s thanks to—”

      “You put a tracker in my fucking wedding ring, didn’t you?” he asks, his voice low and dangerous.

      I’ve never heard my husband sound dangerous before. It’s cute. But I try not to smile.

      “That is not okay, Luca,” he says. “That’s so far from okay I can’t even begin to tell you—”

      “How about this,” I break in. I could point out that he was supposed to be a prisoner, a hostage, but I don’t think that would calm him down any. “I’ll get a tracker in my ring, too, and you’ll get your phone back. You can keep tabs on me, if I can keep tabs on you. Deal?”

      His glare eventually softens. “A new phone, not my old one. I want the latest model.”

      “Okay.”

      “And you have to eat my ass for a week, every night.”

      I can’t help snorting at that. “Fine. What a terrible punishment. Am I forgiven?”

      “No.” He pouts, then relents. “But you will be, eventually.”

      Before I can lean in to kiss him carefully, there’s a quiet knock on the door. I look up, senses alert. “What?” I call.

      “We need you downstairs, Boss,” Marco calls back. “We got a visitor.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      I go down with Marco and find Frank standing in the foyer with his gun drawn, eyes fixed on the sheer curtains that look out onto the stoop. And waiting on that front stoop is Angelo Messina, Tino’s bodyguard. Seeing him here without warning, and without Tino, makes my blood run cold. There are only two things Angelo’s visit can mean.

      One, I’m about to get whacked for disobeying orders.

      Or two…

      Celia comes into the hallway from the kitchen, her face pale and dark eyes wide with fear. “Frank? What’s going on?”

      “Take Cee up to Finch,” I tell Marco. “Protect them.”

      Marco hustles Celia upstairs, and once I hear the bedroom door shut and lock, the small sound carrying in the silence, I give Frank the nod. He steps up to the door and calls through it, a simple, “Yo.”

      “Let me in, Frankie,” Angelo calls back. “News to share.”

      He sounds exhausted. Frank looks back at me, and I nod again.

      Angelo, when the door opens, is battle-worn and weary. He leans up against the doorframe and gives a head-nod of greeting, and hands over his gun to Frank.

      “Better get inside,” I say, putting my gun back in the holster. Frank, who has taken Angelo’s gun, keeps his own trained on Angelo.

      “Pat me down first,” Angelo says with a glare. Always conscious of security.

      “If you’re planning to kill me, get on with it. No? Then get in the fucking door so I can lock it up again.”

      Grumbling, Angelo follows me into the lounge room. His handsome face is bruised and bleeding, but he sits upright and alert in the armchair.

      “Why aren’t you with Tino?” I ask, no preamble. If he needs first aid, he can have it after our conversation. Because I think I know what’s coming, and it’s more important than cuts and scrapes.

      Angelo looks at his hands. “Tino’s dead.”

      I can’t help the involuntary swallow, the rush of strange regret. If I’d gone there when ordered—but I push it away. “Who else?”

      He names the dead, and more than one of my crew are among them. I sent them there without their Capo to lead them, and they’ve paid for their obedience with their lives. But not me. No, I’m still breathing. I feel disgusted at myself.

      “I should’ve been there,” I mutter, but Angelo shakes his head.

      “Wouldn’t have made a difference. The Clemenzas were there too, backing up Fuscone. There were plenty of casualties on their side, I’m glad to say, but Fuscone got away. I hear Joey’s dead, though?”

      I give him a grim smile. “He most certainly is. But none of this explains why you’re here, Angelo. If it’s just to give me the bad news—”

      “No.” He reaches into an inside pocket and Frank, who’s been standing in the doorway, takes a step forward. Angelo holds up his hands slowly. “Told you to pat me down,” he says with a ghost of a smile. “It’s a phone. Tino recorded something for you.”

      “Then I’ll get it out for you,” Frank says, and reaches into Angelo’s jacket. His hand comes out with a phone, which he looks over as though it might be booby-trapped, before giving it back to Angelo with a sniff.

      Angelo says nothing more, just scrolls through his phone to find the video, and shows it to me. It’s not long, but it pains me more than I ever expected to see Tino cornered. He’s huddled in a dark room, and in the background I can hear shouting and gunfire. The lighting from the phone makes his face stand out, ghostly white.

      “Luciano,” he says, and his voice has lost none of its timbre. He even smiles. “You made the right choice today, and I thank you for it. I’m glad that my last night on this earth was spent with you and Finch and Connie last night. All of you, truly, are my Famiglia. And now, I pass my family into your care.” He pauses, as the guns get closer. There’s a muffled scream, and I see that Connie is huddled up against him, her face pressed into his chest. “I am sending Connie to you with Angelo. Please protect her. And my child, eh? Trust Angelo to help you—he is a good man. I hope he will serve you as faithfully as he has me.”

      The screen stops, frozen on Tino’s face. He’s smiling, even in his darkest hour.

      I look up. “Where’s Connie?”

      “The hospital,” Angelo says, his face creasing with regret. “They shot at the car as we drove away, hit her. There was nothing I could do except keep driving, get her to the hospital. Tino made me take her and leave him. I didn’t want to leave him, but he…he ordered me to go.” Angelo drops his face into his hands, shoulders shaking, and not for the first time, I wonder exactly what his feelings for Tino are. Were.

      “You’re sure he’s—”

      “I’m sure,” he says, wiping at his face. “I just got Connie out through the back when I heard them break down the door… He shot at them, they shot back. Then afterwards, they were cheering about it…” He looks up, face wet and gray but determined. “I’m going to kill every last one of those motherfuckers. Slowly and painfully.”

      “We’ll hunt them together.”

      Angelo shakes his head. “Not you, Boss. You’re too important to the Family.” At my frown, he continues: “You heard what Tino said. The Family is yours now.”

      “But he—he only meant—”

      “No. It was his dying wish. He has passed the Family into your care…Boss.” Angelo inclines his head respectfully.

      “Holy shit, Georgie,” Frank whispers.

      But words have failed me. I’ve just had everything I ever wanted handed to me on a silver platter. This is the moment I’ve been working toward my whole life.

      I never thought it would taste so bitter.

      “There’s one more thing,” Angelo adds. “About Finch.”

    

  







            Chapter Thirty-Nine

          

          

      

    

    






FINCH

        

      

    

    
      “I don’t hear guns,” Celia whispers after a while. We’re huddled up on the bed together and I have my arm around her. She burst into tears as soon as she saw me, and I’ll admit I got a little teary, too.

      Marco is standing at the door, gun out, like a statue. You have to admire his work ethic.

      “Maybe we should go down and see…” Celia trails off.

      “No,” I say, rubbing her arm. “Luca and Frank want us in here. We should do what they say.”

      She gives a tremulous smile. “Now I’m really worried, if you think we should do as we’re told.”

      But before I can reply, there are footsteps outside, and a tap on the door. Connie and I tense up, but then a voice says: “It’s me. Open up.”

      Luca. I relax. But once Marco’s unlocked the door and I see Luca’s face, I get worried again. He comes over to the bed and actually smiles.

      “Oh, God. What is it?”

      “I need to talk to you, angel. Alone, if you wouldn’t mind, Cee?”

      Celia scrambles off the bed without a word, and runs downstairs calling for Frank. Marco goes out after her and Luca locks the door again.

      “Baby, you’re scaring me,” I say, and pull back the covers.

      “Stay there,” he says quickly, coming over to me. “I need to talk to you about…things.” He pushes me back gently, and I let him rearrange the covers so I’m all tucked in.

      “It doesn’t look like good news.”

      “It’s not,” he says simply, and then he tells me.

      He tells me that Tino, the great Don Augustino Morelli, legend and lord of New York City, is dead.

      That Connie is in the hospital, and probably won’t make it.

      That half the Morelli Family have defected to Sam Fuscone, and half of the ones who stayed loyal are now dead anyway.

      And that he, Luciano D’Amato, is the new Boss of the Morelli Family, such as it is.

      It’s a lot to take in. “Isn’t it the D’Amato Family now?” I ask, because my head is swimming and I have to start somewhere.

      Luca gives a small smile. “It doesn’t work that way. We’ve been the Morellis for generations, and I’m not going to change that now. The name has power. Besides, angel, there’s something else I need to tell you. Angelo gave me a copy of Tino’s will. He changed it not long ago, after Connie got pregnant, I think.”

      “Okay?” I say with a frown. I don’t see how this has anything to do with anything.

      “He left half his fortune to his child by Connie, predicated on the fact that it is born, and, well, that it’s his.”

      I snort. “He’s no fool. But neither’s Connie, and I bet that baby’s Tino’s. She wouldn’t risk running around on him. She was so happy when she told me…” I trail off. “Luca, we have to protect her. And if we can’t—if she dies—we have to take care of their kid. Promise me.”

      He takes my hands. “I promise you we will. But there’s more.” He takes a deep breath. “The other half of his fortune goes to you.”

      I give a faint huff of laughter. “Yeah, okay.”

      Luca says nothing.

      “Wait, are you serious?”

      “Baby bird, I wouldn’t be making jokes at a time like this.” He swallows. “Tino left it to you because…I really didn’t want to tell you like this, but, uh—”

      I feel cold all over. “You’d better just tell me,” I say, but my voice sounds far away to my own ears.

      “You were—you are—Tino Morelli’s son. His son by Orla Fincher Donovan. Your mother, uh…” He pauses, thinking, trying to find the right words.

      I guess I can’t blame him. There’s no good way to tell someone their mom was running around on their dad. Their not-dad, in fact. “Well, shit,” I say. “Everything Maggie said makes a lot more sense right now.” My voice sounds light, but I’m not.

      The whole world is shifting around me, and I’m trying to grasp on to the new sense of things, but it’s like trying to hold water. I remember Maggie’s words, the hatred in her face as she said it. I am my father’s daughter. But you—you’re just some mutt.

      “But I never knew…” I start, and then the truth of it hits me. I never had the chance to get to know Tino, not as my father. I’m an orphan now, and I never even had the chance to know my father before he died. “It’s—it’s not fair…”

      Luca pulls me close and holds me while I cry, his hand rubbing up and down my back. He doesn’t tell me everything is going to be okay. I’m glad about that, because it would be a lie.

      There’s nothing okay about this at all.
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        * * *

      

      The next few days pass in a blur for me. We go to funerals, so many funerals, for the men who died with Tino and finally, for Tino himself. There are large gatherings in the townhouse, lots of muttering men and alcohol and toasts and memories shared, but I try to stay upstairs with Celia and think about other things.

      There’s one good thing, and even this is not a good thing: Connie’s not dead. Only she’s not alive, either. Celia goes to visit her every day, and I go several times a week. The doctors tell us she can’t hear us, but we hold her hand anyway and tell her lies. That she’ll be okay. That we’ll get the best care for her when she wakes up.

      She’s not going to wake up. But her baby is growing, and Celia got hysterical when the doctors suggested we take Connie off life support. She couldn’t stand the idea that the baby wouldn’t get a shot at life, and neither could I. This kid is going to be my baby brother or sister, after all. So we all agreed in the end that once the baby is born, we’ll revisit Connie’s treatment.

      That’s another lie, though. Connie’s soul is already gone, and once the baby is born, I’ll ask the doctors to turn off life support.

      On the other hand, everything Luca told me turned out to be true.

      We’ve speculated together on just when Tino knew I was his kid, why he was so sure, why he never said anything about it until so long after we were married… At least one of our questions was answered, though, when Marco sheepishly owned up to having provided some of my hairs to Tino at his private request. And Luca found a letter locked in Tino’s safe from a lab, confirming my status as his child. It was dated the same day he changed his will.

      But Tino must have known before that, I think.

      Now that I know the truth, I can see his features overlaying mine. My weird eyes are a mix of my mom’s green and Tino’s caramel. My nose is the same as Tino’s, and maybe even the shape of my lips. Yeah. I’m sure in my heart that Tino must have known exactly who I was all these years, but chose to stay out of my life for one reason or another.

      Maybe Mom wanted Tino to stay away, for her sake as well as mine. But I was always Mom’s favorite, and I think part of the reason for that was because I reminded her of the man she really loved: Tino Morelli, her neighborhood friend in childhood and her husband’s enemy as an adult.

      Or maybe Tino understood the danger. If Howard Donovan, Irish Mob Boss, figured out his only son was actually not his—that his namesake was really the love child of his wife and his enemy—

      Well, that’s exactly what happened. The Donovans did figure it out, or someone told him. And then Pops and Maggie wanted me killed. I should be dead. If Mom hadn’t pushed me out of the way at the last second, those bullets would have blown me away like they were meant to, instead of her.

      One day, maybe, I’ll find out more. I know Mom had a diary somewhere, but it’s not like I can rock up to the family home in Boston and just ask for it. Not without getting myself killed, anyway. For now, I just try to concentrate on the happier stuff.

      Like Celia and Frank finally getting the kind of place they deserve. They moved into our townhouse for a few weeks, but they’re moving out again today. Not back to their old place, but to another one of Tino’s properties not far away from ours. Celia has perfected the art of looking respectful while still being incredibly happy on the inside. I’m happy Luca and I can do this for them. Luca even made Frank Capo of his own crew on my urging.

      “Frank’s not really the sort of man who…” he hedged at the time. We were in his study, poring over names and options and positions. I never realized just how complicated all this Mob stuff was until my baby became the Boss. There are a lot of positions to fill, a lot of men to test. Luca still suspects some Fuscone loyalists among the ranks, but he’s confident he’ll weed them out.

      I’m confident, too, because I know my man. He was born for great things, and great things have now arrived for him.

      “Give Frank a goddamn chance. He’s been in your shadow long enough,” I told him, and Luca had shaken his head, but given in.

      “Maybe I should make you consigliere,” he said, only half-sarcastically. “You’re so determined to give me advice all the time.”

      I just shrugged. “Maybe you should. But even if you don’t, you still have to listen to my advice. Because I’m your husband, and you love me,” I told him, and jumped into his lap.

      Together, we are a formidable team.

      It won’t be long now before we rule this City.
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        * * *

      

      Finally, we are alone in our home.

      Frank and Celia have left after our new tradition: Friday night family dinner. Marco and Angelo, our faithful bodyguards, have been sent home for the night. The house guards are outside, armed to the teeth, but the Fuscones and their allies have retreated for now, licking their own wounds. Neither side came out a clear winner in this battle, and the Feds are still picking through the rubble left behind.

      But nothing’s going to stick to my man, because he wasn’t even there.

      “Leave that,” I say to Luca now. He’s trying to stack the dishwasher, but he has no idea what he’s doing, God love him. “I keep telling you, we need to hire a maid.”

      He gives me a warm smile, the smile he reserves only for me. “I don’t mind doing it. It makes me feel…cozy.”

      “Then feel cozy in the morning. Right now I want you to be feeling me. Let’s go to bed.”

      “Well, when you put it like that…” He comes around the kitchen island and kisses me, long and deep, and I melt into him. “Fuck the dishes,” he says, coming up for air.
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        * * *

      

      There’s something holy about making love to my husband in the marriage bed tonight, when we are finally alone and our enemies have been driven back for now. Luca tries to turn me over, wants to eat me out, but I don’t let him.

      “Not tonight. I love that—”

      “I know you do,” he purrs.

      “But tonight I want you up close and personal.” I wrap my legs around his waist and pull him tight to me, so I can feel the head of his cock rubbing against me, teasing my ring. I reach down and soak his dick with lube, playing with the veins and ridges all along his cock, stroke and tease until his arms are trembling as he keeps himself poised over me.

      “Ready?” I ask, smiling into his face.

      “For five years,” he whispers.

      I rub his dick across my pucker again, spreading my thighs wide so my hole relaxes, opens up for him, and he slides in slow and deep, letting out a long sigh as he does. We’re face to face, lips to lips, breathing in each other’s soul as we move together as one in the bed, building the fire between us. I will never tire of my husband’s cock, and I tell him that as he pushes in even deeper.

      “Good,” he murmurs. “Because I’ll never get tired of every single little part of you.” He rolls us over and makes me mount him, his dick still buried to the hilt in me as we move, and I ride him like that, letting him watch me, rolling my hips, fucking into his tight grip as he works me over.

      We actually come together, and I can feel his hot flood inside me as I paint him, mark his chest, my cum adorning him in pearls like a king’s raiment.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      “I still don’t like your sister running around Boston free and clear.” We’ve showered, cleaned each other very thoroughly, and thrown ourselves back in bed, but we still haven’t had our fill of each other. So I’m lying on top of Luca, our half-hard cocks pressed together, and we’re taking our time, no need to rush for completion.

      We have all night if we want it.

      “Oh,” I say, running my fingers through his chest hair. “Maggie will get hers.”

      He shifts, taking his mouth off my neck, although his fingers, happily, still tug at my nipples. “What do you mean?”

      “What do you think I mean?”

      His hands leave my nipples and slide up my arms, hugging me tight. “Angel, life would’ve been a lot simpler if you’d just let me pop her in that warehouse. Why’d you make me let her go?”

      I push myself out of his arms and prop up on an elbow so I can look him in the face. “Because I wanted to live, and Maggie is no pro. She had no idea what she was doing with that gun. I didn’t want to chance that fool shooting me or you or Frank by mistake. And she…she reminded me of Mom that day. I just couldn’t have stood by and watched my mother die all over again, not that day. You understand?”

      He nods, fingers trailing over my cheek.

      “But knowing what I know now, about Tino, about Mom…we will take care of Maggie,” I assure him. “And Howard Donovan, too. I will have vengeance for my mother first, and then for my father. We’ll take out the Fuscones, then the Clemenzas—”

      “Why not just all the New York Families while we’re at it?” Luca suggests with a grin.

      I nod. “Now you’re thinking big, baby. Why not just take them all out and rule the City?”

      His grin disappears as he takes that in, thinks it over. His eyes search mine. “Is that what you want? Because I’ll do it. I’ll give you this City, if you want it.”

      I smile. “Right now, all I want is an answer to one simple question,” I say, because the time for business is not now. Right now, all I want is to enjoy my husband. “Where the ever-loving fuck did ‘Georgie’ come from?”

      Luca makes a noise I’ve never heard him make before: a giggle. And then he tells me about kissing boys and making them cry.

      “A nursery rhyme,” I say for the sixth time afterwards. “I should’ve guessed. It’s about Brother Frank’s level.”

      Luca is still half-smiling, still half-embarrassed. “Don’t tell anyone,” he yawns. “I’d never live it down. Besides—” he pulls me close. “I don’t plan to make my boy ever cry again.”

      “Hm,” I say, dubious. “You’re kind of an unthinking asshole from time to time, baby. What if you make me cry without meaning to?”

      I’m just kidding, but Luca gets all serious. “I would hate that,” he says, cupping my face. “I’ve spent the last few months making you miserable, me miserable—and for what? I won’t ever do that again. I’ll shout it from the fucking rooftops how much I love you. I’m going to make this City kneel for you, baby bird, and pay their respects like they should. And if I ever do anything that makes you sad again…”

      “Yes?”

      “Then I’ll apologize like a man and I’ll make it up to you. And then I’ll eat your ass for a whole week, or whatever perverted sex thing you can think of.”

      “Oh, baby, I have so many wicked ideas,” I laugh. “I have plans for you.”

      He pushes me down in the bed and gets on top so he can suck on my nipples. “Mm, do you?” he murmurs.

      “Oh, I do. I do.” So many plans.

      For Luca D’Amato.

      For New York City.

      For the whole goddamn world…
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        * * *

      

      
        
        Want does Finch have planned?

        Join my VIP list to be the first to hear…

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Dear truly treasured reader…

          

        

      

    

    
      I’m writing this to you during strange times: April 2020. I sincerely hope that Married to the Mobster has let you escape into a fantasy world for a short time, even if that fantasy world was a little dark!

      I’m hoping to return to the Family soon, to see how Luca and Finch cope with the day-to-day of married life…and the criminal life.

      Make sure you join my newsletter to get updates about this series and others, the occasional freebie, and some sneak peeks.

      Finally, it would be great if you could leave a review of this book on Amazon, Goodreads, or anywhere else you might hang out online. As an independent author, your reviews and ratings help others find and enjoy my books. Now more than ever, I really believe reading is important.

      Yours,

      LJ

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Also by the Author

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        LEARN THE RULES

        (Rough Love Series Parts 1-5)

      

      

      Benjamin Ballard always assumed he was straight—in every way possible. They invented the term 'vanilla' to describe him. But if Ben's so straight, why can't he get his inscrutable coffee-shop co-worker Xander Romano out of his head? And how come Xander's rough-housing on the basketball court gets Ben so flustered?

      Xander Romano keeps his private life private, and lives by a strict set of rules. No fooling around with straight guys, and definitely no fooling around with vanilla guys. Been there, done that, got his heart broken. All Xander wants now is to focus on his acting career, and keep his darker desires under wraps.

      So what is it about Benjamin Ballard that makes Xander want to break all the rules? When Ben begs for a chance to experiment, Xander can't resist taking him in hand. It's just one quick session, after all.

      But Ben has other ideas...
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        * * *

      

      
        
        WINTER WONDERS

        (M/M Holiday Romance 1)

      

      

      Faking their way through Christmas...

      This holiday season, Cooper Kincaid finds his perfect Christmas gift on the side of the road: Jonathan Ashe. So perfect, in fact, that he can't resist unwrapping the gorgeous present and playing with him a little early, after taking Jon back to his cabin to recover from a minor car accident.

      Jon seems to bring out something deep inside Cooper...something he's tried to keep hidden from previous boyfriends. But their merrymaking is complicated when Cooper lies to his meddling mother, and tells her he's dating Jon.

      Jon has no interest in a new relationship after getting his heart broken. Definitely no interest in the heir to the Kincaid estate, where Jon is working for the holidays. And especially no interest in a guy who's so new to finding his bossy side in bed.

      Still, maybe a fake relationship could be fun, just for the holidays?

      But Cooper has made up his mind: it's his Christmas mission to heal Jon's heart. He's determined to work out exactly what Jon wants, and give it to him.

      Meanwhile, Cooper's disapproving mother not only invites his ex to their Christmas Eve event, she digs into Jon's past to prove to Cooper that they're totally unsuited.

      Can Cooper and Jon admit that they might be each other's winter wonderful, or will their differences and outside interference prove too much?
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        * * *

      

      
        
        TAMING TRISTAN

        (M/M Holiday Romance 2)

      

      

      
        
        Tristan:

        I'm a trouble-maker.

        Everyone at the club knows I don't kneel on command.

        So what?

        I’ve never met a man who’s worthy of my full surrender. I’m bored of all the wannabes who think they can expect perfect obedience without proving themselves first.

        But if I don’t play nice, I’m gonna get banned from the scene.

        And that’s when I meet Seth, the one guy who might have a chance at bringing me to my knees.

      

      

      

      
        
        Seth:

        I'm not interested in a relationship. I like it hard, fast, uncomplicated.

        But then a Hollywood producer and his plaything bet me I can’t tame a notorious trouble-maker by Valentine’s Day.

        I can’t refuse—not when it comes with the promise of big money when I win. I’ll be able to pay off my family's debts.

        Tristan Taylor is an enticing gamble. Whip-smart, big blue eyes, cheeky as they come. I like a challenge. I'll bring out Tristan's primal needs.

        I’ll make him beg. I’ll make him obey. I’ll make him kneel…

        But it'll take more than one night to train Tristan, and each session leaves me wanting something more.

        Something I wasn't prepared to gamble on.

        Taming Tristan was meant to be a bet. I never thought I’d wager my heart.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        ELECTRIC BLUE!

        (Novella)

      

      

      What would you do if you found out your best friend was LA's hottest superhero?

      What would you do if you'd been in love with that best friend for years?

      Zayne Williams fell for Chris Mitchell the moment they met, but Chris has always held him at arm’s length. Today, Zayne found out why.

      Chris has a secret alter-ego: he’s Electric Blue, Los Angles’ greatest superhero! But he swore to keep his identity secret, because he knows how dangerous it can be when a villain finds out who you really are. And falling in love? Is a danger Chris doesn’t want to face…

      But Zayne is determined to become Electric Blue’s sidekick, and work among a group of not-so-super heroes. Will Zayne convince Chris that he needs a sidekick, and even better, a boyfriend?

      Can Chris protect Zayne from villains who’d kill him just to get to Electric Blue?

      And will both of them be able to survive the SHADOWY SUPERVILLAIN rising in Los Angeles?

      TUNE IN TO FIND OUT!
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      Leighton Greene has been writing stories since she was old enough to hold a pencil. Her first book was a choose-your-own-adventure style book about deciding what to eat for breakfast. It didn't shake the New York Times bestseller list, but she still has a copy of it.

      

      After spending some time writing in academia, fanfiction and corporate reporting, Leighton decided she should probably do what she actually wanted to do, which was to write commercial fiction. So she did. She writes gay romance and, when the mood strikes, erotica as LJ Greene.
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